
Walden University Walden University 

ScholarWorks ScholarWorks 

Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies 
Collection 

2022 

Undergraduate Nontraditional Adult Students’ and University Undergraduate Nontraditional Adult Students’ and University 

Administrator Perceptions of Supports for Program Completion Administrator Perceptions of Supports for Program Completion 

Sarah Franchesca Ellison 
Walden University 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations 

 Part of the Educational Administration and Supervision Commons 

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies 
Collection at ScholarWorks. It has been accepted for inclusion in Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies by an 
authorized administrator of ScholarWorks. For more information, please contact ScholarWorks@waldenu.edu. 

http://www.waldenu.edu/
http://www.waldenu.edu/
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissanddoc
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissanddoc
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations?utm_source=scholarworks.waldenu.edu%2Fdissertations%2F13334&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/787?utm_source=scholarworks.waldenu.edu%2Fdissertations%2F13334&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:ScholarWorks@waldenu.edu


 

Walden University 
 
 
 

College of Education 
 
 
 
 

This is to certify that the doctoral study by 
 
 

Sarah Ellison 
 
 

has been found to be complete and satisfactory in all respects,  
and that any and all revisions required by  
the review committee have been made. 

 
 
 

Review Committee 
Dr. Cathryn Walker, Committee Chairperson, Education Faculty 

Dr. Nichole Karpel, Committee Member, Education Faculty 
Dr. Cheryl Burleigh, University Reviewer, Education Faculty 

 
 
 
 

Chief Academic Officer and Provost 
Sue Subocz, Ph.D. 

 
 
 

Walden University 
2022 

 
 
 

 

 



 

Abstract 

Undergraduate Nontraditional Adult Students’ and University Administrator Perceptions 

of Supports for Program Completion 

by 

Sarah Ellison 

 

MS, Walden University, 2015 

BS, University of La Verne, 2012 

 

 

 

Dissertation Submitted in Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Doctor of Education 

 

 

Walden University 

November 2022  



 

Abstract 

The problem investigated by this study is the low completion rates of nontraditional 

undergraduate adult students attending a 4-year university located in the West coast 

region of the United States. In 2020, the program completion rate was less than 44% at 

the study site and 45.8% for nontraditional undergraduate adult students nationally. The 

purpose of this qualitative instrumental case study was to explore undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students’ and university administrators’ perceptions and experiences 

of supports needed for success as it relates to retention, persistence, and program 

completion. Using Knowles’s andragogy and Tinto’s persistence theories as the 

conceptual framework, research questions focused on the perceptions and experiences of 

nontraditional adult students and university administrators. Interviews were conducted 

with five undergraduate nontraditional adult students who were 21 years of age or older 

at the time of enrollment and six university administrators responsible for overseeing 

student success programming within the academic colleges. Qualitative analysis was 

conducted using a priori and open coding. Perceptions were synthesized into four themes. 

Students perceived the campus structure and interaction with university support services 

professionals were critical and university resources were beneficial and necessary to their 

success. Administrators perceived that university culture changes and flexible services 

were needed to support successful program completion, retention, and persistence for 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students. Findings may contribute to positive social 

change by informing stakeholders of university culture and support systems for 

nontraditional students, leading to improved success in retention, persistence, and 

program completion.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

The higher education environment consists of many diverse student populations 

and several departments of academic professionals and higher education leaders 

dedicated to providing services designed to aid students in their success and retention. 

Nontraditional adult students are students who may have experienced delayed enrollment, 

attend school part-time, are employed full-time while attending school, are financially 

independent of their parents, may be responsible for the care of dependents, and are 

typically over the age of 21 years at the time of enrollment (Rabourn et al., 2018). 

Nontraditional adult learners constitute a growing student population that often struggles 

with retention, persistence, and degree completion. Nontraditional adult students in the 

United States had a reported dropout rate of 46% in 2018 (Shapiro et al., 2018) and low 

university completion rates of 45.8% in 2020 (Causey et al., 2020). Inadequate university 

support services provided to nontraditional adult students may be a factor in their poor 

retention. However, researchers have focused thus far on traditional undergraduate 

learners’ experiences with support services and have not considered the experiences of 

nontraditional adult undergraduate students (Chen, 2017; Johnson, 2018; Powers & 

Wartalski, 2021; Schroeder & Terras, 2015). Higher education administrators’ 

acknowledgment and acceptance of the reality of today’s students and their nontraditional 

pathways may lead to a better understanding and development of beneficial support 

services at both the national and institutional levels, ultimately leading to greater 

nontraditional adult student success (Shapiro et al., 2018). Many personal and 

institutional barriers keep nontraditional adult students from succeeding at the university 
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level (Hunter-Johnson, 2017). If nontraditional adult students continue to be a 

marginalized group, their success related to program completion, retention, and 

persistence will continue to present difficulties and challenges (Hunter-Johnson, 2017). 

To better understand nontraditional adult students’ views and priorities, higher education 

professionals should analyze undergraduate nontraditional adult students’ perceptions of 

support and success as it relates to retention, persistence, and program completion. 

On the national level, university leaders have tailored student-centered support 

services, and advising practices in a one size fits all approach, catering to the needs of 

traditional student populations (Johnson, 2018; Powers & Wartalski, 2021; Schroeder & 

Terras, 2015). University leaders have focused less on the needs of undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students in terms of providing the necessary academic resources to 

support academic planning and acclimation to the higher education system (Powers & 

Wartalski, 2021; Schroeder & Terras, 2015). According to Rabourn et al. (2018), the 

undergraduate nontraditional adult student experience needs to be explored more 

extensively to ensure that this student population receives the proper support to succeed 

at the undergraduate university level. The lack of concern and attention regarding the 

needs of undergraduate nontraditional adult students can make this student population 

and other nontraditional student populations feel alienated or isolated from the university 

(Kim et al., 2020). 

This study contributes to the gap in practice and literature by adding a new 

perspective regarding undergraduate nontraditional adult student success, persistence, and 

retention at 4-year postsecondary institutions. The study site is a large, residential, 4-year 
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state institution classified as having “high” research activity, high graduate coexistence, 

comprehensive programs, majority undergraduate programs, and an undergraduate profile 

of having more selective, higher transfer-in for the undergraduate profile (Carnegie 

Classification of Institutions of Higher Education, 2021). According to Kahu and Nelson 

(2018), incorporating a cultural lens to introduce students to the higher education 

environment can aid 4-year universities in enhancing student success and retention. In 

this study, I explored the experiences and perceptions of nontraditional undergraduate 

adult students and university administrators regarding support for successful program 

completion, retention, and persistence at the undergraduate level. The information gained 

from this study may assist researchers and university administrators in understanding this 

student population, as well as helping academic professionals connect with and provide 

support services catered to the needs of undergraduate nontraditional adult students.  

In this chapter, I introduce the study by examining the background of the problem 

and describing the problem in more depth. I then present the purpose of the study, 

followed by the research questions (RQs) that I used to explore the problem and 

phenomenon of the needs of undergraduate nontraditional adult students and successful 

program completion, retention, and persistence. Chapter 1 also includes overviews of the 

conceptual framework and nature of the study; definitions of key terms; and a discussion 

of the study's assumptions, scope and delimitations, limitations, and significance.  

Background 

There is a significant body of research regarding student success and persistence 

in higher education, the more prevalent studies being those written by Tinto (1975, 1993), 
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Astin (1985, 1993), Pascarella (1980), and Chickering and Gamson (1989). Tinto 

established a longitudinal model that included environmental and social considerations 

for student departure from college. Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) assertion was that the 

stronger the social or academic integration a student experienced, the greater the 

likelihood the student would remain enrolled in school. Researchers have used Tinto’s 

model as a foundation for many studies on student success and persistence (Aljohani, 

2016; Stephen et al., 2020). More recent studies pertaining to student success have 

focused heavily on traditional student populations, traditional students being middle 

class, and recent high school graduates attending 4-year residential schools who do not 

work and are not financially independent (K. W. Cho, 2019).  

Research pertaining to undergraduate nontraditional adult student success in a 4-

year university setting is still fairly new, and many factors of student success and 

persistence for this population are still being explored. Researchers who undertook early 

work on student success and persistence focused on traditional students attending 4-year 

private and public university institutions (Rabourn et al., 2018). Experts in higher 

education have recognized the need for change in developing more inclusive higher-

quality educational environments focused on continuous improvement (Caruth, 2018; 

McNair, Albertine, et al., 2022). With the increase in nontraditional adult student 

enrollment and a national focus on graduation rates, university leadership should become 

more aware of the institutional impact of current student success metrics and services on 

the retention rates and persistence of nontraditional adult undergraduate students (Dorius 

et al., 2017).  



5 

 

Problem Statement 

The problem investigated by this study is the low completion rates of 

nontraditional undergraduate adult students attending a 4-year university located in the 

West coast region of the United States. This public university in the Western United 

States has a large population of nontraditional adult undergraduate students, who, for this 

study, were defined as students over the age of 21 at the time of enrollment. The National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES, as cited in Pelletier, 2010) distinguishes 

nontraditional adult students as meeting one of seven characteristics: postponed 

enrollment into postsecondary education, enrolled in college part-time, employed full-

time, financially independent for financial aid purposes, is a single parent, responsible for 

dependents other than a spouse, or a custodial parent, or does not have a high school 

diploma. According to institutional data personnel at the study site, the 2020 completion 

rate for nontraditional adult undergraduate students aged 21 and older at the time of 

enrollment at the local study site was below 44%.  

The completion rate for undergraduate nontraditional adult students is concerning 

at the study site and reflects low levels of nontraditional adult undergraduate degree 

completion nationally. Nontraditional adult students across the United States have a 

reported dropout rate of 46% in 2018 (Shapiro et al., 2018) and a university completion 

rate of 45.8% in 2020 (Causey et al., 2020). According to Rabourn et al. (2018), 

nontraditional adult students’ experiences need to be explored more extensively to ensure 

that this student population receives the proper support to succeed in terms of retention, 

persistence, and program completion at the undergraduate university level. The need for 
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this exploration further illustrated the gap in practice and in the literature on 

undergraduate nontraditional adult student perceptions and experiences regarding 

program completion, persistence, and retention. This study contributes to the literature by 

providing information related to a deeper understanding of this specific student 

population and their needs to be successful in an undergraduate university setting. 

In this study, I investigated the experiences and perceptions of nontraditional 

undergraduate adult students pursuing their degrees at the study site and university 

administrators in charge of student success programming at the study site. The 

perceptions and experiences of the undergraduate nontraditional adult students provided a 

greater understanding of services that support these students’ program completion, 

persistence, and retention at the study site. In addition, university administrators' 

perceptions of nontraditional adult students yielded information that stakeholders could 

use to develop future programs and services to support nontraditional adult student 

success. 

Purpose of the Study 

Through an extensive review of the literature on this topic, a gap in practice 

regarding support services was identified concerning the needs and hindrances of 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students’ perceptions and reported experiences of 

what contributes to or hinders their program success and persistence at the undergraduate 

level. The gap in practice and literature is focused on the lack of attention given to the 

needs and experiences of nontraditional adult students and what contributes to their 

program completion, retention, and persistence at the undergraduate level. The purpose of 



7 

 

this qualitative instrumental case study was to explore undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students’ and university administrators’ perceptions and experiences of supports needed 

for success as it relates to retention, persistence, and program completion. Researchers 

have noted that focused research surrounding the needs and strategies to improve 

retention and persistence are necessary to strengthen the success of nontraditional adult 

students in higher education (Kara et al., 2019; Merriam, 2018). To address this call for 

research, I explored the perceptions and experiences of nontraditional adult students 

attending the study site and university administrators in charge of student success 

programming at the study site. 

An understanding of nontraditional undergraduate student experiences and student 

support strategies are needed to inform higher education leaders regarding factors that 

affect nontraditional students’ success at the undergraduate level (Montanari et al., 2022; 

Remenick & Bergman, 2021). A deeper understanding of nontraditional adult students’ 

perceptions and experiences may provide higher education institution leaders with more 

information to adequately address their needs and expectations. This study may lead to 

improved student success models of support as it relates to retention, persistence, and 

program completion for nontraditional adult students at the undergraduate level. 

Research Questions 

The research questions (RQs) that were addressed are as follows:  

RQ1: How do undergraduate nontraditional adult students attending a traditional 

postsecondary 4-year institution describe their perceptions of support towards program 

completion, retention, and persistence at the study site?  
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RQ2: What do university administrators describe as supports to successful 

program completion, retention, and persistence for undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students?  

Conceptual Framework  

The theories that constituted the framework for this study were Knowles’s (1984) 

theory of core adult learning principles and Tinto’s (1975) theory of student retention. 

Knowles established five characteristics that differentiate adult learners from other 

learners and four key principles that pertain to adult education as a whole. Within an 

educational environment, adult learners require an awareness of learning and thrive on 

self-directed activities versus instructor-directed lectures and activities (Morrison & 

McCutheon, 2019). The characteristics and principles associated with Knowles’s theory 

of core adult learning principles address the distinctive learning approaches and values 

associated with adult learners in an educational environment. According to Knowles 

(1984), the five significant concepts of the adult learner that need to be realized are self-

concept, adult learner experience, readiness to learn, orientation to learning, and 

motivation to learn. These features may be relevant to adult students when working with 

university support services to help with academic-related guidance and issues. The four 

principles detailed in Knowles’s theory of adult learning andragogy (1984) include  

• Adult students need to be involved in the planning and evaluation of their 

instruction  

• Adult students’ experiences (including their errors) provide the foundation for 

learning activities 
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• Adult students are most interested in learning when the subject is relevant to 

their job or personal life  

• Adult student learning environments should be problem centered rather than 

content driven  

Using the theory of core adult learning principles (see Knowles et al., 2020) as the 

additional theory that formed the conceptual framework helped facilitate the exploration 

of nontraditional students’ learning processes. Knowles et al. (2020) articulated that 

central principles that influence how adults learn include experiences and opportunities 

that include (a) self-directed, (b) transformational, (c) experiential, (d) mentorship, (e) 

orientation of learning, (f) motivation, and (g) readiness to learn. Using Knowles’s theory 

(2020) to support the conceptual framework, I explored nontraditional adult learners’ and 

administrators’ perceptions and experiences of support in a university setting pertaining 

to nontraditional adult student retention, persistence, and program completion. The key 

elements of Knowles’s theory applied to the design of the research questions that focused 

on nontraditional students’ and administrators’ perceived experiences of success and 

barriers to retention and degree completion at the study site. Based on Knowles’s theory 

(1984), key principles of adult learning that were used to design interview questions were 

aligned with the research questions. I designed the interview protocols that aligned 

questions to the key adult learning principles, how nontraditional adult students described 

their life experiences related to their learning, and the university supports that 

strengthened their learning experiences, including perceived targeted supports and 

barriers at the study site. I explored the perceptions, experiences, and recommendations 
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of both nontraditional students and university administrators regarding nontraditional 

adult students’ perceptions of university services to support successful retention, 

persistence, and program completion. Nontraditional adult students may become more 

interested in their degree focus and coursework when they see their program and 

coursework as applicable to their career focus or advancement (see Knowles, 1984). 

Knowles’s model served as a lens for understanding the experiences, perceptions, 

described behaviors, and interactions of the student and other adult experiences at the 

study site. Knowles’s theory provided a lens to view nontraditional undergraduate 

students' academic and social adult relationships and experiences in a university setting. 

According to Suh and Hodges (2020), the principles associated with Knowles’s theory of 

adult learning andragogy help investigate the experiences and motivations of 

nontraditional students that help drive their academic success at the undergraduate level. 

Contemporary research on the persistence and retention of college students has 

foundations based on the works of Tinto (1975, 1993, 1999), which over the years has 

been used to support and challenge research of student success, persistence, and retention 

(Sriram et al., 2020). Tinto’s model of student retention considered intrinsic and external 

factors that influence student behavior as it pertains to persistence and retention. 

However, Tinto’s (1993) work did not specifically reference nontraditional adult students' 

experiences (Aljohani, 2016; Potter, 2022). Tinto’s central premise was that students are 

more likely to remain in school and succeed as they feel more integrated into the 

academic and social culture. Tinto’s work has been applied to adult student populations; 

however, during his work, nontraditional student populations were not as large as they 



11 

 

are today and were not categorized differently than traditional students (Tight, 2020). 

Tinto’s work on student retention explored nontraditional undergraduate adult student 

experiences pertaining to their success and persistence. Tinto considered university 

students’ integration into the university culture and internal and external factors that 

influence the retention of university students. Based on Tinto’s theory, key principles of 

student retention theory that support student retention were used to align interview 

questions to explore how nontraditional adult students described their life experiences. 

Hence, employing an instrumental case study approach and conducting interviews to 

explore the experiences and perceptions of nontraditional adult students and university 

administrators aligned to the purpose of the study and design of the research and 

interview questions. I used a qualitative methodology design and instrumental case study 

approach to explore the phenomenon of nontraditional adult student persistence, 

retention, and program completion at the study site. I interviewed two participant 

populations regarding the nature of the study. I designed the interview protocols for both 

populations using the key elements of Knowles’s theory of adult learning and Tinto’s 

theory of student retention. Subsequently, the framework aligned with the problem and 

focus of this study. Higher education professionals have used the works of Tinto to 

inform their practice and work with many student populations (Smith & Tinto, 2022). 

Tinto’s key assumptions can also be used to support and advance the understanding of 

undergraduate nontraditional adult student retention and persistence (see Pendakur et al., 

2019). Tinto’s work regarding student retention was used to support the exploration of 
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undergraduate nontraditional adult student experiences relating to their success, retention, 

and persistence. 

I used the conceptual framework and the key elements of each theory to analyze 

the information obtained from the participant interviews. In the data analysis process, I 

conducted a priori coding, a deductive coding process to analyze the participants’ 

responses in relation to the conceptual framework. I examined participants’ responses for 

the presence of the key elements of both Tinto’s theory of student retention and 

Knowles’s theory of adult learning. I identified deductive codes that included perceptions 

of support, experiences, success, access to resources, quality of services, description of 

university supports, lack of services, campus support, and administration perception. 

Using the conceptual framework to conduct a priori coding, I examined the participant 

responses for the presence or absence of a priori codes from the interview transcriptions. 

This information was used in the analysis to identify themes associated with the research 

questions and to respond to the research questions.  

Nature of the Study 

I investigated the phenomenon of low completion rates of nontraditional adult 

students at the undergraduate level attending the study site, a 4-year university located in 

the West coast region of the United States. The nature of this study was a qualitative case 

study approach to allow for the collection and exploration of undergraduate 

nontraditional adult student and university administrator perceptions, and descriptions of 

university supports concerning completion, retention, and persistence at the study site for 

nontraditional adult students. An instrumental case study approach was suitable for this 
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research study because it is a popular approach among qualitative researchers and is 

considered valuable when exploring contemporary phenomena (see de Vries, 2020). In 

this instrumental case study, I considered the experiences and perceptions of two 

participant populations at the study site. I explored undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students’ and university administrators’ perceptions regarding their personal experiences 

towards program completion, retention, and persistence. Hence, the purpose of this 

qualitative instrumental case study was to explore undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students’ and university administrators’ experiences and perceptions of supports towards 

successful program completion, retention, and persistence of nontraditional adult 

students. I used a priori coding, a form of deductive coding based on the key elements of 

the framework, in vivo coding, based on the participants’ actual words (see Saldana, 

2016), and open coding, an inductive coding process, to identify codes, categories, and 

themes to address the purpose of the research study and answer the research questions. 

The findings of this study can be used to help promote further recommendations 

regarding the success of nontraditional adult students at the undergraduate level regarding 

successful program completion, persistence, and retention. 

Definitions 

Many of the terms used throughout this study, including nontraditional adult 

student, persistence, retention, university supports and student success, have been defined 

in several different ways and adapted over time as the student population at the university 

level has become more diverse. Nontraditional students can be defined as adult students 

over the age of 21 at the time of enrollment (Kasworm, 2018; Rabourn et al., 2018) and 
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as students that delayed enrollment into college, attended the university part-time, 

worked full-time while taking classes, were financially independent, and had dependents 

other than a spouse (Lewis, & Bailey-Webb, 2019) 

Nontraditional adult students: For the purpose of this study, nontraditional adult 

students were defined as students who are 21 years or older at the time of enrollment and 

have an association with one or more of the characteristics outlined by the NCES 

(Kasworm, 2018; Lewis, & Bailey-Webb, 2019). NCES defined nontraditional students 

as having one or more of the following characteristics: delaying postsecondary 

enrollment, being independent for financial aid purposes, having one or more dependents, 

being a primary caregiver, not having a traditional high school diploma, attending school 

part-time, and being employed full-time (Choy, 2002). 

