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THE IMPACT OF ADMINISTRATIVE SUPPORT
AND INSTITUTIONAL TYPE ON
ADULT LEARNER SERVICES

The study described examined thescope df existing servicesfor adult learners enrolled
in higher education today. Two analyseswer e performed, one to review the effect of
institutional type on services provided and the second to understand the impact of
perceived administrative support on effortsto servethisstudent population. The im-
plications of the findings for academic advisors are addressed.

Today, studentsover the agedf 25 arealarger and moresignificant presenceon the
college campus than had ever been expected. The full-time student, aged 18-22, liv-
ing on campus and attending classesduring the day isnolonger the normin American
institutionsof higher learning. Since 1966 the ranksdf part-timestudents, mostly adults,
haveincreased by about 150 percent (Sparks, 1985). Aslanian and Brickell (1988) report
that there are six million adult students who study for college credit every year and
that 45 percent of al undergraduate and graduate students are now over 25.

The numbersd adults comingto our campuseswill continueto increasethroughout
the remainder of thiscentury. Apps(1987) predictsthat, by 1992, 49 percent of col-
lege students will be 25 and older and 47.9 percent will be attending part time. New
technol ogi cal devel opments, the demandsof our information age, and workersdesir-
ing mid-career changes make the role o higher education increasingly important in
thelivesdf adults. By the year 2000, 75 percent of all employed American workers
will need to beretrained (NUCEA, 1986). Society is undergoing a mgor transforma-
tion. Asaresult, adultsare often faced with transitions which have led to increased
need for lifespan learning. Unfortunately, our institutions have not adequately
responded.
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8 C.J. Polson and J. P. Eriksen

In asynthesis o the literature on non-traditional students in higher education,
Hughes (1983) cited a 1974 study in which only half of dl colleges and universities
had any programsat all for adult students. Hughes also noted studies conducted in
1980 and 1981 which found that there wasstill a need for institutions to provide ser-
vices at convenient timesand in accessiblelocations. Adults were confronted with
barriersin theforms o residency requirementsand of difficulty in transferringcourses
that had been taken several years previoudly.

A recent survey d Canadian colleges and universities found that most did not
provide counsding servicesfor adults, advisorswere usualy not availableduringeven-
ings or weekends, and child care was not provided by the institutions. One-half of
theinstitutions provided orientation and | earning assi stance programs. Adult students
received most of their emotional and academic support from older students' associa-
tions on the campuses (Ironsideand Carley, 1986).

Perhapsthe primary barrier to moreservicesfor adults being offered at American
colleges and universitiesis the often prevailing attitude by institutional administra-
tion that the non-traditional student is marginal to the institution's overall mission.
Frandson (1977) indicates that many timesthe misson o theinstitution's continuing
education division,which generally housesadult student services, isperceived by the
academiccommunity at large as aservice that enhances the university's public rela
tionsimageor asan enrollment unit which can make upfor thelossd full-timetradi-
tional enrollmentsin other academic units. Therefore, the real purposedf continuing
education—""to bring to the adult community beyond the college/university campus
the opportunity to benefit from the talent, research and resources availableto the
graduate and undergraduate student in the campus milieu” (p. 9)—s often over-
looked. Providing funding to serve adult students is considered unimportant.

Ackell et al. (1982) have defined three stagesin an institution's adaptation to adul t
learners:

STAGE 1: The Laissex-Faire Stage. Thesystern worksneither for nor against adult
learners. Barriersare removed, but there is no actual administrative
intervention.

STAGE 2: The Separatist Stage. Adults are segregated from the traditional stu-
dent and given separate servicesthat ared poorer quality than those
offered younger students. Lessfunding support isgiven by theinstitu-
tion to adult programs than to programsfor younger students.

STAGE 3: The Equity Stage. Adultsare treated fairly; they are given the same
quality and quantity of service that the traditional-age students
receive.

Mary institutions have overlooked the seriousnessd today's adult student popula
tion. & this group, 60 percent are degree-seeking students, 50 percent take four or
more courses a year, and 25 percent study full time (Aslanian & Brickell, 1988). It
is apparent that institutions will need to take immediate steps to move them from
the laissez-fairestage to the equity stage as defined by Ackell, et al. (1982).

$S9008 93l) BIA 0Z-01-SZ0Z Je /woo Aloyoeignd-poid-swiid-yiewlayem-jpd-awiid//:sdiy wouy papeojumoq



IMPACT ON ADULT LEARNER SERVICES 9

PURPOSES

One purpose of this study was to determine the degree to which higher education
institutions served by members of the National Academic Advising Association
(NACADA) provided advising and other specialized services to adult learners. A
second purposewasto determine how frequently these institutionsemployed specific
educational delivery systems which are non-traditional in nature. Thirdly, the study
sought to establish the frequency with which adult learners at these institutions en-
countered each of several assumed **barriers'™ to adult participation in higher educa-
tion. Finaly, the study was concerned with the degree to which findings differed
(8 amonginstitutional typesand (b) amonginstitutions which experienced different
levels of administrative support for adult learners.

PROCEDURES

A survey questionnaire wasdevel oped to study the scope of existing servicesfor adult
learners attending today's universities and colleges. The instrument used in gather-
ingthedatawascreated by the leadership of the National Academic Advising Associa
tion (NACADA) Task Forcefor Advisng Adult Learners. The questionnaire assessed
such things as institutional support for adult learners, existing servicesfor this stu-
dent population, special *"target' groupsthat were identified, and institutional bar-
riersconfronted by adult learners on campus. It was mailed to a random sample con-
sistingof one-third of the NACADA members(439). NACADA isan organization con-
sisting of faculty advisors, administrators, professional advisors, counsel ors,and others
in academic and student affairs concerned with the intellectual, personal, and voca-
tional needsof students. Two hundred and thirty three usable responses (53%)were
returned. Responseswere categorized according to the type of institution in which
the respondent was employed: two-year public, four-year private, graduate public,
and graduate private. A chi-square analysiswas performed to determineif therewas
a relationship between the size of the institution and its response to adult learners
needs on campus. A second chi-square analysis was performed to examine if there
was a relationship between administrative support of educational and support ser-
vicesfor adult learners and actual programmingeffortsto meet adult |earner needs.

RESULTS

To assessthe amount o change, if any, institutions had madeto meet the special needs
of adults, respondents were asked to indicate if their institutions had made substan-
tial, moderate, or very minor programmingalterationsin the past five years. Seventy
percent o dl institutionsrepresented had altered program offerings and their schedules
to accommodatethe needsof adult learners. O that percentage, 18 percent had made
substantial changes. Additionally, 77 percent were providing student support services
to accommodate thisincreasing student population. Twenty percent of theseinstitu-
tions indicated they had substantial student support services for adults.
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Table 1

Relationship between Administration's Support and Serwices Offeredfor Adults
(in Percentages).

Degree d Support

Norne or

Substantial Moderate Vay Minor  Cont.

Service (N=46) (N=130) (N=54) Codf.
Offices open non-traditional times 85 61 22 .39
Scholarships/financial ad 50 42 7 .32
Spoedid orientationsfor adults 87 65 24 .40
Career advising/counseling 87 83 59 .25
Placement services 67 50 39 19
Preparatory/refresher courses 74 55 19 .36
Ongoing support groups 65 58 28 27
Academic advisng 93 87 46 40
Adult resource center 39 24 7 24
Prior learning assessment 50 35 22 .19

Respondentswere asked to provide information on the types of special services
their institutions currently provide for adults. The chi-square analysis performed to
identify the relationship between central administrations' attitude toward providing
educational and support services for adult learners and the special services offered
for adult learnerswassignificant in all itemspresented (see Table 1). Institutionswhose
administration was viewed as supportive were more likely to have support services
open at non-traditional times(85%), to sponsor special orientation sessionsfor adults
(87%), to offer preparatory/refresher coursesfor adults (74 %), and were morelikely
to award credit for prior learning assessment (50%b) I nstitutions with minor or no sup-
port from administration wereleast likely to offer credit for prior |earning assessment
(22%), to be open at non-traditional times(22%), and to offer special orientation ses-
sions (24%).Regardless o thelevel o administrative support institutions received,
they were less likely to have adult resource centers and were less likely to have
availablespecial scholarship/financial aid for adults on their campuses. Academic ad-
vising and career advising/counseling were the services most accessibleto adults.