Persistence: Persistence is defined as continued enrollment toward degree 

completion (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2019). Persistence can be 

envisioned as a behavioral commitment to one’s studies and is measured by the 

consideration of time a student remains enrolled within the institution making progress 

towards the completion of their program (Roland et al., 2018). 

Program Completion: Program completion for undergraduate students is defined 

as the last day of the term completing your degree requirements, usually the last day of 

final exams (regardless of the date one graduated from the university; Cal State East Bay, 

n.d.).  

Retention: The terms retention and persistence have been employed 

interchangeably in many studies pertaining to higher education and student success. For 
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this study, retention is defined as an institutional-level measure of success toward degree 

completion, and persistence will be considered an individual or student-level measure of 

success towards degree completion (see Hagedorn, 2006; Savage et al., 2019). 

Student Success: The term student success is often recognized as a priority for 

higher education institutions and, in its simplest definition, refers to the graduation and 

retention of students (Deeken et al., 2019). While the definition of student success can be 

adapted and defined in many ways, for this study, student success is defined simply by 

progress towards program completion.  

University Administrator: The term administrator within the higher education 

context is used to identify an individual within a university leadership role (Gander et al., 

2019). For this study, university administrator refers to individuals serving in student 

services leadership roles. 

University Supports: The term university supports within the higher education 

context is used to identify services, support programs, or supports used in general to aid 

student success efforts in retention, persistence, and graduation efforts at the university 

level (Cox & Strange, 2010). For this study, university supports, university support 

services, and supports were used interchangeably when referencing supports to aid 

student success efforts for retention, persistence, and program completion for 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students. 

Assumptions 

According to Ravitch and Carl (2019), research assumptions in qualitative 

approaches are premises that are believed to be true and are not confirmed by the 
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researcher. In acknowledging the assumptions of a research study, the researcher supports 

the quality of the data collected and the interpretation and analysis of data (Ravitch & 

Carl, 2019). I made the following assumptions during this study: 

• All student and university administrator participants would answer questions 

honestly and thoughtfully. 

• Both student and university administrator participants selected would have the 

understanding and knowledge to respond to the established interview questions.  

• Undergraduate nontraditional adult students attending a 4-year institution at the 

university level may not be well supported based on study site completion rates.  

The focus of the study was to explore the students’ experiences and perceptions in 

relation to their retention, persistence, and program completion as nontraditional 

undergraduate adult students attending a traditional 4-year institution. I also considered 

the perceptions and experiences university administrators had as they pertained to the 

successful retention, persistence, and program completion of undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students at the university site. By examining both populations’ 

perceptions and experiences of the phenomenon of low graduation rates for 

nontraditional adult students from these two population’s perceptions, additional 

information was gleaned to address the problem and provide information that could be 

used to strengthen the university supports for nontraditional students.  

Scope and Delimitations 

This study focused solely on the experiences and perceptions of university 

administrators and currently enrolled undergraduate nontraditional adult students 



17 

 

attending the study site, where the traditional student population is reportedly larger. By 

interviewing undergraduate nontraditional adult students regarding their program 

experiences and perceptions of what supports have helped them remain enrolled and their 

experiences that may have contributed to challenges, I gained a deeper understanding of 

the experiences of this student population at the target university. Consequently, the 

information gained has served to provide a deeper understanding regarding the gap in 

program completion rates between the traditional and nontraditional students.  

I explored the phenomenon of program completion, retention, and persistence of 

nontraditional adult undergraduate students. Researchers use the instrumental case study 

as instrumental cases “are considered reasonably typical of a class of instances” (Stake, 

1995, p. 3). This case study is bound to explore the specific population of students who 

met the criteria of being nontraditional at the local university study site. Findings from 

this instrumental case study are bounded to the university study site and the 

nontraditional, adult, undergraduate student population. The study findings are not 

transferable to other undergraduate student populations and university settings.  

Limitations 

Limitations related to the study include the generalization of potential findings, as 

the study focused on the responses of nontraditional adult students from one 4-year 

university in the West coast region. Potential limitations of the study also included the 

availability of administrators and access to students to participate in this study at the 

study site, a 4-year university located in the West coast region of the United States. 
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However, I overcame these limitations by focusing on fewer participants to allow more 

time to schedule and collect detailed data. 

My experience in higher education and my role as a university administrator 

working with student advising and programs to support student success was another 

possible limitation of this study. I overcame this limitation by using reflexive bracketing, 

an audit trail, a consistent protocol related to the data collection process, a self-designed 

interview protocol, a researcher’s diary, and member checking (see Candela, 2019; 

Maher et al., 2018; Sorsa et al., 2015). These strategies have been found to contribute to 

the quality of the data collection and analysis process in qualitative research (see 

Candela, 2019; Maher et al., 2018; Sorsa et al., 2015). 

Significance 

Higher education administrators’ acknowledgment and acceptance of today’s 

students' reality and nontraditional pathways may lead to a better understanding and 

development of beneficial support practices at both the national and institutional levels, 

ultimately leading to greater adult learner success (Shapiro et al., 2018). Higher education 

professionals and researchers should analyze undergraduate nontraditional students’ 

perceptions of support and success to better understand their views and priorities so that 

support services for this specific student population can be better designed. Researchers 

reported some reasons why nontraditional students leave their university programs 

include the management of multiple roles, course availability, challenges related to 

coursework, lack of self-confidence in academic capability, lack of university support, 
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financial costs associated with attending school, and feeling out of place (Bohl et al., 

2017; Kasworm, 2018).  

On the national level, university leaders have tailored student-centered support 

services and advising practices specifically to the needs of traditional student populations 

and have not acknowledged the needs of nontraditional undergraduate adult students in 

terms of providing the necessary academic resources to support academic planning and 

acclimation to the higher education system (Kasworm, 2018; Powers & Wartalski, 2021). 

According to Rabourn et al. (2018), the nontraditional undergraduate adult student 

experience needs to be explored more extensively to ensure this student population 

receives the proper support to succeed at the undergraduate level. The lack of focus and 

attention regarding the needs of nontraditional adult students can result in this student 

population feeling alienated or isolated from the university culture (Merriam, 2018). A 

central aspect of support services is academic advising which includes advisors, advisor 

administrators, and students engaging in meaningful and supportive relationships, both 

personal and educational (Higgins, 2017). According to Chen (2017), university officials 

need to improve academic advising and student support services to better meet 

nontraditional students' needs. 

Tippetts et al. (2022) recommended further investigation regarding the advising 

experiences among nontraditional adult students at the undergraduate, maintaining that 

higher education administrators could use further research to improve academic services 

for nontraditional student populations. Through developmental academic advising 

practices, academic advisors focus on supporting the whole student, and students who 
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engage more with advisors better understand their degree requirements, university 

timelines, policies, procedures, and resources (Wei, 2022). For higher education 

professionals, it is imperative to comprehend the perceptions of undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students and what is needed to support their success and understand 

what may impede their success. 

With expected increases in nontraditional adult student enrollment, understanding 

any adaptations in support services for nontraditional adult students may allow for more 

effective student-centered practices; nontraditional adult students have less opportunity to 

successfully participate in the higher education setting due to the youth-centric university 

culture serving as a barrier to their success (Chen, 2017). The findings from this study 

may be of interest to scholars in the fields of nontraditional adult student services in 

higher education. This research study provided beneficial insights regarding the 

perceptions of undergraduate nontraditional adult students’ experiences that could assist 

university administrators in developing and improving university support services for 

nontraditional adult students. Obtaining a better understanding of nontraditional adult 

student experiences and considering ways to improve services and increase 

undergraduate program completion, retention, and persistence rates could lead to positive 

social change through higher graduation rates and increased potential for better career 

outcomes and financial security for this student population and future generations of 

nontraditional adult students.  
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Summary 

Although research on university student retention and persistence has been 

extensive over the past decades (Manyanga et al., 2017), these studies focused mainly on 

traditional student populations and did not include a review of the perceptions or 

experiences of successful retention and persistence from a nontraditional undergraduate 

adult student perspective. Nontraditional adult students represent a growing student 

population within the university system, and the rate at which they are retained and 

complete their degree programs has not received much attention. The purpose of this 

qualitative instrumental case study was to explore undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students’ and university administrators’ perceptions and experiences of supports needed 

for success as it relates to retention, persistence, and program completion. 

In Chapter 1, I introduced the study, examined the background of the problem and 

described the problem in detail. I presented the purpose of the study, followed by the 

research questions (RQs) that I used to explore the problem and phenomenon of the needs 

of undergraduate nontraditional adult students and successful program completion, 

retention, and persistence. Chapter 1 also included overviews of the conceptual 

framework and nature of the study; definitions of key terms; and a discussion of the 

study's assumptions, scope and delimitations, limitations, and significance.  

In Chapter 2, I include a review of the literature on nontraditional undergraduate 

adult students’ retention, persistence, and success. I also describe two vital theories to 

adult learning, nontraditional student success and retention. I also provide a review of 

key, current, scholarly research studies regarding the support of nontraditional 
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undergraduate adult student success toward degree completion, as well as motivation for 

persistence and retention of this specific student population at the university level. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The higher education environment consists of many diverse student populations, 

and the proportion of nontraditional adult student populations is increasing in 

postsecondary institutions (Chen, 2017; Lewis & Bailey-Webb, 2019). The problem 

investigated by this study is the low completion rates of nontraditional undergraduate 

adult students attending a 4-year university located in the west coast region of the United 

States. A significant number of nontraditional adult students are not successful in 

completing their program requirements (Soares et al., 2017). This problem of 

nontraditional adult students not fulfilling their degree requirements is globally 

significant (Glowacki-Dudka, 2019; Rubin & Wright, 2017). When students are not 

successful in college, they miss the opportunity to gain the knowledge and skills 

necessary for success in future employment and continued educational opportunities 

(Lynch & Lungrin, 2018). When nontraditional adult students are not successful in terms 

of retention, persistence, and graduation rates, universities cannot fulfill their institutional 

goals. University officials may observe a decline in numbers that pertain to student 

success. (Dewberry & Jackson, 2018; Rubin & Wright, 2017). Administrators at this 

study's target institution seek to improve undergraduate nontraditional adult students' 

graduation and retention rates. The study site graduation and retention rates for 

nontraditional adult students have not improved to a significant level despite the efforts 

of the university’s administration to address this problem.  

Nationwide, nontraditional undergraduate adult students at the university level 

comprise an estimated 40% of the total college student population (Kamer & Ishitani, 
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2021; Noel-Levitz & Lumina, 2019). This statistic is projected to increase by 11% by 

2026 (Hussar & Bailey, 2018). Nontraditional adult students have varied characteristics 

and needs. It is important to explore their needs effectively and provide support systems 

that can address those diverse needs (Rabourn et al., 2018). The diversity of the 

nontraditional adult learner student population is shaping a new form of demand relating 

to student support services for postsecondary education institutions in the 21st century 

(Soares et al., 2017). Soares et al. (2017) used manifestos as tools to spark new insight 

into recognized challenges and posited the leverage and interplay of the nontraditional 

adult learner and system elements were critical to promoting innovative practices for 

student success. Creating insights that map out who nontraditional adult learners are and 

what they need, researchers can develop recommendations for using better data to inform 

institutional decisions and better alignment between federal policies based on 

nontraditional adult student realities (Soares et al., 2017). 

Improved reporting on outcome measures such as persistence and graduation rates 

for nontraditional undergraduate adult students is critical to identifying trends and 

developing targeted support programs for nontraditional adult students (Stephen et al., 

2020). Similarly, exploring the perspectives of nontraditional undergraduate students 

regarding their experiences as adult learners will help to provide insight to university 

administrators on the needs of this population and again support the development of 

effective interventions for support (Kara et al., 2019; McNair, Albertine, et al., 2022). 

Researchers, however, have focused studies on support services for traditional 

undergraduate students, unintentionally excluding non-traditional undergraduate students' 



25 

 

experiences (Chen, 2017; Lewis & Bailey-Webb, 2019; Potter, 2022). With more studies 

focused on the experiences of traditional adults, the experiences of nontraditional adult 

students often gets overlooked. Rabourn et al. (2018) used data from the 2013 and 2014 

administrations of the National Survey of Student Engagement and found that 

nontraditional adult learners reported having fewer interactions with university staff and 

faculty and expressed dissatisfaction with non-supportive campuses. Higher education 

leaders have constructed and adhered to policies that favor traditional college students, 

making it increasingly important to explore adult learner experiences to understand and 

ensure this population is properly supported (Rabourn et al., 2018).  

Accordingly, in this qualitative instrumental case study I explored undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students’ and university administrators’ perceptions and experiences 

of supports for program completion, retention, and persistence of nontraditional adult 

students at the study site. Information from nontraditional undergraduate students 

regarding their experiences may inform the planning and design of student support 

strategies that effectively promote retention for this group (Renner & Skursha, 2022). 

Improving the completion, retention rates for nontraditional undergraduate adult students 

can result in positive outcomes for their educational achievement, economic 

advancement, family well-being, and the country's advancement, where more adults 

engage effectively in a knowledge-based economy.  

To achieve this purpose, a comprehensive review of the literature was necessary. 

The literature review provides empirical and theoretical information regarding the 

experiences of nontraditional undergraduate adult students that enabled a better 
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understanding of the research topic and guided the interpretation of findings from the 

study. The literature review comprises three sections, the literature review strategy, the 

conceptual framework comprising Tinto's theory of student retention and Knowles's 

andragogy theory of adult learning, and a review of the literature related to key variables 

and concepts for the study. 

Literature Search Strategy 

Literature search strategies are an important component of the development of a 

dissertation, as a well-developed strategy for research review will provide a structure and 

focus for research topics used to support the corresponding study. The literature search 

strategy involved an in-depth review of peer-reviewed research articles using the 

following databases and search engines - ERIC database, Walden University Library 

database system, and Google Scholar. The literature search also involved articles and 

other publications produced by professional and government organizations and books on 

relevant subjects for the research topic. Keywords related to the phenomena being studied 

were used in the search to ensure that articles most relevant to the research topic were 

found. The keywords used in the search included nontraditional student, adult learner, 

adult learner barriers, adult learner motivation, adult learner retention, student retention 

theories, andragogy, Tinto’s theory of retention, barriers to retention, Knowle’s 

andragogy theory of adult learning, barriers to retention, and adult learner success. The 

conceptual framework is reviewed in the next section, and connections are made to the 

studied phenomenon. 
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Conceptual Framework 

The problem and phenomenon I investigated in the instrumental case study was 

the low completion rates of nontraditional undergraduate adult students attending a 4-

year university located in the West coast region of the United States. The focus and 

interest of this research study were the supports that aid successful program completion, 

retention, and persistence for nontraditional adult students enrolled in undergraduate 

programs. The National Academic Advising Association (NACADA, 2017) stated the 

importance of understanding learners in terms of their fundamental motivations is critical 

to supporting their success. Tinto (1975), in the theory of student retention, noted the 

decision for students to drop out and not complete their program requirements arises from 

a combination of student characteristics and the extent of their academic, environmental 

and social integration in an institution. In the andragogy theory of adult learning, 

Knowles (1984) established five characteristics that differentiate adult learners from other 

learners and four key principles that pertain to adult education. The principles associated 

with Knowles’s theory of adult learning andragogy are helpful in investigating the 

experiences and motivations of students that help drive their academic success (Hamlin, 

2020). Both Tinto’s view of student retention and Knowles’s adult learning theory in the 

context of adult learner-student experience served as the basis for the conceptual 

framework of this study. 

Tinto's Theory of Student Retention  

Tinto’s theory of retention, first developed in 1975, is regarded as the best-known 

conceptual framework for college student retention. Tinto (1975) postulated that 



28 

 

voluntary student departure is a process that occurs over time due to the meanings 

students ascribe to their interactions with the social and academic dimensions of the 

institution. Thus, Tinto framed social and academic integration as necessary for student 

retention. “Social integration involves the extent to which there is congruency between 

the student and the college or university’s social systems” (Xu & Webber, 2018, p. 4). 

The social systems of the school involve the institution’s values, beliefs, norms, and 

attitudes. Social integration is formal (such as extracurricular activities offered by the 

school) and informal (such as contact with peers). Xu and Webber (2018) found that 

earning passing grades and attending classes represented a student’s compliance and 

serves as representation of academic integration. Like social integration, academic 

integration has considerations for formal and informal contexts. (Johnson & Goldman, 

2022). While integration can be formal and informal, processes within this realm should 

be considered to understand the overall effect on the student experience. Tinto expanded 

further on the integration process in his work and sets the stage for the impact it can have 

on the persistence of nontraditional adult students.  

Tinto further described the integration process as a three-stage process involving 

separation, transition, and incorporation (Aljohani, 2016; Nicoletti, 2019). Tinto (1975) 

argued that the students’ persistence or departure from school reflects their success or 

failure in navigating these three stages and achieving incorporation into the school 

community. According to Tinto’s framework, new college students detach themselves 

from their previous communities during the separation stage. The student is said to be in 

the transition stage once the disassociation process has started, but the student has not yet 
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acquired the values and norms of the college community (Tinto, 1975). Once completing 

the first two stages, the student can begin the integration process (Aljohani, 2016; 

Nicoletti, 2019). Many characteristics can influence a student’s transition through the 

integration process, ultimately influencing their academic and social success. 

Under Tinto’s (1975) model, academic and social integration also depends on the 

student's characteristics, such as personal attributes, high school experiences, and family 

background. Academic and social integration determines the students’ goals and 

institutional commitment. Goal commitment refers to the commitment of the student to 

obtain a degree, and institutional commitment refers to the commitment to a particular 

college. As both facets of integration increase, the student’s commitment to their 

educational goals and level of participation within the school increases (Atif et al., 2013; 

Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011; Nicoletti, 2019). While Tinto’s model of student 

retention is widely accepted and cited in many educational works, there are areas of his 

model in which Tinto does not address aspects of student success for diverse and 

underrepresented student populations.  

There are several criticisms against Tinto’s model of retention (Lee et al., 2018). 

One such criticism is that the model does not address the role of finances in student 

retention. Tinto’s theory also does not address the effect of external factors within the 

institution’s immediate environment on student retention. Student retention or withdrawal 

may also be influenced by economic factors and financial statuses, such as financial aid 

eligibility and additional expenses associated with being a student. Another limitation of 
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Tinto’s model is that insufficient consideration is given to differences in the educational 

experiences of students from different backgrounds and cultures (Xu & Webber, 2018).  

Regardless of the criticisms, Tinto’s theory of retention has been referenced and 

supported in several studies and the evidence supports the contribution of social and 

academic interaction to support student retention. The model is widely and dominantly 

used in many empirical studies to examine issues of student retention and departure 

(Chrysikos et al., 2017; Xu & Webber, 2018). In the context of this study, this theory 

provided a way of examining students’ and administrators’ perceptions and experiences 

of supports for success towards program completion, retention, and persistence at the 

study site for undergraduate nontraditional adult students.This model also provided a 

different view from which to understand why retention of nontraditional undergraduate 

adult students remains low at the institution despite efforts to address the problem by the 

school’s leadership. Understanding key connections to the education and program 

completion, retention, and persistence of the nontraditional adult student may help shape 

support systems for an environment conducive to success. 