When achi-square analysiswas done to examineif thetype of institution affected
the type o services, only three items were found to be significant. Those included
preparatory/refresher courses, ongoing support groups, and adult resource centers.
If any institution offered thesethreeitems, it was most likely to beatwo-year public

college. Private collegesand graduate private colleges were least likely to offer the
services.
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IMPACT ON ADULT LEARNER SERVICES 11

When focusing on the rel ationshipbetween institutional type and where and when
programsand services were offered, the chi-square analysisresulted in threesignifi-
cant items. Not surprisingly, most services were available during the day in at least
71 percent of each of theinstitutional types. The two-year public college was most
likely (96%)to offer these services during evening hours(96%)and off-campus(54%o).
Thefour-year private college wasleast likely to deviate from tradition—they seldom
went off-campus (21%) and only half were open in the evenings.

Respondentswere dso asked if there wasa specifictarget group of adultsfor which
their programsand serviceswere designed. The most frequently identified group was
adult re-entry women. Almost all (96%)two-year public colleges, 75 percent of all
graduate public and graduate private institutions, and half o the four-year private
institutionstargeted thisgroup. Two-year collegeswere at least 25 times more likely
in all instances to target adults with no previous college work (75%), adults with a
GED (71%), community and business groups(75%), and workers seeking retraining
(75%)than other institutional types.

Administrative support of adult learners appearsto be directly linked to policies
which most affect them. Respondents who reported having special admission pro-
ceduresfor adults had substantial support from their administrators (59%). The ma-
Jority of the remaining respondentswho had substantial support from administrators
felt there was no need for alterations in their admissions policy (36%). I nstitutions
which expressed moderate administrative support tended not to see such policiesas
necessary (50%);however, 38 percent of the institutions had such policiesin place.
Individualswith little support from administration tended to be closaly divided among
those who had such policies(39%), those who felt they didn't need one (33%), and
those who felt one was needed (28%).

Table 2 outlines the relationship between institutional type and non-traditional
delivery modes/times/locations asdetermined by a chi-squareanalysis. Evening courses
were the predominant non-traditional delivery learning opportunity extended to adult
learnersin al institutional types. Although two-year public colleges are most likely
to deliver coursework via television (83%), it appears that graduate public institu-
tionsare most likely to offer coursework through acombination of media: radio courses
(87%), television courses (61%), and correspondence courses (44%). Non-traditional
efforts by four-year private colleges have tended to be those which have involved
only achangein thetime coursesare offered, and have not involved structural changes
in the coursesthemselves. It isinteresting to note that graduate private collegesare
most likely to have degree programswhich have been created only for non-traditional
students (28%).

The relationship between institutional type and institutional barriersaffectingadult
learnersisexhibited in Table 3. The one areawhich appearsto create a common con-
cernamongall institutional typesisadult learner accessto classes. Thiswasdf at least
minor concern to 86 percent of the respondents from graduate public institutions,
72 percent from four-year private institutions, 68 percent from two-year public col-
leges, and 66 percent from graduate private colleges. Outside this concern, two-year
public college respondentsfailed to indicate any other institutional barriers confront-
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12 C. J. Polson and J. P. Eriksen

ing their adult learners. Lack of developmental classesseemed to be another institu-
tional barrier affecting adultsin graduate private(74%), four-year private (67%), and
graduate public (26%) nstitutions. Unlike respondentsfromother institutions, graduate
public college respondents tended to view the attitudes of their administrators as a
barrier to adult learners (61%).

Table 2
Relationship between Institutional Type and Non-traditional Delivery Modes
Times/Locations (iNPercentages).
Type d Institution
2Yer 4Yexr G Grad
Public Private Pudlic Private Cont.

Non-traditiond Ddivery (N=24) (N=28) (N=108) (N=40) {oef
Evening dasses 100 71 97 %5 .34
Weskend classes 79 36 0 i) 26
Tdevison classes 83 11 61 15 At
Redio classes 8 — 87 - 20
Correspondence classes 4 4 44 8 Al
Offered at non-traditional time 38 43 19 40 23
Externa degree 4 1 23 3 25
Degree only for non-traditiond students  — 14 8 28 on

Although academic advisingisthestudent support service most frequently available
to adult learners, there does appear to be some variability accordingto thisitem. A
chi-square analysiswas performed to seeif advising services varied accordingto ad-
ministrative support (see Table 4). Institutions which had at |east moderate support
offered specia advising services for adults 44 percent more often than those which
had no, or very minor, support. Another factor which appears to be largely influ-
enced by administrative support is the amount of time devoted to advising adults.
In environmentssupportive of adults, the respondents spent almost half of their time
advisingadult learners(46%), whereas81 percent o respondentsfrom non-supportive
environments spent 24 percent or less of their time with adult advisees.

Thisanalysisasoindicated that, inalarge number of instances, advisingfor adults
occurs on campus during evening hours. The respondentsfrom institutions which of -
fered substantial administrative support are most likely to go off campusto advise
(41%)and are most likely to be available during the weekends for advising (35%),
compared to those with minor administrative support who tend not to take advising
off-campus (11%)and are seldom available on weekends (7%).
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Table 3 IMPACT ON ADULT LEARNER SERVICES 13

Relationship between Institutional Type and Institutional Barriers Affecting

Adult Students (in Percentages). Type of I nstitution*

2-Year 4-Y ear Grad Grad
Public Private Public Private Cont.
Institutional Barrier (N=25) (N=24-25) (N=100-106) ( N=3840) Coef
Admission policies
major 4 4 ) H
minor 4 20 ar al
no problem a2 Th 56 2 2G
Lack of developmental classes
major 4 25 19 23
minor 28 42 43 51
no problem 68 33 38 26 26
Administrative attitudes
major 4 21 18 5
minor 28 25 43 38
no problem 68 54 39 58 .26
Lack of accessto classes
major 12 36 39 21
minor 56 36 47 45
no problem 32 28 14 34 .26

*N variesdightly from question to question depending on number of omits.

Table 4

Relationship between Administration’s Support and Advising Services

(in Percentages).
Degree of Support *

None or
Substantial Moderate Very Minor  Cont.
Advising Service (N=44-46) (N=128-130) (N=5354)  Coef.
Special advising services for adults 78 61 17 .33
Time spent with adults
100%-50% 4h 26 L R
49%-25% 21 27 @
24%or less 34 48 81
Where and when advising services
are available to adults
Off-campus 41 35 11 .23
During the evening 87 66 30 .37
Weekends 35 15 7 .26
Provides career advising for adults 98 94 70 .32

*N varies dightly from question to question depending on number of omits.
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A chi-square analysis looking at the relationship between institutional type and
advising services was also performed (see Table 5). Congruent with thefindings dis-
cussed earlier, two-year public colleges werefound to betheinstitutional type most
likely to have special advising servicesfor adults (72%), they tended to spend more
time advising adults than other colleges (56 percent of respondents spent more than
50 percent of their time advising adults) and were most likely to befound off-campus
advising (44%).Although over 50 percent of thegraduate public and graduate private
institutions offered special advising servicesfor adults, they spent lesstime advising
adults. Additionally, they werelesslikely to offer advising servicesat off-campus|oca-
tions. The four-year private college respondents also tended not to devote as much
of their time to advising adults (64 percent of those responding spent less than 24
percent) and weretheleast likely to offer advising services outside regular office hours.
Weekend advising was seldom made available by any of the institutions.