Knowles's Andragogy Theory of Adult Learning 

Knowles served as a pioneer in adult education and is responsible for the methods 

and principles used in adult education known as andragogy. Knowles (1980) described 

the concept of andragogy as “the art and science of helping adults learn” (as cited in 

Corley, 2011, p. 2). There are five assumptions for adult learners Knowles proposed 

under this theory. The first assumption is that adult learners must value the material and 

its usefulness before embarking on the learning journey. Adult learners invest significant 
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energy into probing the benefits of learning the material and the consequences associated 

with not learning the material (Knowles, 1984; Loeng, 2018; Merriam, 2018). The second 

assumption is that the self-concept of adult learners is autonomous and self-directing 

(Loeng, 2018; Merriam, 2018). Adults resist situations where they feel the will of others 

is being imposed on them, and adults have a psychological need to be seen and treated as 

competent in self-direction (Ozuah, 2005; Perera & Sutha, 2021). Therefore, the adult 

learner shifts from dependency towards self-directedness as they mature and then can 

direct their own learning, (Deveci & Saleem, 2022). The third assumption of andragogy 

is that experience plays a significant role in adult learning and growth (Loeng, 2018; 

Merriam, 2018). Unlike traditional college students, nontraditional undergraduate adult 

learners come into college with a lot of experience. Adult learners draw on these life 

experiences to facilitate the learning process, and as a result, adult learning practitioners 

tend to adopt techniques and employ strategies that will help students both inside and 

outside the classroom (Ozuah, 2005; Rabourn et al., 2018).  

The fourth assumption of andragogy, or adult learning, is regarding orientation to 

learning. In pedagogy, the orientation to learning is subject-based or subject-centered; in 

andragogy, the orientation to learning is life centered, task centered, and problem 

centered (Loeng, 2018; Merriam, 2018). As noted previously, adults learn when such 

learning can help them solve real-life problems. Thus, the best way to present materials to 

adults is in the context of real-life issues and situations (Balakrishnan, 2021; Corley; 

Knowles, 1984). The fifth assumption is that adult learning addresses the adult’s 

motivation to learn. Adults respond to extrinsic motivation; however, the most effective 
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motivators for adult learning are intrinsic (Abedini et al., 2021; Corely, 2011; Leong, 

2018; Ozuah, 2005). Based on these assumptions, Knowles (1984) developed the 

following recommended implications for practice: 

• The climate for adult learning should be cooperative.  

• The specific needs and interests of the adult learner should be assessed. 

• Learning objectives should be developed based on the learner's needs, skill 

level, and interests. 

• Adult students need to be involved in the planning and evaluation their 

instruction.  

• The quality of the adult learning experience should be evaluated frequently, 

and adjustments made as needed.  

For example, effective educators must explain the reasons for specific skills because 

adult students need to know the material's value. Adult students learn by doing, so 

effective instruction would include tasks the adult learner can perform versus 

memorization of content. Since adults are problem focused and learn best if the subject 

can be used for problem solving, effective instruction should also involve solving real-

life problems (Corley, 2011; Housel, 2020). Knowles’s insights reflected in adult learning 

theory are beneficial as institutional leaders consider how to best support undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students in a university setting.  

Criticisms of andragogy as a theory include being described as culture blind because 

of its emphasis on self-directed learning and the establishment of non-threatening roles 

for the instructors and distributors of vital collegiate information where they serve as 
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facilitators (Loeng, 2018; McCray, 2016). In contrast, Glowacki-Dudka (2019) stated 

higher education administrators, faculty, and adult learner practitioners should embrace 

the value of working with nontraditional adult students and serve as resources for 

knowledge and direction related to educational and professional growth. However, 

despite this criticism, the theory has been validated through numerous studies and has 

been used to study various issues in higher education relating to nontraditional adult 

learners. For instance, Youde (2018) studied how adult learning theory served as a useful 

framework of analysis in the context of blended learning to meet the needs of adult 

learners and concluded the andragogical model offered a critical lens that was valuable in 

the blended learning approach and influenced adult learner perceptions of academic 

quality and success. McKenna et al. (2020) demonstrated how the use of andragogy in 

curriculum design makes the courses more beneficial and relevant for adult students. 

Rabourn et al. (2018) used the andragogical lens in their study, which reviewed data from 

the 2013 and 2014 administrations of the National Survey to identify characteristics of 

adult learners and compare their engagement with traditional-aged students. Rabourn et 

al.’s study, using regression analysis, revealed that adult learners were more likely to take 

online courses, transfer between institutions, enroll part-time, and reported fewer 

interactions with faculty and peers and less supportive campuses. It is important to 

consider the value of andragogy and Knowles’s contribution to the field of adult 

education as researchers explore the experiences of nontraditional adult students as it 

relates to their success and retention in a traditional university setting.  
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Knowles’s model served as a lens for understanding the behaviors and 

interactions occurring in the student and other adult experiences at the target institution 

(Chen, 2014; Rabourn et al., 2018). In the context of my instrumental case study, this 

conceptual framework supported understanding how undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students perceived their educational experience, in addition to helping identify perceived 

supports that promote success towards degree completion, retention, and persistence. The 

conceptual framework also supported a foundation for understanding university 

administrators' views of undergraduate non-traditional adult students’ supports for 

successful program completion, retention, and persistence.  

Literature Review Related to Key Concepts and Variable 

In today’s higher education landscape, the traditional student is no longer the 

norm as it is increasingly more common for students to be working adults, campus 

commuters, part-time students, and have attended more than one institution (Zerquera et 

al., 2018). Nationwide, nontraditional adult students at the university level are among the 

fastest-growing student populations (Noel-Levitz & Lumina, 2019). Nontraditional adult 

students and their experiences continue to be viable topics for academic research, and 

continued work in the field is needed to minimize the impact of inequality to provide a 

more equitable higher education landscape (Wong & Hoskins, 2022). Researchers have 

shown that nontraditional adult students are among particular student populations lost at 

much higher rates, in terms of persistence and attrition, than their traditional counterparts 

(Ellis, 2019). Many university system personnel have unknowingly created established 

systems by university officials that set nontraditional adult students up for failure as soon 
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as they arrive at the university (Glowacki-Dudka, 2019). Due to their growing numbers, it 

is critical to understand nontraditional adult students’ perceptions and experiences more 

deeply to develop and provide effective university support systems to aid in successful 

retention and persistence (Housel, 2020). University admission criteria now incorporate 

more ways to evaluate and admit nontraditional adult students, recognizing their 

nontraditional attributes and experiences as strengths to their capability of being 

successful in their retention and graduation (Sandlin, 2019). With increasing numbers of 

nontraditional adult students attending college, it is important to review the 

characteristics of nontraditional adult students and understand their barriers to success as 

well as factors that may support their success. Employers are seeking to hire professional 

staff with high levels of cultural competency and educational achievement. Completing a 

higher education degree gives university graduates a competitive advantage in a rapidly 

changing and growing labor market (Horowitz, 2018). Understanding and aiding 

nontraditional adult students in retention and degree completion is imperative to support 

their overall academic and professional success after college. In the next section, I 

include a review of the characteristics of non-traditional students and highlight how these 

traits inform their experiences as nontraditional adult students in the higher education 

environment. 

Characteristics of Nontraditional Adult Students 

There are distinct differences between traditional and nontraditional adult students 

(Slover & Mandernach, 2018). Many characteristics distinguish nontraditional adult 

students from their traditional counterparts; age is one of the primary characteristics of 



36 

 

nontraditional adult students (Iloh, 2018). While previous studies differentiate 

nontraditional adult students simply by age, today’s nontraditional adult student 

populations are diverse and require different supports to overcome barriers to their 

academic success (Iloh, 2018; Rotar, 2017). The differences between traditional and 

nontraditional adult students go beyond age and include all-around influences from 

cultural and developmental backgrounds (Iloh, 2018). Additional subgroup characteristics 

of nontraditional adult students include but are not limited to: (a) employment; (b) 

parental role; (c) family role; (d) life events; (e) work experience; (f) work status; (g) 

socio-economic status; (h) persistence (Kasworm, 2018). Concerning the characteristics 

identified, nontraditional adult students are more likely to invest their time in pursuits that 

enhance their learning experience, emphasizing meeting with academic and career 

mentors and focusing less on general campus activities and events (Grabowski et al., 

2016). According to Chen (2017), one of the primary reasons that nontraditional adult 

students struggle with success and connectedness in the postsecondary education setting 

is due to the competing nature of their life roles that go along with adulthood. Chen 

explored the concept of undergraduate diversity and described the importance of higher 

education institutions addressing the life phase and learning needs of adult learners, as 

they are a significant makeup of the undergraduate student population. Nontraditional 

adult students approach the university setting with the expectation of consumer-oriented 

services compared to traditional students, who focus on the overall university experience 

(Breneman, 2022). Nontraditional adult students can be more conscientious regarding the 

quality of their education and often expect their educational experience to be accountable 
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and in line with their professional needs and are more likely to need support to cope with 

obligations from home and work (Rabourn et al., 2018). When institutional leaders of 

higher education do not address these unique needs and expectations, they fail to create a 

supportive environment for success and receive sharp criticism from this population 

(Iloh, 2018; K. S. Rogers, 2018).  

Educational institutions and their staff need to be active and supportive of student 

needs and retention efforts, as student retention is vital to the well-being of students, 

institutional programming, and the advancement of society (Sorensen & Donovan, 2017). 

Institutional administrators within higher education are not adequately addressing the 

needs of nontraditional adult students (Tumuheki et al., 2018). According to Kamer and 

Ishitani (2021), the nontraditional adult student population is very diverse and presents 

with challenges related to enrollment, engagement, and retention, which requires a deeper 

understanding of their characteristics, experiences, and needs. Kamer and Ishitani 

explored the persistence behavior of first-time, nontraditionally aged students at 4-year 

institutions that focused on the best practices for meeting the educational needs of 

nontraditional adult students. Utilizing the human capital theory framework to assess how 

students’ background, enrollment, and financial factors influence first-time, 

nontraditional student retention across multiple years of enrollment, Kamer, and Ishitani 

found nontraditional adult students were at the highest risk of departure during the first 

year of enrollment. According to MacDonald (2018), universities will not be successful 

in retaining and graduating nontraditional adult students without understanding their 
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needs and developing systems specifically focused on addressing the barriers to their 

success. 

Barriers to Nontraditional Adult Student Success 

Nontraditional students have substantially lower graduation and retention rates 

than traditional students (MacDonald, 2018). Identifying supports that aid in program 

completion for this group is critical towards changing the outcomes that predominate for 

nontraditional undergraduate students. Researchers need to evaluate the challenges non-

traditional students have experienced and explore the necessary interventions to 

effectively address the needs of this population (Chen, 2017). Nontraditional adult 

students’ experiences often conflict when pursuing their educational goals because of the 

various roles they have in life (Karmelita, 2020). Researchers’ findings have 

demonstrated that nontraditional adult students experience apprehension about enrolling 

in college and completing a degree, which is affected heavily by their self-belief and 

other life factors (Alpay et al., 2017). A common stressor for nontraditional adult students 

is balancing their studies, work, and family responsibilities (He et al., 2018). Some 

additional challenges noted by researchers that nontraditional adult learners face included 

difficulty coping with multiple life roles, absenteeism, finances, and lack of university 

support services (Davis, 2017) 

Nontraditional students experience challenges balancing priorities and managing 

multiple roles. Examples of roles for nontraditional students may include mother, father, 

partner, employee, and student (see cite). Nontraditional students often have to juggle 

multiple roles, including being a parent, a caregiver for family members, working 
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multiple jobs, and other responsibilities (McNally et al., 2019; Zart, 2019). The time 

constraints and role conflicts are critical concerns for nontraditional adult students as they 

can affect their success (Zart, 2019). A phenomenological study by Zart (2019) explored 

the success of five women, undergraduate adult learners, at a predominantly traditional-

aged university, focusing on how their experiences facilitated or hindered their overall 

success. Zart’s findings revealed participants were motivated to attend college to serve as 

role models and to provide for their families, perceived their academic ability and the 

support they received from family, or were encouraged by professors to facilitate their 

success. However, participants perceived barriers to success included role conflicts and 

negative experiences with university services. When students become overwhelmed with 

their activities and responsibilities, they can become distressed and often may voluntarily 

withdraw from their degree program (Davis, 2017; Zart, 2019). The duality of the 

nontraditional adult student role may also affect their record of absenteeism, which can 

serve as a strong indicator of reduced interaction and connection with the university 

(Davis, 2017). Disruptions in progression can represent an obstacle to success and degree 

completion. Dispositional barriers are difficult to identify, quantify or measure; 

institutional barriers, on the other hand, refer to the structure of educational institutions 

that may impede student success.  

The availability of services and communication systems in the university setting 

has also been considered a barrier for nontraditional students. Nontraditional students 

have reported challenges with the availability of classes outside of regular working hours 

and the absence of a strong streamlined communication system to support enrollment and 
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advising (Zart, 2019). Many programs and institutions catering to traditional students 

typically lack adequate support services for nontraditional adult students (Kearney et al., 

2018). Institutional leaders within higher education have made efforts to adapt and 

change traditional operational paradigms, often with little success or impact on adult 

learners, due to the limited insight into the true needs of the nontraditional adult learner 

(Deggs, 2018). According to Mitchell et al. (2019), university budget restraints do not 

allow for sufficient investment in student support services for students, including 

nontraditional adult students. Remenick (2019) stated that the lack of dedicated support 

services for nontraditional adult students, such as designated support offices and services, 

is a significant barrier to their academic success. The absence of available university 

support systems to support nontraditional students and nontraditional students’ negative 

experiences with university support systems contribute to feelings of inadequacy and lack 

of self-efficacy in nontraditional students (Kasworm, 2018). Nontraditional students often 

feel “out of place” as they are often older than the traditional student and do not feel part 

of the mainstream campus culture that caters to the traditional student (Kasworm, 2018). 

Considering the needs of nontraditional adult students is important for university 

administrators who influence the culture of a university (Remenick, 2019).  

Higher education leaders should focus on ensuring equal access and support for 

nontraditional adult students, which represent a growing population of adult learners who 

often are workers and primary caretakers seeking collegiate degrees (Kasworm, 2018). 

As noted by Davis (2017), some students may know exactly what they need to do to 

accomplish their goals but may need guidance to determine which courses to add or drop 
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and learn about what resources are available to help them succeed. This deficiency in 

student support services contributes to the high attrition rates recorded among 

nontraditional adult learners (Davis, 2017; Renner & Skursha, 2022). By assisting 

students across these barrier categories, university support services can help to strengthen 

the likelihood of success for this group (Davis, 2017).  

Factors that Promote Nontraditional Adult Student Success 

By exploring undergraduate nontraditional adult students’ and university 

administrators’ perceptions of supports for program success, retention, and persistence of 

nontraditional adult students towards program completion, it is relevant to identify 

literature that provides information that contributes to understanding nontraditional 

undergraduate students’ success, retention, and persistence to program completion. Wong 

and Chiu (2019) found that in the construction of academic success for nontraditional 

adult learners in the higher education landscape, factors relating to attrition, persistence, 

support, and university structure need to be considered to promote success in this student 

population. Attrition of nontraditional adult students is a critical problem for many 

educational institutions although there are many reasons why a student might fail to 

graduate, understanding their motivations and need for support could aid in supporting 

the success of nontraditional adult learners (Bohl et al., 2017). With an increased 

enrollment of nontraditional adult learners into the university system, the traditional 

student experience is no longer the norm and has become increasingly more common for 

students to work full-time or part-time, commute to campus, attend courses part-time, and 

attend more than one institution (Lin, & Wang, 2018; Zerquera et al., 2018). Goings 
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(2018), conducted a qualitative study and investigated the academic and social 

experiences of undergraduate nontraditional adult black male students, which included 13 

participants from traditional universities selected for the study. According to the 

researcher’s findings, these students faced many hardships and barriers while attending 

college, and few targeted programs and services were available to support nontraditional 

adult students' needs. Goings’ (2018) recommended university officials think differently 

in recruiting and supporting these students to help achieve higher rates of retention and 

persistence. To discuss pertinent changes needed to support nontraditional undergraduate 

adult students, university officials will need to involve all levels of leadership to develop 

and implement successful services and supports for these students. According to Zerquera 

et al. (2018), more research is needed to investigate how university officials in positions 

of power interpret the experiences and success of nontraditional adult students. 

University leaders need to understand the specific factors that influence student 

success in the context of their respective universities. Tinto (2015) noted that there is a 

need for institutional programming that can aid students in improved persistence. This 

need goes beyond merely helping students to clarify goals or acquire academic skills. 

Institutional leaders should address issues of a sense of belonging, self-efficacy, and 

student perceptions of the curriculum to improve student persistence (Tinto, 2015). It is 

important to note that decisions about how to expand services for nontraditional adult 

students cannot happen without the influence of the student experience (Glancey, 2018). 

New approaches and improvements should be considered in the context of how current 
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programs within the local university site measure up against adult students’ genuine 

needs and expectations (Glancey, 2018). 

Persistence and Retention of Nontraditional Adult Students  

The theory of academic self-concept encompasses a student’s perception of their 

ability and competence to operate in an academic realm (Demetriou & Schmitz-

Sciborski, 2011). When consideration is given that nontraditional adult students represent 

a significant percentage of university students dropping out, there may be some 

discordance between students' perceptions of themselves concerning their university 

experience and their actual institutional experience (Chen, 2017; Fowle, 2018). As a 

result of discordance, nontraditional adult students often struggle to connect their goals to 

their educational affairs (Karmelita, 2020). Recognizing that nontraditional adult students 

are more likely to drop out of their degree programs than their traditional counterparts, 

current institutional models of student success and retention should consider the 

experiences of nontraditional adult students (Kasworm, 2018). With student success rates 

related to retention and graduation being an imperative need for higher education 

institutions, a review of past and current research pertaining to university student success 

models from a nontraditional adult student perspective is necessary. 

Most research on retention and student success has focused on why students fail 

to persist and lacks a review and consideration of successful students and why they 

succeed (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011; Wong & Chiu, 2019). Urban and 

Jirsáková (2022) stated that nontraditional adult students demonstrate lower levels of 

extrinsic motivation but possess a higher intrinsic motivation for learning, making 
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university integration more important to aid in their belonging and success as students. 

Many institution organizational supports contribute more to the success and campus 

integration of traditional students (Balakrishnan, 2021). To learn more about the 

characteristics of retention and attrition of nontraditional adult students, Wardley et al. 

(2013) conducted a study where they used a cross-sectional design and a convenience 

sample of first-year undergraduate students from two universities with multiple 

geographic locations to determine if there were differences in the level of importance 

students placed on retention factors depending on age composition and examined the 

factors' regarding the influence of institutional commitment. According to their study, 

retention factors did vary for first-year students depending on age, and the academic 

environment was key to institutional commitment among non-traditional students. Sun 

(2019) confirmed that nontraditional adult learner engagement, retention, and success 

continue to be challenges for many universities, and a priority must be placed on 

establishing nontraditional adult learner-friendly environments that encourage learners to 

succeed. 

Being engaged within the university may be more difficult for nontraditional 

students based on their background and experiences. Still, student engagement for 

nontraditional students can be fostered by adopting institutional practices that activate 

key mediating mechanisms to address self-efficacy, emotions, belonging, and well-being 

(Kahu & Nelson, 2018). Engagement and integration are significant factors associated 

with the retention and success of nontraditional adult students (Thompson-Ebanks, 2017), 
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university leadership’s understanding and support are essential to developing effective 

practices and support systems for nontraditional adult students.  

University Administrators' Role in Nontraditional Adult Student Success  

The responsibility of student success pertaining to retention and persistence has 

shifted from a student responsibility to that an institutional responsibility (Tight, 2020). 

Higher education institutions and university campuses are increasingly diverse and differ 

in many aspects, such as quality, size, student body make-up, research purposes, and 

academic settings (Naylor & Mifsud, 2020). Due to the lack of similarity between 

universities, students have different experiences that can contribute to their success or 

lack thereof (Woods & Frogge, 2017). The variances between institutional makeup and 

overall student experience makes it more important for university leaders to understand 

the specific factors that have a bearing on undergraduate nontraditional adult student 

success (Stephen et al., 2020). Based on the above premise, Xu (2017) implemented a 

study to examine the relationship between theoretical orientation and the specific needs 

of nontraditional adult students within a specific institution. The study's findings were 

that institutional control over the quality of academic experience represented the most 

critical factor for reducing the intention to drop out among students, such as the 

inconsistencies between the specific needs of students and the focus on student 

engagement and success efforts adopted by university leadership. The ability of students 

to pay for their education was also found to be another critical factor for student 

retention. Xu (2017) concluded from the findings that an inconsistency existed between 

the needs of students in specific academic settings and dominant theoretical frameworks 
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on academic and social engagement. Therefore, Xu (2017) recommended that localized 

retention interventions should be based on a sound understanding of students’ 

experiences. This study's findings reflected the need to examine the role of university 

leadership in student success. Bohl et al. (2017) noted that nontraditional adult students’ 

attitudinal attributes, university leadership, and campus support systems proved to be 

critical variables for nontraditional adult students’ success.  