Tables

Relationship between Institutional Type and Advising Services
(in Percentages).

Type of Institution*

2-Yeax 4Yex Grad Grd
Public Private Public Private Cont.
Advising Service (N=25) (N=28) (N=104-108) (N=39-40) Coef.
Specid advising services
for adults 72 2 53 50 21
Time spent with adults
100%-50% 56 18 19 30
49%-254 36 18 17 23
24%or less 8 64 64 48 A5
Where and when advising
servicesare availableto
adults
Off-campus 4 21 32 25 NS
During the evening 83 39 57 . 68 .26
Weekends 12 25 13 25 NS
Provides career advising
for adults 100 79 o1 & 20

*N variesdightly from question to question depending on number of omits.
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CONCLUSIONS

The most striking finding of this adult learner services study is that there appears
to be a direct correlation between administrative support and the services offered
to non-traditional learners. The higher thelevel of support by administration, the more
programs that were available for adults. Interestingly, however, few institutions,
regardless of their administrations encouragement, reported having adult resource
centers or special scholarships/financial aid for adults. The services most accessible
to adultstended to be those which could be provided without requiring mgor organiza
tional changes (such as academic advising and counseling) and continued to be of-
fered at times convknient to the institution (during the day). Educational delivery
systems also tended to be those which could be provided through a mere extension
of existing courses (evening courses). Although it was encouraging to note that 70
percent of those responding indicated that their institutions had altered their pro-
gram offerings to accommodate the needs of older students, these changes appeared
to be only superficial.

It was not surprisingto find that adult women studentsare the most targeted group
for program planning. Epstein (1986) indicates that the majority of all American col-
lege students are women. Studies have found that adult women have a greater need
for services than do their male counterparts (Hughes, 1983). Hughes postul ates that
thisis because women often face more responsibilities (housework and childcare in
addition to jobs) than do their adult male student counterparts and need assistance
in coping with their multiple roles. Perhaps, also, women are more willing to admit
their needs and take advantage of programs that address their concerns.

Asexpected, two-year public collegeswerefound to offer more servicesfor adults
than do other types of institutions. They are most likely to offer refresher courses
and support groups and to have an adult resource center. Services are available at
more times (evenings and weekends) at the two-year colleges. These collegeswere
also morelikely to provide assistance in off-campus locations as well. Asinstitutions
which have been dependent on the traditional-aged student see a decline in enroll-
ment, it islikely many o the institutional barriers will be removed so asto attract
adult learners.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Since academic advising is the student service most frequently extended to adult
students, it isessential that advisors serve asadvocates for adult learner serviceson
their campuses. They can influence their institutions to move toward an equity stage
of development. Ackell, et al. (1982), list key areas which should be considered in
this process. Among them **. . . courses must be scheduled in times and places, in-
cluding evenings, weekends, and of f-campus locations, where adult studentscan get
to them, and yet wherethereisno diminution of academicquality or credibility** (p.34).
They a so recommend extending the operating hoursof officesthat serve adult students
and adapting institutional rules and regulations to meet the needs of adults. Ackell,
et al., point out, however, that various stages of the adaptive process will be ap-
propriatefor individual institutions at certain timesin their history. But asmoreadults
enter our colleges and universities, more institutions of higher learning will find it
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16 C. J. Polson and J. P. Eriksen

necessary to accommodatethe needsadf thisnew group of learners. Thisaccommoda
tion can no longer be a mereextension of serviceswithinthe existingtraditional pat-
terns as seen in this study. The market for serious adult studentsis large, growing,
and significant for any college seeking to maintain or to expand enrollment in the
coming decade. Adult students should, however, be viewed not as a student com-
modity tofill the gap left by decreasing numbers of traditional-aged students, but as
an integral part of the university environment.
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