Many nontraditional adult students prefer dedicated services and support offices 

to aid their success (Goings, 2018). As Kasworm (2018) noted, to address the specific 

barriers to success for nontraditional adult students, universities must be willing to 

examine and acknowledge the factors that contribute to or hinder the success of this 

population s and take the necessary steps to address such factors. Addressing these 

factors would include reviewing institutionalized practices that create barriers to success 

for nontraditional adult learners. The findings from this literature review could have 

implications for the role of university leadership in addressing barriers and promoting 

success for nontraditional adult students.  

Nontraditional adult student retention and graduation rates are a concern for 

universities in the Unites States, as more scrutiny is being placed on institutions to 

improve the rates of success for this student population (Ellis, 2019). A generic approach 

to student services, specifically models developed for work with traditional college 

students, will not be sufficient to meet the needs of nontraditional adult learners (Chen, 

2017; Iloh, 2018; Kamer & Ishitani, 2021). As the literature shows, lack of support or 

inadequacy in the support services offered by institutions is an important barrier to 



47 

 

success. University leaders are responsible for the university’s services and resource 

allocation, and non-traditional adult student voiced experiences are needed to guide 

university program planning and governance for this student population (Hunt et al., 

2019). The lack of support can be addressed by designing comprehensive support 

services for nontraditional adult students and allocating sufficient resources to sustain the 

program (Chen, 2017; Rabourn et al., 2018; Stephen et al., 2020). Comprehensive 

support programs can involve counseling, academic advising, mentoring, and career 

services. As noted in the literature, nontraditional students may experience dispositional 

barriers involving feelings of anxiety and inadequacy, and counseling services is noted to 

have effectively addressed such barriers (Davis, 2017). 

Similarly, nontraditional adult students need advice, guidance, and mentoring to 

navigate various aspects of college life. Mentoring can have strong implications in aiding 

students with their focus and motivation to complete their academic goals (Alston & 

Hansman, 2020). Academic advisors can play a critical role in assisting and mentoring 

nontraditional students' navigation of the educational terrain and successfully completing 

their programs (Glowacki-Dudka, 2019; Reinowski, 2020). Academic advisors can help 

students prepare for courses, guide them on available resources, and counsel them on 

methods to improve their time management and study skills (Davis, 2017). Such support 

services are invaluable for nontraditional adult students' academic success and program 

completion.  
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Summary and Conclusions 

In this chapter, I restated the qualitative study's problem of the low completion 

rates of nontraditional undergraduate adult students attending a 4-year university located 

in the west coast region of the United States and purpose of exploring undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students’ and university administrators’ perceptions and experiences 

of supports needed for success as it relates to retention, persistence, and program 

completion. I provided the literature search strategy to explore the research in relation to 

the study. In this literature review, I provided empirical and theoretical information 

regarding the experiences of nontraditional students, which will enable a better 

understanding of the research topic and guide the interpretation of findings from the 

study. The literature review is comprised of three sections; the literature review strategy, 

a conceptual framework comprising Tinto's (1975) model of student retention and 

Knowles's (1984) andragogy theory of adult learning, and a literature review related to 

key variables and concepts for the study to summarize what is known about the topic of 

the study.  

The literature on the description of undergraduate nontraditional adult students 

and the characteristics of nontraditional students were reviewed to provide better insight 

into the needs of this group. Factors responsible for student success were reviewed to 

understand what works to improve student success and identify gaps in student support 

services supported by the literature. A comprehensive review of the literature on the 

supports needed to achieve success for undergraduate nontraditional adult students was 

completed to identify the factors that promote success for this group and to understand 
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better how support services fit into the student success context to form an understanding 

of the gaps that need to be addressed. The research on college student persistence and 

undergraduate, nontraditional adult students was included, with reference to two 

significant theorists Tinto and Knowles, whose theories provided the conceptual 

framework for this instrumental qualitative study. This chapter served as a  review of 

relevant literature and models of college student retention and persistence, review the 

contexts in which relevant research has taken place, and present a conceptual framework 

to inform the qualitative study 
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

The purpose of this qualitative instrumental case study was to explore 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students’ and university administrators’ perceptions 

and experiences of supports needed for success as it relates to retention, persistence, and 

program completion. This study's findings may help university administrators understand 

the experiences of nontraditional adult students and assist in the development of 

supportive programs to aid in the success, persistence, and retention of this student 

population. Using a qualitative approach is consistent with exploring how social 

experiences are created and given meaning (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). This study 

provided a qualitative case study analysis from both the nontraditional students’ and 

university administrators’ perceptions and experiences to comprehend the perceived 

needs of nontraditional adult undergraduate students more deeply as it pertains to support 

or identified barriers to successful retention, persistence, and program completion. In 

Chapter 3, I present the research design and rationale, my role as the researcher, the 

methodology, the issues of trustworthiness, and the ethical procedures associated with 

this study. 

Research Design and Rationale 

Given the complexities surrounding the lives of many nontraditional adult 

students and the transformative effect the pursuit of completing a college degree can 

have, I sought to gain an understanding of nontraditional adult students’ experiences and 

perceptions of program success in a traditional university setting, while also considering 

the roles and perceptions of university administrators in charge of student success 
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programming. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2008), qualitative methods consistently 

explore how personal and social experiences are created and given meaning. Qualitative 

research is a methodological pursuit of understanding how people perceive, observe, 

approach, and experience the world to make meaning of their experiences and 

phenomena (Ravitch & Carl, 2019). The research design for this study was a qualitative, 

instrumental case study. The instrumental case study approach was chosen because the 

design of the study featured characteristics, such as the focus of the study being to gain 

insights into the perceptions and experiences of study participants, which is consistent 

with the qualitative research design as described by Creswell and Guetterman (2019). 

Central concepts of this study included an in-depth analysis of perceptions, attitudes, and 

experiences of nontraditional undergraduate adult students towards their success and 

graduation, as well as consideration of the perceptions and attitudes of university 

administrators in charge of student success programming. Reviewing the experiences and 

needs of nontraditional undergraduate adult students within the higher education system 

provided information related to the program completion, retention that may help address 

the necessary university program supports and gap in completion rates between 

nontraditional adult students and their traditional counterparts. There are different 

qualitative designs researchers can select from and use to conduct their research. 

Qualitative research designs frequently used are basic inquiry, ethnographies, case 

studies, and phenomenological studies (Smith & McGannon, 2017). 

The instrumental case study design method allows researchers to gain an in-depth 

understanding and explore complex issues related to programs, places, individuals, 
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documents, or events (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). 

Additionally, each case of qualitative research is a singular and significant process and 

requires the researcher to be able to adapt their methods and make changes as needed. 

Researchers organize and analyze the data they collect to determine and establish 

patterns, if any exist (Taylor et al., 2015). The recognition of patterns ultimately helps 

researchers determine the results of their study (Taylor et al., 2015). A qualitative case 

study design can involve entering real-world settings of participants to understand and 

collect data, which leads to a naturalistic inquiry (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Qualitative 

instrumental case study design offered the best approach to explore the experiences and 

perceptions of undergraduate nontraditional adult students and university administrators 

in charge of supports for successful retention and persistence towards degree completion. 

In alignment with the purpose of this proposed study, the research questions that guided 

this study were as follows:  

RQ1: How do undergraduate nontraditional adult students attending a traditional 

postsecondary 4-year institution describe their perceptions of support towards program 

completion, retention, and persistence at the study site?  

RQ2: What do university administrators describe as supports to successful 

program completion, retention, and persistence for undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students?  

Role of the Researcher  

As a qualitative researcher, I was responsible for several functions and 

responsibilities in conducting the research for this study. As the researcher, I connected to 
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all participants due to my previous work as an academic advisor at the university. 

Aligned with the work of Yin (2018), my focus as the researcher was to serve as the key 

instrument in the data collection process to understand the phenomenon from a real-life 

context. According to Merriam (2018), the most important qualitative methods for 

collecting and analyzing data are done through semistructured or narrative interviews. In 

the role of the researcher, I gathered data in the form of semistructured interviews and 

analyzed participant responses to generate codes, categories, and themes.  

To ensure my credibility, I examined and noted any potential for bias or conflict 

regarding the study. In my previous professional position at the target site as an academic 

advisor, I worked with and had direct contact with traditional and nontraditional adult 

students. To avoid potential bias and conflict in the role of the researcher, I ensured 

participant selection was reserved for nontraditional adult students who were not assigned 

to my caseload for academic advisement. My biases, such as personal values, 

background, and professional occupation, could have swayed my thought process when 

interviewing participants. However, I worked to ensure no compromise of the data 

occurred by complying with the necessary steps and findings at each stage of this study, 

having all data carefully reviewed and guarded to help stop and mitigate the effects of 

these potential issues. My professional background was not a barrier to obtaining relevant 

and pertinent data for this study, but rather served as a unification of university 

departments and services to close a gap many researchers have missed filling. Any 

participants who presented a conflict of interest or were familiar to me as a previous 

advisee were not included or considered for participation in this study. 
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Methodology 

This study employed a qualitative instrumental case study design. Stake (2005) 

noted that instrumental case study design is used to gain insight into how insiders 

experience a phenomenon. The instrumental case study design was selected as I sought to 

more deeply comprehend the perceived needs of nontraditional adult students and the 

supports that facilitated their completion, retention, and persistence at the university 

study site. This instrumental case study consisted of semistructured interviews, 

purposefully selected participants, including nontraditional undergraduate students and 

administrators at the university study site. In this section, I discuss the participant 

selection logic, instrumentation, procedures for recruitment, participation, data collection, 

and the data analysis plan in the following subsections.  

Participant Selection Logic 

I explored the perceptions and experiences of nontraditional undergraduate 

students and university administrators who manage programs to support student success 

and retention. To comprehend the perceived needs of nontraditional adult students at the 

study site, I explored the perceptions of both students and administrators related to the 

supports that facilitated their program completion, retention, and persistence at the study 

site. In qualitative research, participants are thoughtfully selected as they are considered 

and are viewed as the source of their own experience (Ravitch & Carl, 2019). In this 

instrumental case study, I sampled two populations about the same topic; the participants 

for this instrumental case study included five student participants and six university 

administrator participants. Smaller sample sizes are more acceptable for instrumental 
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case studies (Boddy, 2016; Crowe et al., 2011). In the next section, I describe the 

sampling strategy, inclusion criteria for each participant population, how the participants 

were confirmed to meet the criteria, the number of participants, procedures for participant 

recruitment, and the relationship between saturation and sample size.  

I used a nonprobability purposeful sampling method. This method of sampling 

was chosen because nonprobability purposeful sampling is central to qualitative research 

and can strengthen the overall credibility of the study (Guest, Namey, & Mitchell, 2013; 

Klar & Leeper, 2019). Cohen and Crabtree (2006) advocated that researchers continue 

with data collection until analysis reveals they have reached saturation. In qualitative 

research, small samples are appropriate and must be adequate not to lower the quality and 

credibility of the study findings (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). Qualitative sampling 

focuses on exploring a variety of perceptions on a given issue (O’Reilly & Parker, 2012). 

The appropriateness, in terms of having knowledge of the phenomenon being studied, 

and adequacy are recognized as the vital factors in qualitative sampling (O’Reilly & 

Parker, 2012). Adequacy is related to the depth of the responses and, therefore, important 

to include participants who will provide information about the topic being studied 

(O’Reilly & Parker, 2012). Saturation is central to sampling adequacy; obtaining thick, 

rich participant descriptions is essential. Saunders et al. (2017) explained that saturation 

is reached when no new data are found in the review of information such as transcriptions 

of interviews. 

I established inclusion criteria for both participant populations. Student participant 

criteria were that they met one or more of the following categories: age 21 years or older 
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at the time of their enrollment, enrolled at least part-time and met one or more of the 

characteristics outlined by the NCES for defining a nontraditional student. Participants 

were provided a link to complete and return the completed demographic questionnaire to 

confirm they met the inclusion criteria specified. 

University administrators were also included as participants in this study. Criteria 

for administrators included university administrators at the study site who oversee student 

success programming within the academic colleges. University administrator participants 

who supported student success and served in leadership roles that managed student 

success functions were recruited across different academic colleges at the university 

study site.  

In this qualitative instrumental case study, I recruited two participant populations, 

nontraditional undergraduate adult students and university administrators, to obtain 

perceptions of the phenomenon that was the focus of this study. A representative sample 

of both participant populations was obtained, five student participants and six 

administrator participants; thus, the total sample size for this study was 11 participants.  

I used systematic procedures to recruit the participants. Once Walden University’s 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) contingent approval was granted, I completed the 

university study site IRB process and received IRB approval, and then provided the 

university study site IRB’s approval to Walden’s IRB and gained formal Walden IRB 

approval and was assigned the approval number (08-18-21-0418817) to conduct the 

study. I recruited prospective participants using my Walden email account after obtaining 

a list of nontraditional adult students from a university administrator employed at the 
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university study site, which served as a proxy for data collection. I sent each potential 

student and administrator participant a letter of invitation to participate in the study to 

their university email. In the letter of invitation, I described the purpose of the study, the 

criterion for participants, and my role as a researcher. I referred them to the attached 

letter of consent if they were interested in learning more about the study and wanted to 

volunteer to participate. Once the interested participant reviewed the consent letter, 

completed a demographic screener, and returned both the consent and screener to my 

Walden email address, I followed up with participants to schedule individual 

semistructured interviews using a virtual platform. Boddy (2016) noted that the 

qualitative researcher contemplates the participant sample size in designing the study.  

Smaller sample sizes are more appealing in qualitative instrumental case study 

designs when the study is more exploratory and the focus is more on gathering in-depth 

information that considers the experiences and perceptions of the selected participants 

(Boddy, 2016; Crowe et al., 2011). Smaller sample sizes allow for a more rich and more 

manageable set of data (J. Cho, 2017), which is important when consideration must be 

made for data saturation. 

Data saturation within qualitative studies occurs when no new information or 

themes can be observed or identified in the data (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson,  2006). 

Saturation is a central focus of qualitative research when deciding on adequate sample 

size (Braun & Clarke, 2019). When using a small sample size to conduct a qualitative 

study, the sample size must be both adequate and suitable to address the purpose of the 

study and large enough where replication of responses is evident, and participants of the 
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study demonstrate a distinct understanding and knowledge base of the phenomenon being 

studied (Morse, 2015; Saunders et al., 2017). For this instrumental qualitative case study, 

the sample size was adequate as data saturation was achieved at 11 interviews when no 

new information or patterns could be observed. 

Instrumentation  

I conducted 11 semistructured interviews using a video platform, Zoom. 

Semistructured interviews included the use of open-ended questions and probes. Probes 

often create a richer understanding of the participants’ experiences, thereby clarifying the 

phenomenon. The exchange between the participant and researcher in the semistructured 

interview allows for discerning exchanges and communication (Kallio et al., 2016). For 

this instrumental qualitative case study, I developed an interview protocol aligning the 

questions to the two research questions. I used key elements of the conceptual framework 

to support the development of the student and administrator protocols. I obtained 

feedback from my committee regarding an expert panel consisting of professional 

colleagues with a doctorate in education. After the interview protocols were drafted, the 

expert panel reviewed the protocols to ensure alignment and clarity of the protocol. 

Semistructured interview questions were developed to facilitate the thorough collection 

of data to explore the experiences and perceptions of nontraditional undergraduate adult 

students and university administrators towards the retention, persistence, and program 

completion of undergraduate nontraditional adult students at the university study site. I 

used probes, when needed, to obtain more information from the participants. Tables 1 and 

2 reflect the research questions and corresponding interview questions.  
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Table 1 
 
Research Questions and Interview Questions for Non-traditional Students 

Research Question Interview Questions 

RQ1: How do undergraduate nontraditional 
adult students attending a traditional 
postsecondary 4-year institution describe their 
perceptions of support towards program 
completion, retention, and persistence at the 
study site?  

 

1. Describe your experiences with support 
services here at the study site. What is your 
perception of the student support services? 

2. How do you perceive the availability of 
advisors or support services personnel in 
helping you?  

3. Describe your connection to the campus 
community. Probe by asking them to 
provide examples of activities they are 
involved with. 

4. How do you perceive your connections to 
student services professional? Probe by 
asking them to provide examples to 
illustrate their connection with student 
success professionals. (positive and 
negative)  

5. Describe your connection to your peers at 
the study site. How did you meet? 

6. Tell me about some of the challenges 
you’ve experienced as an adult student? 
How has the study site been able to help 
you with those challenges?  

7. What supports do you think could be added 
to assist undergraduate nontraditional adult 
students? 

8. Are there other services you would like to 
see on campus that could be beneficial to 
undergraduate nontraditional adult 
students? 

9. What kind of changes would you like to see 
on campus for undergraduate nontraditional 
adult students? 
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Table 2 
 
Research Question and Interview Questions for University Administrators 

Research Question Interview Questions 

RQ2: What do university administrators 
describe as supports to successful program 
completion, retention, and persistence for 
undergraduate nontraditional adult 
students?  

 

1. Tell me about your job role at the study site and 
how long you have been with the university. 

2. Describe your role in supporting nontraditional 
undergraduate adult students?  

3. Describe the student support services the 
university provides for undergraduate 
nontraditional adult students.  

4. Describe any changes that have been made to 
the student support services to strengthen the 
support for nontraditional adult undergraduate 
students. 

5. How would you describe the quality of the 
support services for this student population?   

6. How would you describe the availability of 
faculty, advisors or support services to support 
nontraditional adult students regarding their 
university and program needs?  

7. Tell me about the perceived barriers to 
successful retention and persistence of 
undergraduate nontraditional adult students at 
the study site? 

8. Do you think any support systems or programs 
could be improved or added to assist 
undergraduate nontraditional adult students? 

9. Describe any potential plans to develop 
targeted services or support programs 
specifically to assist with the needs of 
undergraduate nontraditional adult students. 

10.  What other services you would like to see on 
campus that could be beneficial to 
undergraduate nontraditional adult students? 

11.  What kind of changes would you like to see on 
campus for undergraduate nontraditional adult 
students? 

12. Is there anything else you would like to tell me? 
–anything else that I did not ask about, or that 
you would like to add to something we have 
already discussed? 

 

COVID-19 resulted in shelter in-home from federal and government officials; 

thus, this research study was conducted through semistructured interviews through Zoom. 

Access to the Internet and the evolution of communicating through technological avenues 
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supported the qualitative interview process (see Irani, 2019). Limitations related to a 

geographic location that could normally present a problem with conducting in-person 

interviews are reduced with video and phone conferencing (Irani, 2019). I used a secure 

network to conduct all interviews via Zoom, maintaining security and safety protocols 

during COVID-19. I used the recording system in Zoom and a backup audio recording 

device to record the interviews.  

I used semistructured interviews and designed an interview protocol using open-

ended versus close-ended questions. The design of the interview questions supported the 

open exchange of viewpoints by participants. Interview questions were specifically 

designed to address the research question regarding how currently enrolled undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students describe their perceptions of supports for successful 

program completion, retention, and persistence towards graduation at the study site. The 

interview tool was designed with the intention to understand the experiences and 

perceptions undergraduate nontraditional adult students have towards retention and 

persistence as they complete their undergraduate degrees more deeply. The interview 

protocols were sufficient to obtain information from participants to address the research 

questions.  

Equally, for university administrator participants, virtual interviews included 

open-ended questions, which allowed the participants to speak openly while addressing 

the proposed interview questions. Interview questions were specifically designed to 

address the research question regarding how university administrators describe the 

supports for successful retention and persistence towards graduation for undergraduate 
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nontraditional adult students. The interview tool was developed to understand the 

perceptions of university administrators in charge of student success programs towards 

retention and persistence of undergraduate nontraditional adult students as they complete 

their degrees.  

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection  

I collected the data for this study from semistructured interviews with 

nontraditional undergraduate adult students and university administrators in charge of 

student success programs. Student participants shared their perceptions and experiences 

related to successful retention and persistence while attending a traditional university, and 

university administrators shared their perceptions of undergraduate nontraditional adult 

student retention and persistence at the local site. I interviewed five undergraduate 

nontraditional adult student participants and six university administrators involved in 

student success programming. Student participants were identified and shared by the 

administrator serving as a university proxy for research at the local study site. University 

administrators were identified by their roles on campus as coordinators, directors, or 

managers of student success programs for the local site. All participants in the study were 

selected using a non-probability purposeful sampling method, contacted via email for 

participation requests, and provided online informed consent detailing information 

regarding the proposed study’s procedures and processes to maintain confidentiality. The 

first six participants that responded for each group were selected for the study. Non-

probability purposeful samples are considered an acceptable form of participant selection 

for social scientific research studies where the sample size is smaller, and the researcher 
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attempts to observe relationships between variables to review and highlight the need for 

continued research with larger representative samples (Rivera, 2019). Once accepted and 

notified via email of acceptance, participants were scheduled for interviews.  

I contacted the university study site’s IRB in advance to determine the process for 

approval of the study and recruitment of participants. I obtained a letter of preliminary 

approval to conduct the study from Walden University’s IRB. After obtaining the 

preliminary approval and approval number from Walden IRB, I shared the Walden IRB 

approval letter and number with the university study site administrator responsible for 

approval of research studies at the study site. Once I was granted permission from the 

university study site IRB to conduct the research, I reconnected with Walden IRB to 

obtain formal approval. Once I obtained formal Walden IRB approval, I obtained the 

names and e-mail addresses from the university administrator at the study site, serving as 

the gatekeeper and proxy for research, for potential participants, including both 

nontraditional, adult students and administrators.  

For university administrators and nontraditional adult student participants, I 

emailed a Letter of Invitation to Participate and Informed Consent, as well as an Online 

Statement of Consent and Demographic Questionnaire for students to the target 

participants. I obtained the names and e-mail addresses of potential participants from the 

university study site administrator who served as the study's proxy. The Invitation to 

Participate and Statement of Consent Form contained the purpose of the study, the data 

collection procedures, the voluntary nature of the study, the risks and benefits of 

participating in the study, and how confidentiality was protected. To ensure potential 
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participants did not feel participation was a university mandate, I stressed the voluntary 

nature of the study in the recruitment email. Administrators were directed to review the 

Invitation Letter to participate and click on a link at the bottom of the letter if they were 

interested in participating in the study. The link to participants to the online Statement of 

Consent/demographic questionnaire. The Administrator participants were asked to review 

the Notice of Consent, and if they were interested in participating in the study, they were 

asked to respond to the questions on the demographic questionnaire, which pertained to 

confirming the participant criteria and non-work contact information. The online, 

electronic Statement of Consent and demographic questionnaire indicated that submitting 

the online Statement of Consent form and demographic questionnaire confirmed they 

have read and understood the statement of informed consent, thus securing implied 

consent per each participant.  

I checked the responses of the online demographic questionnaire and consent 

forms daily, and contacted participants, who met the inclusion criteria specified. Once the 

informed consent and participant inclusion criteria were confirmed, I sent an email to 

schedule a date, time, and location to conduct a virtual or audio interview via Zoom. The 

desired number of study participants was not attained from the first email solicitation, 

thus I resent letter of invitation for two successive weeks, omitting any participants who 

had responded. The second email contained the invitation to participate, the online 

informed consent form and demographic questionnaire, omitting the administrators and 

nontraditional, adult students who responded. I followed the same protocol described for 

sending the initial letter of invitation, consent and demographic questionnaire. I did not 
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obtain the necessary number of participants at the study site after sending the letter of 

invitation three times; thus I amended my Walden IRB application and as a result, I was 

permitted by Walden IRB to offer an electronic gift card to participants. The gift card was 

given to participants as a token of appreciation for their time. The updated study 

participant recruitment was posted via an online flyer on the college’s social media 

platforms describing the research study. The flyer included a virtual meeting date and 

time in which I explained the Letter of Invitation, the purpose of the study, participant 

criteria, and the Informed Consent Form to the potential participants. From this 

overarching recruitment method, and the consent form, and demographic questionnaire 

submitted, I was able to ascertain that all administrators and nontraditional adult student 

participants met the criteria specified for the study. Moreover, I was able to secure the 

total of 11 total participants. 

Interviews for students and administrators were scheduled for no more than 60 

minutes per individual and were conducted virtually using an online communication 

platform, Zoom. An audio recorder was also used along with handwritten notes, which 

were taken throughout each interview session. Practice interview sessions were 

conducted in advance to allow for necessary adjustments in timing, question redesign, 

and technological error. Interviewers should possess the necessary skills, practice, and 

training to conduct an effective interview (Silverman, 2017). To exit the study, I provided 

my contact information to all participants in order to contact the me with any follow-up 

questions or concerns regarding the study. I consistently and systematically followed the 
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same procedure with each participant interview. I used the same self-developed protocol 

and probes for each interview.  

Upon completion of the interviews, all audio recordings were transcribed 

verbatim via the NVivo transcription software. Transcriptions from recorded interview 

sessions allow the researcher to reflect, which is key in understanding and reporting 

qualitative data (Englander, 2020). I transcribed the interviews, checking each interview 

for accuracy compared to the audio file and also made certain that there was no 

identifying information pertaining to the site or individual participant to protect 

confidentiality.  

Member checking was used to ensure the credibility and understanding of 

information received and compiled from participant interviews (Liao & Hitchcock, 

2018). All participants were allowed to review a draft document of the study findings to 

check for the accuracy of my interpretation of interview responses. I emailed participants 

a draft document of the study findings. I requested that participants review the draft 

findings and provide me with any changes so that I accurately represented the 

information shared during the interview. I also invited participants to ask questions about 

the study findings' draft document. Participants did not make any requests for changes, 

nor did they have any questions.  

Data Analysis Plan 

In a qualitative research design, semistructured interviews allow researchers to 

draw out the same key information from each participant while also providing the 

researcher more versatility to probe more deeply into the rich descriptions of experiences 
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that participants share (Belotto, 2018). Concerning data analysis, I used a starting point of 

immersing myself in the data by continually reading the transcripts to familiarize myself 

with the content (Belotto, 2018). According to Creswell and Guetterman (2019), data 

analysis within qualitative research occurs synchronously through data collection and 

recording accounts of findings. A plan for data analysis, considering the nature of the 

study, followed the steps outlined below: 

1. When organizing the data, I confirmed all documentation, that included notes 

and recordings, were stored properly. I reviewed recorded interviews and audiotapes 

multiple times to ensure transcriptions were complete. I established a method for member 

checking, allowing participants the opportunity to review interview results and check for 

accuracy to allow the opportunity to ask questions and make changes to responses if 

necessary.  

2. When organizing ideas and concepts from the data, I conducted a self-review of 

data, highlighted specific words, phrases, or concepts that reoccurred throughout each 

interview, and noted any significant differences between responses. Organization of ideas 

and concepts was used against the results from the data analysis software used for coding 

and thematic analysis. 

3. I used NVivo qualitative data analysis software to transcribe all audio and 

video files and code each participant's transcription. NVivo works well with many 

qualitative research designs and has features such as character-based coding, rich text 

capabilities, and multimedia functions that are significant to managing qualitative data 

(Zamawe, 2015). I used NVivo to assist with the coding in organizing and categorizing 
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the data from participant interviews, and all data was saved on a secure, password-

protected hard drive. To ensure confirmability of the data collected, I employed an audit 

trail and verified transcribed interviews were accurate compared to the audio-recorded 

data. 

4. I reflexively examined the data repeatedly, sparking insight and developing the 

meaning of themes and categories. Iteration in qualitative data analysis is a reflexive 

process and key to sparking insight (Srivastava & Hopwood, 2009). 

Issues of Trustworthiness  

The research design for this study followed the guidelines aligned with qualitative 

methodologies to safeguard against issues that could have altered the trustworthiness of 

data collection and reporting. The development, execution, and reporting of qualitative 

research differs greatly from that of quantitative studies. Common quantitative 

assessments for rigor include a focus on validity, reliability, and objectivity. In this 

section, I examine the quality of the data collected by addressing credibility, 

transferability, and dependability (see Anney, 2014).  

Credibility 

Credibility is a critical component of establishing trustworthiness in qualitative 

research studies. Santiago-Delefosse et al. (2016) describe the overall credibility of a 

qualitative study as ensuring logical consistency between the theoretical reference, 

research question, collection techniques, and data analysis. The credibility of a study can 

be enhanced through analytical processes that include data triangulation, member 

checking, and investigator triangulation (Santiago-Delefosse et al., 2016). I thoroughly 



69 

 

explained the data collection and analysis process, provided scholarly citations to support 

findings, and clarified the processes used to interpret and analyze data, establishing 

credibility. Data triangulation took place in the form of interviewing different participants 

for the study, including nontraditional adult students and university administrators. 

Triangulation of information provides a means for the researcher to compare data gleaned 

from the collection process to answer the research questions and address the research 

problem in a study (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019; Frels & Onwuegbuzie, 2012). In this 

study, I triangulated the responses between and among undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students and university administrators (Stake, 1995). The member checking process 

offers novice researchers an opportunity to check the credibility of the data (see McGrath 

et al., 2018). Member checking supported credibility for this study; all participants were 

provided the opportunity to review draft findings of the study and verify my 

interpretation of their responses from the interviews. I allowed participants the 

opportunity to ask questions and recommend changes to draft findings of the study, 

however, there were no questions or requests for changes to the draft of the study 

findings.  

Transferability 

Transferability is a component of qualitative validity; transferability in qualitative 

studies refers to a study’s findings being able to be applied to other studies (Cope, 2014). 

Transferability is met when the study results have meaning to individuals not involved in 

the study and can associate the results with their own experiences (Cope, 2014). To 

address transferability, rich, thick descriptions of participant experiences were provided 
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and included adequate details of the participant stories so that readers could vividly 

depict the study. According to Cope (2014), researchers should provide sufficient 

information on the participants and context of the research to enable readers to assess if 

the research findings can be transferable. In addition, providing a clear description of the 

research, participant experience, and data collection process will help the audience reflect 

on the results of the study and be able to transfer or apply the findings to their situations. 

Dependability 

Dependability in qualitative research requires researchers to ensure the research 

processes are sensible and well documented. Dependability for qualitative studies refers 

to the constancy of the data being comparable over the circumstances (Cope, 2014). 

Dependability ensures the process’ within a study is described in sufficient detail to 

facilitate another researcher to repeat the work; this generally requires a researcher to 

maintain a detailed audit trail (Maher et al., 2018). An audit trail was utilized within this 

study to establish dependability, wherein accurate records and documentation of all 

necessary steps followed in data collection, analysis, and interpretation to complete the 

study were kept and detailed in nature. All data collection was maintained in an online 

and secure format on the researcher’s computer via a password-protected computer and 

hard drive.  

Confirmability 

Confirmability assists in the explanation of how decisions will be made 

throughout the research and reporting process. Confirmability refers to a researcher’s 

ability to demonstrate that the data accurately represents participant responses and 
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excludes researcher biases or personal views (Cope, 2014). Confirmability for this study 

was addressed through strategies such as an employing an audit trail process, verifying 

the transcribed interview accuracy from audio-recorded data, implementing bracketing, 

and member-checking, and using a researcher’s journal. Similar to establishing 

dependability, the audit trail also ensured confirmability, and the audio recordings' 

detailed transcriptions provided rich, in-depth perspectives of participants’ experiences. 

Bracketing ensures that the researcher does not influence the participant's understanding 

of the phenomenon (Sorsa et al., 2015). Reflexive bracketing in the form of maintaining a 

researcher’s diary was employed to minimize the influence of previous knowledge, 

feelings, and views from past experiences and interviews (Sorsa et al., 2015).  

Ethical Procedures 

When conducting qualitative research studies, the researcher needs to operate in a 

moral and ethical frame of mind that will preserve the integrity of the study (Brinkmann 

& Kvale, 2005). Qualitative research is based on collecting information from individual 

study participants and ensuring their safety throughout the research process. To ensure 

the integrity of this study, all steps to obtain IRB approval were taken before beginning 

any portion of participant solicitation and conducting any required interviews. I obtained 

consent from each participant and informed them of the confidentiality protocol and their 

rights as participants in this research study. The personal identifying information of 

participants was excluded from this study. Participants were notified and reassured of all 

steps taken regarding confidentiality procedures and security throughout the data 

collection and reporting process. Lastly, alphanumeric codes were used for all 
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participants in the study to maintain confidentiality. Participants were informed that they 

could withdraw from this study without any repercussions. I stored and secured all 

electronic information collected in my home office on a password-protected computer. 

Any non-electronic information obtained pertaining to this study was kept in a locked 

drawer in my home office, which only I could access. Collected information will be 

stored securely for 5 years, after which I will shred all paper data and permanently delete 

all data stored electronically, per Walden IRB policy.  

Summary 

Chapter 3 included the proposed research methodology and rationale for using a 

qualitative, instrumental case study design approach. The study’s purpose was to explore  

undergraduate nontraditional adult students’ and university administrators’ perceptions 

and experiences of supports needed for success as it relates to retention, persistence and 

program completion. In this chapter, I reviewed the research questions and detailed 

information regarding my role as a researcher. Chapter 3 provided the participant 

selection logic, instrumentation, recruitment, data collection, and the data analysis plan. 

Lastly, Chapter 3 concluded with a review of how the issues of trustworthiness and 

ethical procedures for this study were addressed. In Chapter 4, I review the data 

collection and analysis procedures, discuss the coding, categories and themes, and display 

of all research findings. Finally, I substantiate the study’s trustworthiness. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

The purpose of this qualitative instrumental case study was to explore 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students’ and university administrators’ perceptions 

and experiences of supports needed for success as it relates to retention, persistence, and 

program completion. Using semistructured one-on-one interviews, I collected responses 

from 11 participants including five undergraduate nontraditional adult student 

participants attending the university study site and six university administrator 

participants who worked at the university study site. The conceptual framework for this 

study was based on Knowles’s (1984) andragogy theory of adult learning and Tinto’s 

(1975) theory of student retention. The research focused on the experiences and 

perceptions of nontraditional adult students attending a 4-year university in the West 

coast region of the United States. The following research questions guided the data 

collection and analysis for the study: 

RQ1: How do undergraduate nontraditional adult students attending a traditional 

postsecondary 4-year institution describe their perceptions of support towards program 

completion, retention, and persistence at the study site?  

RQ2: What do university administrators describe as supports to successful 

program completion, retention, and persistence for undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students?  

In this chapter, I review the setting where the study was conducted, as well as the 

demographics of the two participant groups the study focused on. I describe the data 

collection and the data analysis procedures used to determine the study's findings. I 
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present the results and a description of evidence of trustworthiness related to credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability. I conclude with a summary and then 

proceed to Chapter 5 for discussion, conclusion, and recommendations. 

Setting  

The setting for this study was a 4-year university located in the West coast region 

of the United States. University administrators and undergraduate nontraditional adult 

student participants were selected because they could provide responses that reflected 

rich, thick descriptions of the interview questions developed for this qualitative 

instrumental case study. Participant recruitment and selection commenced after approval 

was received from Walden University IRB. The criteria for participant selection of 

students were that they were a nontraditional adult student who was age 21 years or older 

at the time of their enrollment and that they had an association with one or more of the 

characteristics outlined by NCES (see Choy, 2002; Markle, 2015). Criteria for 

administrators included university administrators at the study site who were responsible 

for overseeing student success programming within the academic colleges.  

During the data collection process, the COVID-19 pandemic affected 

opportunities to meet in person; therefore, all interviews were conducted online via 

Zoom. All interviews were conducted virtually over Zoom using audio conferencing, and 

no other changes were made to how the study was carried out, as described in Chapter 3.  

Demographics 

All five student participants self-identified as a nontraditional adult student, 21 

years of age or older, and were undergraduate students at the study site. The demographic 
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questionnaire confirmed that the participants met the inclusion criteria. All five student 

participants met one or more of the NCES inclusion criteria for a nontraditional adult 

student. Out of the total student participant pool, four participants were enrolled in 

college part-time. In addition, four of the participants were employed either full-time or 

part-time. 

All six-administrator participants indicated they have worked at the study site for 

7 or more years, with the longest tenure being 20 years. All six administrators specified 

working in an academic college or student success department. In addition, all six 

administrator participants indicated they were responsible for some oversight of student 

success programs at the university study site. Table 3 reflects years of employment, 

confirmation of employment in a student success department, and confirmation of 

oversight for student success programs for each Administrator participant. Table 4 

reflects student demographics regarding confirmation of students aged 21 years or 

greater, attendance at the university study site, enrollment status, employment type, Free 

Application for Federal Student Aid (FASFA) status related to financial independence, 

and dependent confirmation for each nontraditional adult student participant.  
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Table 3 
 
University Administrator Participant Demographics 

Participant code Years of 
Employment 

Current department 
in student success 

Oversight of student 
success programs 

Participant 1(A) 20 years Yes Yes 
Participant 2(A) 12 years Yes Yes 
Participant 3(A) 15 years Yes Yes 
Participant 4(A) 15 years Yes Yes 
Participant 5(A) 7 years Yes Yes 
Participant 6(A) 17 years Yes Yes 

 

Table 4 
 
Student Participant Demographics 

Participant 
code 

21 
years 
of age  

Attend 
SCU 

Enrolled 
full-time  

Enrolled 
part-time  

Employment Financially 
independent  

Has 
depende
nts  

Participant 
1(S) 

Yes Yes Yes Yes N/A Yes Yes 

Participant 
2(S) 

Yes Yes No Yes Part-time Yes No 

Participant 
3(S) 

Yes Yes No Yes Full-time Yes No 

Participant 
4(S) 

Yes Yes No Yes Part-time Yes No 

Participant 
5(S) 

Yes Yes Yes No Part-time Yes Yes 

 

Administrator participants’ years working at the university ranged from 7 to 20 

years. All administrator participants indicated they work in and are responsible for 

student success programming at the university. Overall, 54% of participants were 

administrators compared to 46% of the participants who were students. All students were 

at least 21 years of age and, for FASFA purposes, were considered financially 
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independent. Enrollment status varied; most student participants were enrolled at least 

part-time at the university. Only two out of the five student participants indicated they 

had dependents for whom they were responsible. 

Data Collection 

As the researcher for the study, I served as the principal vehicle for collecting data 

from the participants. collection. Qualitative researchers such as Creswell and Poth 

(2018) and Yin (2016) proffered that the researcher conducting a qualitative study need 

to understand their role as the key to the collection of data in a quality manner. For this 

reason, the interview protocol and practices used for this study were critical to support 

the quality of the data collected (see Creswell & Poth, 2018; Yin, 2016). I conducted a 

total of 11 semistructured interviews; there were five student participants and six 

university administrator participants. The interview questions used were developed, 

reviewed, and approved by my dissertation committee. Having the interview questions 

reviewed and confirmed by my dissertation committee helped ensure alignment and 

content validity for this study (see Ravitch & Carl, 2019). 

Interview Process 

Prior to conducting interviews for my research study, I reviewed literature on best 

practices for conducting interviews in qualitative research (Gray et al., 2020). Reviewing 

the literature on best practices prepared me to understand the potential pitfalls, such as 

timing and clarity, that could impede participant responses and provided examples of 

how to probe to help achieve participant responses that were rich in description. I 

practiced interviewing over a virtual format to create a comfortable and secure 
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environment where participants would feel safe and comfortable throughout the interview 

process. I practiced asking the interview questions, which helped me get comfortable 

with the sequence and flow of the interview questions (Gray et al., 2020). The design of 

the interview protocol and what occurred during and after the interviews are reviewed in 

the following paragraphs.  

I used a self-designed interview protocol, aligning the interview questions to the 

research questions. I gathered input from my university committee regarding the 

interview questions. A best practice is obtaining input from others when developing 

interview questions (Ravitch & Carl, 2019). I conducted all 11 semistructured interviews 

with probes virtually from a private office. Before each interview commenced, I reviewed 

the purpose of the interview, and confidentiality. I confirmed that each participant 

received their notice of consent reminded them that they could choose not to answer any 

question and could leave the study at any time. The member-checking process was 

described to each participant so they would understand that they would receive a draft 

summary of the results, and that I would be asking for their input related to my analysis 

of their responses (see Candela, 2019). Before the interview, I asked every participant if 

they had any further questions before questioning commenced.  

I responded to the participant’s questions and began the interview process. During 

the interview, I used the self-designed interview protocol and asked all questions in the 

order outlined on the protocol. I asked each student participant the same 11 open-ended 

questions and each university administrator participant the same 12 open-ended 

questions. Using a uniform process when conducting semistructured interviews is 
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important in qualitative research (Ravitch & Carl, 2019). Each interview lasted 35-45 

minutes and was recorded via the Zoom audio platform. Each participant was interviewed 

only once, and all audio files of the interviews were saved on a password-protected hard 

drive. I used probes when needed to obtain more information from the participants. 

Probing questions often begin with “what” or “how” to invite more detail, and questions 

that begin with “do you…” or “are you…” invites participants to reflect personally. I 

used the following probes when needed: “Can you explain in more detail? would you 

expand on that topic?, what do you mean by?, can you be a little more specific?, tell me 

about that, how does that affect…” The probes were noted on my interview protocol to 

serve as a guide for me during the interview process. All participants addressed every 

question and provided in-depth, rich responses to the questions asked throughout the 

interview. I allowed each participant to elaborate on their responses and add comments at 

the end of the interview. 

I concluded the interview protocol by using the same process at the end of the 

interview so that I used a systemic procedure to initiate, conduct and exit each interview. 

Following the interview, I asked each participant if they had any questions regarding the 

next steps. I thanked the participant for their time and emailed their gift card as a token of 

appreciation for their time and participation. The member-checking process was reviewed 

with each participant. I provided my contact information should they have any questions 

post-interview. After I completed all interviews, I uploaded all interview audio 

recordings to the NVivo software for transcription and analysis.  
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Following the interview, within 24 hours, I transcribed each interview in the 

NVivo platform and saved each transcription as a separate document on a secure, 

password-protected hard drive. I contacted each participant and provided my draft 

findings for review to provide feedback or suggested edits; no participant requested a 

change or provided feedback. To maintain confidentiality, I used only the participant’s 

alphanumeric code to title each saved transcription on a secure, password-protected hard 

drive.  

There were no specific unusual circumstances that occurred during the data 

collection process. All IRB procedures were followed as approved. Due to COVID-19 

interviews could not be conducted in-person at the study site. As a result, all interviews 

were conducted virtually via Zoom. All data obtained will remain on a secure, password-

protected hard drive in my home for 5 years in compliance with Walden University IRB 

policy. After 5 years, I will personally shred all paper data and permanently delete all 

data stored electronically, according to the Walden University IRB policy. 

Data Analysis 

In this instrumental qualitative study, I explored undergraduate nontraditional 

adult students’ and university administrators’ perceptions and experiences of supports for 

program success, retention, and persistence of nontraditional adult students towards 

program completion at the undergraduate level. This was done by conducting one-on-one 

semistructured interviews with two participant groups, undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students, and university administrators in charge of student success programming. I based 

the data analysis on the research questions for this study. I began with a thorough review 
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of each transcript, identifying codes, breaking down codes into categories, and from the 

categories, identifying emerging themes (Saldana, 2016). Qualitative analysis involves 

reviewing, coding, recoding, synthesizing, categorizing, identifying emerging themes, 

and purporting the connotation of data gathered to study human experiences (Saldaña & 

Omasta, 2018). Saldaña (2016) stated, “Coding is an analytic act that assigns rich 

symbolic meaning through essence-capturing an/or evocative attributes to data,” (Saldaña 

2016, p. 36). The coding and analysis process is guided by the qualitative researcher to 

“generate discovery of the participant’s voice, processes, emotions, motivations, values, 

attitudes, beliefs, judgements, conflicts, microcultures, identities, and life course 

patterns” (Saldaña 2016, p. 36). Miles et al. (2020) explained that qualitative data 

analysis involves an inductive process of comparing text excerpts and searching for 

similarities and differences in the information as one searches for patterns in the selected 

coded text. Thus, the analysis process is individually designed by the researcher based on 

the information obtained. A plan for data analysis, considering the nature of the study, 

followed the steps outlined in Chapter 3 and listed below: 

I confirmed all audiotapes, and information were copied and stored appropriately. 

I reviewed recorded interviews and audiotapes multiple times to ensure transcriptions 

were complete. I established a method for member checking, allowing participants the 

opportunity to review interview results and check for accuracy to allow the opportunity to 

ask questions and make changes to responses if necessary.  

When organizing ideas and concepts from the data, I conducted a self-review of 

data, highlighted specific words, phrases, or concepts that reoccurred throughout each 
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interview, and noted any significant differences between responses. Organization of ideas 

and concepts was used against the results from the data analysis software used for coding 

and thematic analysis. 

I used NVivo qualitative data analysis software to transcribe all audio and video 

files and code each participant's transcription. NVivo works well with many qualitative 

research designs and has features such as character-based coding, rich text capabilities, 

and multimedia functions that are significant to managing qualitative data (Zamawe, 

2015). I used NVivo to assist with the coding in terms of organizing and categorizing the 

data from participant interviews, and all data were saved on a secure password-protected 

hard drive. To ensure confirmability, I employed an audit trail process and verified 

transcribed interviews from audio-recorded data. 

I employed an iterative process to review themes and categories. In qualitative 

analysis, iteration serves as a reflexive process to promote insight and create meaning 

(see Srivastava & Hopwood, 2009). The data analysis process started with establishing a 

priori codes and then coding each interview individually in the NVivo platform. In 

addition to using NVivo software, I read each interview several times to familiarize 

myself with the text. As I read through each transcript, I composed analytic memos to 

identify information that pertained to the research questions or that was stated similarly 

by other participants. Memos are comparable to journal notes and allow researchers to 

reflect on and record their coding process and choices (R. Rogers, 2018; Saldaña, 2016). 

After reviewing each transcript multiple times, similarities between administrator and 

student responses became more apparent. Using a combination of in vivo analysis, open 
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coding, and content analysis, I could ensure data saturation. In vivo coding involves 

identifying and comparing codes that are observed in the language of each participant’s 

interview transcript (Burkholder et al., 2016). In vivo coding is also called natural, 

verbatim, or literal coding (Saldaña, 2016). Combining multiple methods of analysis 

helped me to develop codes, relate codes to create categories, and ultimately use the 

categories to identify emerging themes.  

Data Accuracy 

I compared each audio recording to the transcript generated using NVivo 

software. Each interview transcript was printed and organized based on participant pool, 

administrator, or student, and then in chronological order by the date, the interview was 

completed. Each participant was given an alphanumeric code to ensure confidentiality. I 

established a priori codes concerning each research question, then moved to code each 

interview individually in the NVivo platform. I listened and re-listened to each interview 

audio recording and read and re-read each participant's transcript to become more aware 

of repetition in the responses and data. Initial open codes were developed using the 

NVivo software and by conducting a line-by-line analysis of participant transcripts and 

applying in vivo and descriptive coding to support and ensure data saturation. Figure 1 

represents the established a priori codes, research question association, and example text 

excerpts. 
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Figure 1 
 
Research Questions, A Priori Codes, and Example Text Excerpts 

 

Note. RQ = research question 

  

RQ1: How do undergraduate 
nontraditional adult students 
attending a traditional 
postsecondary 4-year 
institution describe their 
perceptions of support towards 
program completion, retention, 
and persistence at the study 
site? 
 

RQ2: What do university 
administrators describe as 
supports to successful program 
completion, retention, and 
persistence for undergraduate 
nontraditional adult students? 

a priori code & text excerpt: 
 
Description of university supports: A3: “I don’t think we 
have any specific supports. The university is still 
operating in a one size fits all approach.”  
Lack of services: A5: “In thinking about some of our 
non-traditional student services, I think we only really 
have the veteran success center.” 
Campus support: A2: “This student population is not 
going away; it may actually end up growing and I would 
really like to see the campus take this into account as we 
move forward with future plans for support.” 
Administration perception: A2: “It’s this misconception 
that older transfer students and they're older, so they 
already have their life together when that's not 
necessarily true.”  

a priori code & text excerpt: 
 
Perceptions of support: S5: “I have a lot of challenges 
with advising and I feel like they tend to focus more on 
the first-year student experience.” 
 
Experiences: S1: “I had to pay for my courses or else I 
would lose my enrollment and be dropped from classes. 
” 
Success: S4: “I feel like staff tried to give me the best 
information and advice so I could be successful.” 
 
Access to resources: S4: “It would be nice if the support 
services offices would actually go into classrooms and 
ensure they are informing and motivating nontraditional 
students 
Quality of services: S3: “I feel like I have to pull so 
much to get a simple answer and I feel like staff care 
more about the first-year students.” 
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Generating codes  

Following the suggestions of Saldaña (2016), I conducted a line-by-line review to 

identify codes for my first coding cycle. This reduced the likelihood of attaching personal 

attributes to participants’ responses. Once I completed the line-by-line review, identifying 

initial codes in relation to established a priori for administrator participants and student 

participants, I reviewed the transcripts for each participant again, starting with 

administrator 1, (A1), and student 1, (S1), to identify additional information, resources, or 

barriers related to the success of program completion, persistence, and retention of 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students. With each review, I applied in Vivo coding, 

which involves identifying codes that emerge from the data, using the participants' 

language (see Saldaña, 2016). In Vivo coding is understood as using codes grounded in 

the participant’s personal vernacular (Burkholder et al., 2016; Saldaña, 2016). If I 

identified a new concept, I made a code and reviewed all remaining transcripts for 

examples using the NVivo software coding feature. It was helpful to review each 

transcript for new codes and then compare it to all other transcripts in the participant 

group because this process provided a new way to see what was being said in the 

interviews for each participant group. As I completed each interview, I either added to the 

codes I identified or created a new code describing the context. I repeated this process 

several times until I felt all codable information was identified. Tables 5 and 6 represent 

examples of open codes and interview excerpts from student and administrator 

participants. 
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Table 5 
 
Open Codes and Example Student Interview Excerpts 

Open code Interview excerpt 
Organization P1S “Better organization in certain areas to 

make it easier for students to know things 
and get information.” 

Lack of support P5S “I don't really know who to go for the 
university for help and I haven't gotten any 
answers, so they haven't really done 
anything yet.” 

Issues of support P3S “Not having anybody to really guide 
me like navigating unforeseen territory.” 

Quality P1S “People just give you cookie cutter 
answers and are quick to send you on your 
way.” 

 

Table 6 
 
Open Codes and Example Administrator Interview Excerpts 

Open code Interview excerpt 
Barrier P5A “I think nontraditional student support 

is something that I think in theory folks are 
thinking of, but not necessarily acting upon 
and thinking about a culture.” 

Administration culture  
 

P2A “I find that students are feeling really 
frustrated and not necessarily angry, but 
they're [nontraditional adult students] losing 
a little bit of hope.” 

Perception 
 

P2A “Everything is geared mostly towards 
our traditional freshman in terms of events 
and getting involved on campus.” 

 

The analysis process continued for several weeks as I reviewed all transcripts and 

interview audio recordings several times for clarity. The analysis concluded when I 

reached saturation, and no new insights were identified from the data. Saturation is 

reached when no new data is found, and enough information has been attained (Saunders 

et al., 2017). All codes, categories, and themes are represented in the tables provided. 

After 11 interviews, I identified approximately 22 codes for my first coding cycle. Tables 
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7 and 8 represent the coding process, which began with establishing a priori codes in 

relation to each specific research question. 

Table 7 
 
Research Question 1: Nontraditional Adult Students’- Open Codes 

RQ1 a priori code Open codes 
How do undergraduate nontraditional adult 
students attending a traditional postsecondary 4-
year institution describe their perceptions of 
support towards program completion, retention, 
and persistence at the study site? 

Perceptions of 
support 
 

Organization 
Lack of support 
 

 Experiences Issues of support 
Quality 
 

 Success Availability 
Student 
experience 
 

 Access to 
resources 

Inaction 
Resources 
 

 Quality of 
services 

Programming 
Focus on first year 
experience 

 
Table 8 
 
Research Question 2: Administrators’-Open Codes 

RQ2 a priori code Open codes 
What do university administrators describe as 
supports to successful program completion, 
retention, and persistence for undergraduate 
nontraditional adult students? 

Description of 
university 
supports 

Barrier 
Administration 
culture  
Perception 
Belonging 

 Lack of services Community 
Latest changes 
Available 
services 

 Campus support 
 

Accessibility 
Hours of service 
Service by 
program 
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Categories and Emergent Themes 

After completing and determining the codes that would be used, I began to group 

codes that were similar into categories. Codes were grouped based on their similarity in 

meaning and context. Once all codes were grouped, I was able to establish categories. 

Each category was established by examining the codes and attributing meaning to the 

clustered codes resulting in identified categories. After coding and grouping, 11 

categories were determined. Once categories were established, I reviewed the 11 

categories for emerging themes. I identified emerging themes for each group of 

categories. Four themes were derived from the analysis: (a) nontraditional undergraduate 

adult students perceive the campus structure and interaction with university support 

services and professionals to be critical to supporting their success towards program 

completion, retention, and persistence, (b) nontraditional undergraduate adult students 

describe their experiences with university resources as beneficial and necessary to aid in 

their success towards program completion, retention, and persistence, (c) administrators 

describe university campus culture needs to be communicated and designed to support 

completion, retention, and persistence of undergraduate nontraditional adult students, and 

(d) administrators perceive that flexible services specific to the needs of undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students are needed to support program completion, retention, and 

persistence. Table 9 provides a visual representation of the progression of developing 

codes, categories, and themes for each participant group. 
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Table 9 
 
Codes, Categories, and Themes 

Codes Categories Undergraduate Nontraditional Adult Student 
Themes 

1. Campus organization 
2. Lack of support 
3. Quality 

Campus Structure 
Interaction with 
university support 
professionals 

Theme 1: Nontraditional undergraduate adult 
students perceive the campus structure and 
interaction with university support services and 
professionals to be critical to supporting their 
success towards program completion, retention, 
and persistence. 
 

4. Experience 
5. Inaction 
6. Resources 
7. Programming 
 

Student experience 
University resources 

Theme 2: Nontraditional undergraduate adult 
students describe their experiences with 
university resources as beneficial and necessary 
to aid in their success towards program 
completion, retention, and persistence. 
 

Codes Categories University Administrator Themes 
1. Barrier administration 
culture 
2. Administration 
perception of students 
3. Belonging Community 

University 
administration 
culture 
Student self-
perceptions 
Belonging 
community 

Theme 3:  Administrators describe university 
campus culture needs to be communicated and 
designed to support completion, retention, and 
persistence of undergraduate nontraditional adult 
students. 
 

4. Barrier available 
services 
5. Accessibility service 
hours  
6. Accessibility by 
program 
7. Support available 
8. Support needed 

Accessibility 
Flexibility 
Services non-
existent 
University Supports 

Theme 4:  Administrators perceive that flexible 
services specific to the needs of undergraduate 
nontraditional adult students are needed to 
support program completion, retention, and 
persistence. 

 

After I completed the data analysis, I verified that the four themes answered the 

research questions. No additional analysis were needed as the information collected were 

coherent and did not present any irregular patterns. The four themes that emerged from 

the coding informed the findings and supported answering the research questions: RQ 1: 

How do undergraduate nontraditional adult students attending a traditional postsecondary 

4-year institution describe their perceptions of support towards program completion, 
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retention, and persistence at the study site? RQ2: What do university administrators 

describe as supports to successful program completion, retention, and persistence for 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students? 

Evidence of Trustworthiness 

Qualitative research is anchored in addressing issues related to meaning, 

understanding, experiences, and perspectives (Rose & Johnson, 2020). When these issues 

are addressed through qualitative research, the information collected can be highly 

subjective and require human interpretation and reasoning to make sense of the data 

(Rose & Johnson, 2020). For that reason, qualitative researchers should be more 

conscious and proactive in minimizing bias to ensure trustworthiness. To be more 

conscious and proactive, I employed specific practices to minimize bias and help ensure 

trustworthiness. Qualitative researchers prioritize trustworthiness in the collection data 

that are rooted in credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Ravitch & 

Carl, 2019). Each of these components is addressed in the following sections. 

Credibility 

Credibility for qualitative research is assessed according to the success with 

which researchers offer rich. These refined analyses sincerely exemplify the experiences 

of multiple realities of participants and ensure proper engagement in member checking to 

ensure the accuracy of the accounts referenced for the study (Humphreys et al., 2021). 

The credibility of the study followed the plan detailed in chapter 3. All participants for 

this study volunteered of their own free will and were informed they could withdraw 

from the study at any time. The informed consent provided to every participant included 
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this information and all necessary information related to the study procedure. All 

participants were provided a copy of their interview transcription for review, feedback, 

and updates. There were no requested changes or feedback provided. This process helped 

ensure credibility by allowing participants to review and confirm all findings and 

recording of details accurately representing their perceptions and experiences related to 

the research questions. 

Transferability 

The extent to which qualitative research findings can be applied to other contexts 

or settings and conducted among other respondents is referred to as transferability 

(Tuval-Mashiach, 2021). By providing specific details for this study such as describing 

the setting, sample, participant inclusion criteria, sampling strategy and demographics, 

transferability for this study was strengthened. University administrator participants 

varied in years employed at the institution, but all worked in the area of student success. 

Undergraduate nontraditional adult student participants met at least one or multiple 

requirements for the established inclusion criteria. The thick rich descriptions from 

participant groups, thorough representation of participant viewpoints, participant sample, 

and setting support understanding and relativeness. The findings from this study could be 

generalized to help address the challenges some universities face in supporting 

nontraditional adult students. 

Dependability 

Dependability in qualitative research refers to the consistency in which the 

researcher can determine whether the study’s findings could be duplicated if replicated 
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with similar participants (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Dependability for this study 

included thorough documentation throughout each cycle of data analysis. I kept a field 

journal employed a practice of reflection throughout the data collection process. 

Semistructured zoom interviews were used with probes to support the expansion of 

participants’ responses to create detailed, personalized responses to each interview 

question. Each interview followed a standard procedure, and all participants in each 

participant group were asked the same sequential interview questions. An excel 

spreadsheet was used to document and record each cycle in the coding phase, from 

coding, categories, and ending with themes. All my notes were kept in a reflective journal 

throughout the interview and data analysis stages. 

Confirmability 

Confirmability concerns the aspect of neutrality, how the researcher ensures the 

interpretation is not based on personal preferences and viewpoints but instead grounded 

in the experiences of the participants (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). To help maintain 

integrity and remove personal biases, motivations, and interests, I kept a reflective 

journal to detail any self-reflections and practices that occurred throughout the interview 

and data analysis stages. As previously mentioned, each coding cycle was conducted 

using an excel spreadsheet. Pivot tables of the coding and text excerpts were maintained 

on individual workbooks in the spreadsheets. A careful review was conducted with each 

coding cycle to ensure the development of codes, categories, and themes reflected the 

participants' perceptions and experiences. 
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Results 

The themes of this study provide insight into the perceptions of university 

administrators and undergraduate nontraditional adult students regarding supports related 

to successful program completion, retention, and persistence of nontraditional adult 

students at the undergraduate level. While each university administrator and 

undergraduate nontraditional adult student detailed a unique experience, they each 

conveyed similar views and perceptions related to university supports for program 

success, retention, and persistence of nontraditional adult students at the undergraduate 

level. Collectively their perceptions and experiences highlight the need for continued 

support and enhancement of university support services to better assist undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students in their program success, retention, and persistence. Figure 2 

provides a visual representation of research questions and correlating themes for this 

research study. 
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Figure 2 
 
Themes Aligned with Research Questions 

 

Theme 1 

Theme 1: Nontraditional Undergraduate Adult Students Perceive The Campus 

Structure And Interaction With University Support Services And Professionals To Be 

Critical To Supporting Their Success Towards Program Completion, Retention, And 

Persistence 

The nontraditional adult student study participants highlighted specific 

experiences with the university campus structure, challenges with university support 

services, and interactions with student success support professionals during their 

RQ1: How do 
undergraduate 
nontraditional adult 
students attending a 
traditional 
postsecondary 4-
year institution 
describe their 
perceptions of 
support towards 
program completion, 
retention, and 
persistence at the 
study site? 
 

RQ2: What do 
university 
administrators 
describe as supports 
to successful 
program completion, 
retention, and 
persistence for 
undergraduate 
nontraditional adult 
students? 
 

Undergraduate 
Nontraditional 
Adult Student 
Interviews 

University 
Administrator 
Interviews 

Theme 1: Nontraditional undergraduate 
adult students perceive the campus 
structure and interaction with university 
support services and professionals to be 
critical to supporting their success towards 
program completion, retention, and 
persistence. 
Theme 2: Nontraditional undergraduate 
adult students describe their experiences 
with university resources as beneficial and 
needed to aid in their success towards 
program completion, retention, and 
persistence.   
   

Theme 1: Administrators describe 
university campus culture needs to be 
communicated and designed to support 
completion, retention, and persistence of 
undergraduate nontraditional adult 
students. 
Theme 2: Administrators Perceive That 
Flexible Services Specific To The Needs 
Of Undergraduate Nontraditional Adult 
Students Are Needed To 
Support Successful Program Completion, 
Retention, And Persistence 
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interviews. Theme one sheds light on nontraditional adult student participants 

experiences specifically related to challenges and opportunities they perceived as 

essential to affecting their program success, retention, and persistence. Nontraditional 

adult student participants that understood the campus landscape and how to navigate 

university support services, felt more confident they would succeed and persist towards 

program completion. Nontraditional adult student participants that experienced negative 

interactions with student support professionals and were more confused about the campus 

structure, felt less confident in their ability to be successful and experienced more 

challenges in completing their degree requirements. 

Campus Structure. The study site campus structure consists of six different 

colleges and several central university support offices, which include the registrar’s 

office, financial aid, career services, and university advising. Each college and university 

support office has different responsibilities and support professionals that work with 

students. P1S shared, “I think you can get help, but if you don't know what you need, 

where to go, or how to ask for it, I think people are inclined to send you somewhere down 

the road, to another office.” It can be challenging for nontraditional adult students to 

know which university office to go to for specific needs, student 1 also added, “if I 

weren’t on campus because of work, to be honest I wouldn’t know where to go.” P1S, 

P2S, and P4S suggest the campus structure makes it hard to know which office helps 

students with nontraditional needs. P4S stated, “I feel like people (nontraditional adult 

students) may feel intimidated or they just don't know where to go to find the correct 

information they need.” P1S shared a similar sentiment to P4S sharing, “Until you know 



96 

 

exactly what you need and when you're more specific with people about what you mean 

then I think you can get help.” From student responses, the campus structure presented 

difficulties for nontraditional adult students who are not on campus regularly and are not 

able to familiarize themselves with the various university and college support offices and 

their available services. 

Challenges with University Support Services. When discussing university 

support services, student participants share mixed responses related to challenges of 

availability, equality of services by major, and it not being clear what resources are 

available. P2S believes there is a notable difference in available support services stating, 

“I think some equality in services would be nice especially within the smaller programs, 

being the ones that aren't that popular or programs that are not impacted.” P4S shared she 

believed there were services available in their program department specifically for 

students within the major and that services are not the same for other students with 

departments, “I believe that there were many services available to me in my department, 

of course it's completely different than all the other departments on campus.” P5S 

mentioned it is very difficult to find availability to meet with someone from the registrar 

or financial aid, “there’s really not that much availability for financial aid or the registrar, 

and you need a follow up on like every email.” P1S shared with university support 

services it’s difficult to know what resources are available, especially when it seems like 

staff do not take them to really understand their needs. P1S specifically stated to a college 

receptionist, when they weren’t able to get support from the college office, “Could you 
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just take a minute and talk to me instead of just email or text? And let me be heard and let 

me explain to you.” 

Some students mentioned they experienced fewer challenges with orientation and 

advising support services. P1S and P3S reported better interactions with university 

advising support services. P1S mentioned  specifically, “Ellie, my advisor is always 

available, and the last time I talked to her she said you just call me even if you don't have 

a problem.” P3S generally referenced advising support services being more available 

during certain times in the semester, “I believe advising services were very available, but 

it definitely depends on the season when it gets closer to enrollment its more 

challenging.” P5S had better experiences with support services offered through the 

orientation office, “The orientation center, is pretty good, that center has helped me a 

lot.” To help address the challenges with university support services, P4S shared, “it 

would be nice if the support services offices would actually go into classrooms and 

ensure they are informing and motivating nontraditional students.” In conjunction with 

university services, student participants commented on their interactions and experiences 

with student support professionals.  

Interaction with Student Support Professionals. All student participants shared 

their interactions with student support professionals employed at the university impacted 

their university experience and feelings related to their success, retention, and program 

completion as undergraduate nontraditional adult students. P1S specifically shared that 

support professionals often sent them to different offices and provided very generic 

answers to their questions, “people (support professionals) are quick to send you on your 
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way, and typically just give you cookie cutter answers.” P1S also added, “I don't think it's 

everybody's (support professionals) nature to be helpful, and I think this is a very cold 

climate of support.” P5S described university support professionals as seeming to be 

more interested in helping traditional students, “I feel like I have to pull so much just to 

get a simple answer and I feel like they (support professionals) care more about the first-

year students.” Collected responses from student participants highlight more negative 

interactions with support professionals, and some describe having to work harder at 

staying motivated to be successful. P4S felt like it was difficult to make connections with 

support professionals, “I felt like you couldn't really make a real connection or a real 

relationship with staff.” P3S described her university experience as very challenging due 

to a lack of guidance, “not having anybody (support staff) to really guide me in 

navigating the university territory.” 

Theme 2 

Theme 2: Nontraditional Undergraduate Adult Students Describe Their Experiences 

With University Resources As Beneficial And Necessary To Aid In Their Success 

Towards Program Completion, Retention, And Persistence 

Throughout the interview process, nontraditional undergraduate adult student 

participants shared their accounts and perspectives regarding university resources. Theme 

two provides detailed narratives across all student participants stated experiences and 

addresses university inaction, resources, and programming. Each student participant 

provided in-depth responses to all interview questions, which allowed for more rich 

descriptions used in the theme. 
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Experience. Student participants shared unique aspects of their experiences with 

university resources. Some commonalities across student participant responses included 

not having any college experience and finding it difficult to navigate the college 

landscape. P1S shared, “I’m the first in my family to actually go to a university and try to 

finish my degree, and it’s definitely hard to know who to talk to for help.” Adding to this 

statement P5S conveyed, “I had to advocate for myself time and time again, because I'm 

disabled, I wasn't just working with one department and everything was very confusing.”   

More student participants shared that their experiences at the university were 

challenging due to their work schedules and responsibilities outside of the classroom. 

P2S stated they are a very anxious person so working and going to school was tough, 

“I'm a very anxious person. It's something that does affect several parts of my life 

including school and work.” Equally, P1S shared because of her schedule she missed 

important deadlines and as a result had to pay out of pocket for her academic expenses, “I 

don't think I've missed a day of class, but I have missed important deadlines and had to 

pay for my classes or else I would lose my entire enrollment.” All of the student 

participants had unique and additional responsibilities outside of the classroom that affect 

their overall experience at the university and make it challenging to accomplish their 

program requirements and persist at the university. P5S shared, “I have personally went 

out of my way to do all that I can because I wanted more for myself and I wanted to get a 

good education and have a good career.” In line with some of the challenges, shared 

participants reflected on experiences related to inaction on part of the university that has 
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influenced their experiences towards successful program completion, retention, and 

persistence. 

Inaction. Student participants described inaction as their personal challenges with 

finding and getting the necessary help and information to aid their success. P4S stated, “I 

feel like people may feel intimidated or they just don't know where or who to go to find 

the correct information.” Adding to P4S comments P2S shared, “I don't know if we really 

have enough initiative to seek out those opportunities.” Across student responses, it was 

apparent that student found it increasingly difficult to manage the expectation of getting 

everything done for themselves and are overwhelmed with the idea of getting help from 

the university. P2S also shared, “So I think that there are a lot of different services and 

opportunities for students to have advising or guidance, but as a student I don’t feel that I 

really take advantage of all that.”  

With regard to inaction and getting assistance from the university P1S stated, 

“Until you know exactly what you need and when you're more specific with people about 

what you mean, then I think you can get help.” Time with university staff was noted as a 

difficulty for P 3S who shared, “we never really get like one-on-one contact with staff 

members or time where they come into our classrooms.” Through their responses, student 

participants described their responsibility as it relates to inaction and highlight challenges 

experienced with the university landscape, staff, and resources that have made it more 

difficult to ask for and receive help towards their program completion, retention, and 

persistence as nontraditional adult students.  
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Resources. Student participants described university resources as a necessity in 

supporting their success as nontraditional adult students. P1S shared, “I know the 

university has a lot of resources, so I made sure to take lots of notes.” With regard to 

learning about resources available through the university P3S acknowledged, “Social 

media was a really big help for me, this is how I found out about services, events, 

deadlines, and webinars.” Understanding and knowing about university resources was 

recognized as an essential part of the university experience that student participants 

valued. P3S also shared that staying on top of her academic responsibilities aided her 

success as a nontraditional adult student, “So I feel like because I was able to be on top of 

most things, a lot has worked out for me.” 

Unlike the experiences described by P3S, P5S shared they experienced more 

challenges as a transfer student looking for resources, “I wish the university had more 

transfer advisors or coordinators to assist and provide resources for transfer students.” 

P4S believed it would be more beneficial if university support staff met students in their 

classrooms to share information about available resources, “University support services 

should actually go into classrooms to ensure they are motivating students and providing 

information about options and resources.” University resources and programming was 

highly regarded by student participants, and many of their responses included ideas for 

future potential programming to better support the needs of nontraditional adult students. 

Programming. The university offers different programming for students to aid in 

the support of successful program completion, retention, and persistence. P1S, P2S, and 

P5S shared their beliefs that much of the programming is geared towards supporting the 
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needs of traditional students at the university. P1S stated, “I wish more programs would 

focus on helping older students”. P2S conveyed, “A lot of programs are only available on 

campus during normal office times.” P5S shared, “I’m not really sure what programs and 

resources are for me.” While sharing their opinions and experiences with programs at the 

university. Student participants also shared ideas for potential future programming. 

Ideas shared for specific programming for nontraditional adult students included 

free resources, groups for older students, follow-up mandatory advising, and orientation 

sessions for students. P3S believes free textbooks would be helpful for nontraditional 

adult students, “Maybe just providing all textbooks for free, since older students have 

more financial responsibilities.” P1S would like to see a sorority for older students, “a 

sorority or fraternity for older students would be a really great program.” P2S conveyed, 

“Having a follow up orientation of some kind where students get to come back to the 

same people that they met the first time or mandatory follow up advising would be 

helpful.” The detailed student experiences from themes one and two help represent the 

perceptions of nontraditional adult students have towards the university experience. The 

following themes three and four provide detailed accounts from the administrator 

perspective, all descriptions help provide a better understanding of program completion, 

retention, and persistence of undergraduate nontraditional adult students. 



103 

 

Theme 3 

Theme 3: Administrators Describe University Campus Culture Needs To Be 

Communicated And Designed To Support Completion, Retention, And Persistence Of 

Undergraduate Nontraditional Adult Students 

Theme three relates to the culture of university administration campus wide. All 

university administrator participants at the time of the study were responsible for student 

success outcomes and programming at the university. University administrators serve in 

various roles in different departments across the university landscape. The administrators 

for this study worked within departments responsible for one or more aspects of student 

success, such as orientation, enrollment, advising, retention, and graduation. Every 

administrator participant referenced commonalities they believe affect successful 

program completion, retention, and persistence for undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students at the study site. Across administrator participant responses, they described the 

university administration’s culture influences nontraditional undergraduate students’ self-

perceptions and sense of belonging and community. Administrator views and included 

responses highlighting specific experiences across university administrators observed and 

expressed regarding successful program completion, retention, and persistence for 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students. Administrators emphasized the importance 

of the university culture and the impact on nontraditional adult student experiences and 

success towards program completion, retention, and persistence.  

University Culture. Administrator participants described that the university 

campus culture reflected traditional students' needs. The culture in terms of availability of 
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services, methods of communication, times of orientation, and courses were planned 

around the needs and availability of the traditional undergraduate student population. 

Administrators described that the level of communication to nontraditional adult 

undergraduate students was not effective and inconsistent, as the availability of current 

services and possible resolutions were not aligned with the needs and availability of 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students. P5A shared that contemplated changes are 

being discussed at the university administration level, but action is not necessarily the 

priority, “I think nontraditional student support is something that I think in theory folks 

are thinking of, but not necessarily acting upon and thinking about a culture. 

Administrators noted that communication, traditional office hours were challenges for the 

non-traditional adult undergraduate student population. P1A shared, “finding a way to 

make sure that whatever we're doing for like a first-year experience program, [traditional 

student] we're duplicating that for non-traditional student population.” Additional 

administrator participants described inconsistent communication related to support 

programs. P3A explained how university administrators and student services 

professionals were tasked with contacting students with no clear objectives or 

expectations of how to help, “we were asked to call them and ease their fears and 

concerns, but we were not really given any information to really help them at the same 

time”.  

Administrators shared accounts of interactions they have had with undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students’ that depicted frustration with not knowing or having access 

to resources that have been communicated to traditional university students. P2A shared, 
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“our campus is not super receptive to our nontraditional student, a lot of our 

programming needs and support go to first-time freshmen.” The administrators stated that 

university administration needed to consider better supports for undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students. P1A, P2A, P4A, PA, P6A, described limited availability of 

services outside of traditional hours to assist nontraditional services. P2A commented, 

“Student services staff and advisors have their office hours and then they go home, and 

they don't really do any of targeted outreach.” Similarly, P4A shared many students are 

not able to make appointments with campus support staff during traditional hours due to 

their work schedule and availability of childcare, “students often say they cannot 

schedule needed appointments, and their reasons are I can’t find babysitting for my kids 

or I can’t take off work.” 

The majority of administrator participants, P1A, P2A, P3A, P4A, and P6A, shared 

similar accounts of needed improvements related to services and supports for 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students. These services should mirror and be 

prioritized similar to what is already being provided for traditional students. P1A shared, 

“We need to find a way to make sure that whatever we're doing for a first-year experience 

program, we're duplicating that for our non-traditional adult student population.” P2A 

shared a similar account, “The same energy as we’re bringing into the freshmen 

experience, we need to bring that same energy for nontraditional adult student 

experiences.” 

The administrator participant’s descriptions of support for successful program 

completion, retention, and persistence of undergraduate nontraditional adult students, 
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emphasized the consideration for university campus culture to incorporate the needs of 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students. Specifically, the administrator participants 

noted that communication and university support services needed to be designed for 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students during nontraditional times. Along with 

communication, university administrators commented on their experiences with student 

self-perceptions related to the university experience.  

Self-Perception. Administrators perceived nontraditional undergraduate students’ 

self-perceptions influenced their completion and success at the university. Student self-

perceptions are another important aspect of the university experience that should be 

considered when guiding the development of programs and supports for this particular 

student population. P3A shared, “Sometimes they [nontraditional students] sound as if 

they're on their last straw. The last straw, yeah, their last straw. You know, they're saying 

like I’m trying my best.” P2A conveyed, “I find that students are feeling really frustrated 

and not necessarily angry, but they're [nontraditional adult students] losing a little bit of 

hope.” Administrator participants viewed student self-perceptions as a factor for 

administrators to consider in guiding decision-making about the needs of this population. 

Nontraditional adult undergraduate students have been perceived to be students who do 

not need as much support as traditional students, P2A expressed, “there is no transitional 

programming for these students to get them ready to come to the comprehensive 

university to finish their degree.” P1A, P2A, P3A, and P5A, recognized the 

misconception of nontraditional undergraduate students not needing as much support as 

traditional students; P2A stated, “It’s this misconception that older transfer students and 
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they're older, so they already have their life together when that's not necessarily true.”  

P1A, P3A, and P5A acknowledged a need for the university culture to be more 

encompassing of the undergraduate nontraditional adult student experience, more 

specifically in the provision of supports for successful program completion, retention, 

and persistence for these students. 

Belonging and Community. Administrators perceived nontraditional 

undergraduate students’ sense of belonging and not feeling that they were a part of the 

university community as another barrier to completion and program success. A sense of 

community and belonging is an essential component of student success (Brooms, 2019), 

the administrator participants in the study acknowledged that many undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students at the university lacked an opportunity to strengthen their 

sense of community and belonging on campus. P2A stated, “I think a lot of our 

nontraditional students lack a sense of belonging.” To that point P3A added, “It takes a 

lot of effort and determination on the student's part to get where they are at and to 

graduation.” Overall university administrator responses indicate an opportunity to 

strengthen the university culture by having administrative leadership consider programs 

and supports tailored to the specific needs of undergraduate nontraditional adult students. 

P3A shared that a specific place for nontraditional undergraduate students to congregate 

would be helpful in supporting undergraduate nontraditional adult student belonging. 

P3A expressed the need to consider the development of a specific center for 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students, “I think a specific center would be really 

helpful, a lot of our nontraditional students lack a sense of belonging here in this 
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institution.” The university has several centers with dedicated services for traditional 

students, but there is not a specific center at the university that works with or addresses 

the specific needs of undergraduate nontraditional adult students, as shared by P5A. As 

we have reviewed university administrators comments on campus culture, theme 4 

addresses university administrators perceived view of flexibles services to address the 

specific needs of nontraditional adult students.  

Theme 4 

Theme 4: Administrators Perceive That Flexible Services Specific To The Needs Of 

Undergraduate Nontraditional Adult Students Are Needed To Support Successful 

Program Completion, Retention, And Persistence 

The fourth theme aligns the support and focus needed from university 

administrators to become more aware of undergraduate nontraditional adult student needs 

to better support their program completion, retention, and persistence. Responses from 

university administrators suggest a consensus around recognized barriers to university 

support services to assist the needs of undergraduate nontraditional adult students. 

Barriers related to university support services for undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students that university administrators noted were flexibility, accessibility, services that 

are nonexistent, and support. University administrator responses highlight specific 

support services already established at the institution; however, administrator responses 

also support the need for improvement, enhancement, and addition of new support 

programs specifically to support the success of undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students. In line with improved and enhanced support programs, flexibility was also 
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noted by many administrators as essential to better supporting nontraditional adult 

students towards successful program completion, retention, and persistence.  

Flexibility. Traditional operating hours for university support offices are 8 am-5 

pm, these standard operating hours limit the opportunities and availability in which 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students can interact and seek assistance. University 

administrators acknowledged flexibility in business operating hours as being a hindrance 

for many undergraduate nontraditional adult students, P6A stated, “with our 

nontraditional students, we need to assist them a little bit more because they don't have 

the time to be on campus to find the resources on their own.” Similarly, P5A shared, “I 

think that goes back to are we all leading at five o'clock and calling it done.” Most 

nontraditional adult students work full-time or part-time, which impacts the times in 

which they can contact and interact with university support services. P2A shared, “there 

isn't really any support available or given for students who are here after a certain time.” 

Understanding nontraditional adult students need for flexibility in support outside of 

traditional business hours could help university administrator’s better support these 

students program completion, retention, and persistence. P2A recommended collecting 

responses from undergraduate nontraditional adult students could help in guiding the 

work of university administrators in providing more flexible support services for this 

student population, “maybe having a panel of students share their story and experiences 

to really find out what their needs are, would be really helpful so that we can try to 

accommodate better.” As administrator participants referenced flexibility, accessibility 

was also recognized as a hurdle in supporting nontraditional adult students. 
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Accessibility. Accessibility to university services was referenced by university 

administrators as a hurdle to supporting successful program completion, retention, and 

persistence of undergraduate nontraditional adult students. P2A stated, “I don’t think I 

can give us (student success services) a ten in terms of accessibility for undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students.” P2A also noted, “Nontraditional adult students don’t really 

have that many resources available to them.” According to P2A, P3A, P4A, and P6A 

accessibility to support services is important for nontraditional adult students to aid in 

their success. P3A believes university administrators and student success staff need to 

consider the needs of nontraditional adult students and make accommodations when able, 

“Sometimes we (university administrators and student success staff) need to make that 

accommodation, helping out the student saying I'll see you during my lunch time so we 

can help you.” Support services are recognized in the higher education system as 

essential to successful program completion, retention, and persistence of nontraditional 

adult students (Remenick, 2019). P3A noted the student to academic advisor ratio as an 

issue related to accessibility, “There's about three thousand students in the college right 

now, but there's only two advisors.” University administrators recognized the 

inconsistency in accessibility to support services as an area for improvement to help 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students succeed in their program completion, 

retention, and persistence. In referencing inconsistencies related to accessibility, 

university administrator participants mention services the university needs to consider 

establishing in order to support nontraditional adult students in their academic success. 
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Services Not Established. Support services at the university are regarded as 

limited by university administrators, and a need for additional new services was 

acknowledged as a priority. P3A shared, “How can we really address nontraditional adult 

students proactively, especially before situations actually arise to help them rather than, 

letting them fall through the cracks.” New support services that work was noted as 

important consideration for P6A, “it would make me happy to see additional services 

provided to our nontraditional adult students, so long as they work.” Many university 

administrators provided recommendations for new support services that could help assist 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students with successful program completion, 

retention, and persistence.  

P1A, P2A, P3A, P4A, and P5A mentioned new supports services for 

consideration they believe would be helpful for nontraditional adult students. P2A stated, 

“The nontraditional adult student population is not going to go away all of a sudden, it 

actually may end up growing and I would really like to see the campus take that into 

account as we move forward with planning and developing new support services.” P1A 

mentioned wanting to see the university’s individual colleges integrate an adult reentry 

program for nontraditional adult students, “Maybe integrate an adult reentry program or 

type of services or clubs or organizations that could be established within the major or 

within the college.”  Other ideas shared by administrators included “offering more online 

services” P2A, “more collaboration with the children center for daycare” P5A, and 

“employing a coordinator specifically to work with nontraditional adult student” P6A. 

University administrators recognize the need for new and additional support services, but 
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they also recognize there are current support services that could be enhanced to better 

support undergraduate nontraditional adult students. Current university supports were 

also highlighted by university administrator participants, and these support services were 

noted as being more in line with the needs of traditional students. 

Support. Current university support services are designed to focus more on the 

needs of traditional undergraduate students. P3A shared when changes to services occur 

or are announced they are done for all students the majority being traditional 

undergraduate students, “when changes are made or announced, it's for all students not 

specifically with the needs of nontraditional adult students in mind.” Current support 

services for nontraditional adult students that were recognized by P1A, P2A, and P5A 

were the veteran success center and transfer student success center. P6A conveyed, 

“There’s a lot of changes happening right now at the university, but I'm not sure that 

they're the most positive changes for our nontraditional students.” P6A also mentioned, 

“Having additional support to enhance current services during nontraditional times would 

be a great way to start supporting nontraditional adult students.” University support 

services are essential to meeting the needs of nontraditional adult students and facilitating 

successful program completion, retention, and persistence.  

The themes for this study showcase the importance of perspectives presented by 

university administrators and nontraditional adult students as it relates to successful 

program completion, retention, and persistence at the university. The student experience 

reflected the values and needs of the represented student population, emphasizing the 

importance of interaction with university support services staff and access to quality 
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university resources. From the university administrators’ perspective, the other two 

themes highlight the recognition that university culture and flexible services impact the 

nontraditional adult student experience towards program completion, retention, and 

persistence. In the coming section, evidence of trustworthiness, credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability will be discussed. 

Summary 

The purpose of this qualitative instrumental case study was to explore 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students’ and university administrators’ perceptions 

and experiences of supports needed for success as it relates to retention, persistence and 

program completion. The purposeful sampling of undergraduate nontraditional adult 

student participants provided their thoughts, feelings, and perceptions regarding their 

experiences towards program completion, retention, and persistence as undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students. The purposeful sampling of university administrator 

participants also provided their thoughts, feelings, and perceptions regarding program 

completion, retention, and persistence of undergraduate nontraditional adult students. 

From each participant group's responses, a better understanding of program completion, 

retention, and persistence of undergraduate nontraditional adult students emerged. 

Completing the data analysis offered insights into addressing the research 

questions: RQ1: How do undergraduate nontraditional adult students attending a 

traditional postsecondary 4-year institution describe their perceptions of support towards 

program completion, retention, and persistence at the study site? RQ2: What do 

university administrators describe as supports to successful program completion, 
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retention, and persistence for undergraduate nontraditional adult students? Two themes 

emerged from RQ1, and two themes emerged from RQ2. Four themes emerged in total 

following the coding process: (a) administrators describe university campus culture as 

needs to be communicated and designed to support completion, retention, and persistence 

of undergraduate nontraditional adult students, (b) administrators perceive that flexible 

services specific to the needs of undergraduate nontraditional adult students are needed to 

support program completion, retention, and persistence, (c) nontraditional undergraduate 

adult students perceive the campus structure and interaction with university support 

services and professionals to be critical to supporting their success towards program 

completion, retention, and persistence, (d) nontraditional undergraduate adult students 

describe their experiences with university resources as beneficial and necessary to aid in 

their success towards program completion, retention, and persistence. Collectively the 

responses from university administrator participants and undergraduate nontraditional 

adult student participants emphasized the need for continued support and enhancement of 

university support services to better assist undergraduate nontraditional adult students in 

their program success, retention, and persistence at the university. 

In Chapter 5, I provide an interpretation of the findings of this study and discuss 

the limitations of the study. Additionally, recommendations for application and future 

research are included. Chapter 5 will conclude with implications for positive social 

change that may arise from the findings of this study, as well as present an overall 

conclusion of the study. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this study was to explore undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students’ and university administrators’ perceptions and experiences of supports needed 

for success as it relates to retention, persistence, and program completion. To achieve 

this, I conducted a qualitative instrumental case study approach using semistructured 

interviews of five nontraditional adult students and six university administrators in charge 

of student success programming at the university study site. Knowles’s (1984) andragogy 

theory of adult learning and Tinto’s (1975) theory of student retention were used as the 

frameworks and lens to explore the views and perceptions and experiences of 

nontraditional adult students and university administrators related to successful program 

completion, retention, and persistence. Student participants provided several examples 

and reasons of what they believe contributes to their success as nontraditional adult 

students towards program completion, retention, and persistence. Equally, university 

administrators shared many examples of what they perceive contributes to nontraditional 

adult student success and what could be improved at the institutional level to better 

support the success of undergraduate nontraditional adult students. I used inductive and 

deductive analysis to investigate administrators' and students' perceptions and 

experiences (see Onwuegbuzie & Weinbaum 2016). I also examined the students’ 

perceptions and experiences and administrators’ perceptions and experiences as 

individual participant groups and as a combined participant group by conducting within 

and across-case analysis (see Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
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I developed a deep understanding of the perceptions of students and 

administrators related to university supports of successful program completion, retention, 

and persistence. Four themes emerged from this study: (a) nontraditional undergraduate 

adult students perceive the campus structure and interaction with university support 

services and professionals to be critical to supporting their success towards program 

completion, retention, and persistence; (b) nontraditional undergraduate adult students 

describe their experiences with university resources as beneficial and necessary to aid in 

their success towards program completion, retention, and persistence; (c) administrators 

describe university campus culture needs to be communicated and designed to support 

completion, retention, and persistence of undergraduate nontraditional adult students; and 

(d) administrators perceive that flexible services specific to the needs of undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students are needed to support program completion, retention, and 

persistence. This study was conducted to fill a gap in the research literature examining 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students and university administrators’ perceptions 

and experiences of university supports related to successful program completion, 

retention, and persistence of nontraditional adult students at the undergraduate level. 

In Chapter 5, I discuss the interpretation of the study’s findings in relation to each 

theme and its relationship to the conceptual framework. I also include a comparison of 

the study's findings to the current literature, review the study's limitations, and provide 

detailed recommendations based on the study. I conclude Chapter 5 by discussing the 

implications of the study and providing a comprehensive summary of the results overall. 



117 

 

Interpretation of the Findings 

The analysis and findings of this study were based on the responses of 

semistructured interviews, the conceptual framework, and the literature review. This 

study addressed two research questions:  

RQ1: How do undergraduate nontraditional adult students attending a traditional 

postsecondary 4-year institution describe their perceptions of support towards program 

completion, retention, and persistence at the study site?  

RQ2: What do university administrators describe as supports to successful 

program completion, retention, and persistence for undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students?  

The findings of this study correlated with the research provided in the literature 

review regarding the challenges undergraduate nontraditional adult students experience at 

the institutional level regarding program completion, retention, and persistence. As 

previously stated, nontraditional adult students are a population that does not succeed at 

earning their degree at much higher rates, in terms of persistence and attrition, than their 

traditional counterparts (Ellis, 2019). I used Knowles’s (1984) andragogy theory of adult 

learning and Tinto’s (1975) theory of student retention as a lens to explore the views and 

perceptions of nontraditional adult students and university administrators related to 

successful program completion, retention, and persistence.  

I analyzed the data collected from five semistructured interviews for RQ1. The 

student participants’ perceptions of their experiences with university support included 

statements like: “So I think there are a lot of different services and opportunities for 
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students to have advising or guidance, but as a student I don’t feel that I really take 

advantage of that,” “The university has a lot limitations, I had two advisors retire in the 

middle of my case before school started,”, and “I don't really know who to go to at the 

university for help.” Student participants shared that many of their interactions with 

university support were not ideal, but they were hopeful the university would do more to 

educate students about resources and supports and offer more services geared towards the 

specific needs of nontraditional adult students at the university.   

I also used semistructured interviews to collect data to answer RQ2. University 

administrator participants’ perceptions of university support of nontraditional adult 

students towards program completion, retention, and persistence included: “Our campus 

is not super receptive to our nontraditional student, a lot of our programming and support 

go to first-time freshmen,” “I think nontraditional student support is something I think in 

theory folks are thinking of, but not necessarily acting upon and thinking about as a 

culture,” and “I would say there is nothing that directly speaks to our nontraditional 

community.” University administrators confirmed the campus culture does not provide 

the type of services necessitated to support the success of undergraduate nontraditional 

adult students. In the following sections, I discuss the study’s findings.  

Theme 1: Campus Structure and Interaction With University Support Services  

 While students have the agency and ability to be successful independent of the 

institution, universities can choose to create conditions that either foster or hinder their 

success (Pitcher et al., 2018). Tinto’s (1993) theory of student retention emphasized the 

importance of students being able to connect to the university academically and socially, 
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and campus structure plays a critical role in that connectedness. Student participants 

described the university campus structure, support services, and professionals as essential 

to their success in completing their program requirements, being retained, and their 

ability to persist. P3S conveyed, “We like and need services as students, but the 

university does not always offer the best.” Student participants highlighted many 

interactions with university support professionals as not ideal. They noted the campus 

structure as challenging in understanding where and who to go to for assistance. P2S 

noted, “Better organization in certain areas would make it easier for students to know 

things and get information.” Student participants suggest they can persist in spite of the 

university and take on many additional responsibilities to attain their goal of reaching 

graduation. P4S shared, “I believe the faculty and university administration can be very 

helpful, but I am also one of those students who will go and look for information on my 

own.” The ability to know and find information on campus is critical to the success in 

supporting undergraduate nontraditional adult students towards program success, 

retention, and persistence.  

The findings of this study indicated the campus structure and interaction with 

university support professionals influenced the experiences of nontraditional adult 

students. Student participants shared their perspectives on how the campus structure and 

current supports made it more challenging for them as undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students to get information and support to aid their success. The evidence of this theme 

was observed in the literature review when it noted the diversity of the nontraditional 

adult learner student population is shaping a new form of demand relating to student 
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services for postsecondary education institutions in the 21st century (Soares et al., 2017). 

In Theme 2, student participants describe their experiences with university resources. 

Theme 2: Experiences With University Resources  

University resources are essential to student success (Thomas & McFarlane, 

2018) and were noted by student participants in this study as beneficial and necessary to 

aid their success as nontraditional adult undergraduate students. Student participants 

remarked university inaction, resources, and programming as components of their 

experience with university resources to be considered. P1S, P5S, and P4S shared specific 

details about their experiences and perceptions of university resources. SP1S shared, 

“Until you know exactly what you need and when you're more specific with people about 

what you mean, then I think you can get help,” and P5S conveyed, “I had to advocate for 

myself time and time again, because I'm disabled, I wasn't just working with one 

department, and everything was very confusing.” From the literature review this theme is 

made evident by Remenick (2019) statement, that the lack of dedicated support services 

for nontraditional adult students, such as designated support offices and services, are a 

significant barrier to their academic success. 

Student participants in this study found university resources at the study site to 

have a singular focus on the traditional student experience. They were forthcoming with 

recommendations for university support staff to consider how to best reach and connect 

with all students, including nontraditional adult students. P4S recommended, “University 

support services should actually go into classrooms to ensure they are motivating students 

and providing information about options and resources.” P5S shared, “I wish the 
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university had more transfer advisors or coordinators to assist and provide resources for 

transfer students.” The student participant experiences were helpful in defining their 

views of success. The findings of this study indicate that student participants value 

university resources and believe they are beneficial to supporting their success towards 

program completion, retention, and persistence. In Theme 3, I review details shared by 

university administrators, as it relates to undergraduate nontraditional adult success 

towards program completion, retention, and persistence. 

Theme 3: University Campus Culture  

Successful university student success models are spread across the higher 

education landscape and rarely implemented or integrated successfully on any single 

campus (Mehaffy, 2018). The responsibility of student success pertaining to retention and 

persistence has shifted from a student responsibility to that an institutional responsibility 

(Tight, 2020). Administrator participants for this study addressed the need for the campus 

culture to be communicated and designed to support better the completion, retention, and 

persistence of undergraduate nontraditional adult students. Administrator participants 

noted the campus culture at the university study site to be focused on and catered to the 

needs of traditional students. P2A shared, “Everything is geared mostly towards our 

traditional students in terms of events and getting involved on campus.” Administrator 

participants also conveyed that they believe many students are just not aware of available 

services. P5A also stated, “I think part of it is that is the connection to resources or that 

they don’t know about them.” Student perceptions of themselves as undergraduate 
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scholars was also noted by administrator participants as a critical to their understanding 

of this student populations needs. 

Students shared perceptions of themselves was mentioned throughout 

administrator interviews and regarded as an important aspect for consideration when 

discussing supports to aid successful program completion, retention, and persistence of 

nontraditional adult undergraduate students. P3A shared, “I find that students are feeling 

really frustrated and not necessarily angry, but they're losing a little bit of hope.” And 

P3A conveyed, “it takes a lot of effort and determination on the student's part to get 

where they are at and graduation.” Supported by the literature review, undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students are more likely to drop out of their degree programs than 

their traditional counterparts and current institutional models of student success and 

retention should consider the experiences of nontraditional adult students (Kasworm, 

2018). Campus culture plays a significant role in supporting nontraditional adult 

undergraduate students. 

University campus culture is important to building communities of support and 

belonging that can aid undergraduate nontraditional adult students' completion, retention, 

and persistence. University campus culture can support excellence through an inclusive 

lens accounting for the needs of all students (McNair, Bensimon, & Malcom-Piqueux, 

2020). The evidence of this theme was observed in the literature review when it noted 

that nontraditional students often feel “out of place” as they are often older than the 

traditional student and do not feel part of the mainstream campus culture that caters to the 

traditional student (Kasworm, 2018). In Theme 4, administrator participants describe 
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their perceptions of university services and discuss the benefit and need for more flexible 

services to support the needs of undergraduate nontraditional adult students. 

Theme 4: Flexible Services  

As noted in the literature review, lack of support or inadequacy in the support 

services offered by institutions is an important barrier to acknowledge when discussing 

the success as it relates to retention, persistence, and program completion for 

nontraditional adult students. A generic approach to student services specifically models 

developed to support traditional college students, is not sufficient to meet the needs of 

nontraditional adult learners (Chen, 2017; Iloh, 2018; Kamer & Ishitani, 2021). In Theme 

4, university administrator participants found flexibility, accessibility, services not 

offered, and support to be significant areas for consideration in supporting program 

completion, retention, and persistence of undergraduate nontraditional adult students.  

University administrator participants shared that support services were limited 

and lacked flexibility to support nontraditional adult students. P2A detailed, “I’d like to 

kind of see that campus shift recognizing these students too, and they need the support 

just like any of our other students.” P3A stated, “Our center closes at five, and so for 

those who come after work or have to take care of people during the day, there are no 

services available.” Administrator participants shared collective thoughts around the 

understanding that the university needs to do more to support undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students. P2A believed, “Our university has been behind, at least in 

my opinion, in terms of taking care of our nontraditional transfer students,” and P6A 

shared, “it would make me happy to see additional services provided to our students so 
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long as they work.” The evidence of this theme was observed in the literature review 

when it noted that decisions about how to expand services for nontraditional adult 

students could not happen without the influence of the student experience, new 

approaches and improvements should be considered in the context of how current 

programs within the local university site measure up against adult students’ genuine 

needs and expectations (Glancey, 2018). Findings related to the conceptual framework 

will be reviewed in the following section and highlight the importance of understanding 

the undergraduate nontraditional adult student experience towards program completion, 

retention, and persistence.  

Findings Related to the Conceptual Framework 

This study highlights the importance of understanding the undergraduate 

nontraditional adult student experience towards program completion, retention, and 

persistence in a university setting. The student participants in this study shared their 

experiences and perceptions of success towards program completion, retention, and 

persistence at the undergraduate level. Student participants felt the campus structure and 

interaction with university support services were critical to supporting their success and 

their experiences with university resources. Each student participant provided examples 

and specific details of what they believed the university could do to help them succeed as 

nontraditional adult students at the undergraduate level. 

This study’s conceptual framework is based on Tinto’s (1975) theory of student 

retention. Tinto stated that voluntary student departure is a process that occurs over time 

as a result of the meanings students ascribe to their interactions with the social and 
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academic dimensions of the institution. Tinto’s theory of retention relates to the student 

experience and supports the need for investigation and understanding. According to 

Kamer and Ishitani (2021), the nontraditional adult student population is very diverse and 

presents challenges related to enrollment, engagement, and retention, which requires a 

deeper understanding of their characteristics, experiences, and needs. The student 

participants in this study shared rich descriptions and details of their experiences and 

provided insight into their challenges, background, needs, and recommendations to aid 

their success. Themes 1 and 2 of this study correlates to Tinto’s theory of retention, as 

student participants identified components of their university experience, they believed to 

be essential to their success towards program completion, retention, and persistence as 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students. University administrators serve as key 

resource to lead change in the campus environment for students and bring awareness to 

student populations in need of support (Mendoze et al., 2019). 

University administrator participants for this study recognized the need for the 

campus culture to be communicated and designed to support program completion, 

retention, and persistence of undergraduate nontraditional adult students. University 

administrators also highlighted that flexible services specific to the needs of 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students are needed to support successful program 

completion, retention, and persistence. Each university administrator participant shared 

insight and clarification and identified areas of improvement for the university to support 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students better. University administrator participants 

indicated no specific services that address undergraduate nontraditional adult students' 
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unique needs. As stated previously in the literature review, institutional administrators 

within higher education are not adequately addressing the needs of nontraditional adult 

students (Tumuheki et al., 2018). Educational institutions and their staff need to be active 

and supportive of student needs and retention efforts, as student retention is vital to the 

well-being of students, institutional programming, and the advancement of society 

(Sorensen & Donovan, 2017). Administrator participants recognized more needs to be 

done to help ensure the support for undergraduate nontraditional adult students. 

The framework for this study was also grounded in the work of Knowles’s theory of 

andragogy (1984). University administrator responses from this study aligned with 

Knowles’s (1984) recommended implications for practice: 

1. The climate for adult learning should be cooperative.  

2. The specific needs and interests of the adult learner should be assessed. 

3. Learning objectives should be developed based on the learner's needs, skill level, 

and interests. 

4. Adult students need to be involved in the planning and evaluating their 

instruction.  

5. The quality of the adult learning experience should be evaluated frequently, and 

adjustments made as needed.  

Administrator participants addressed the university culture, they recognized the need 

to involve and engage nontraditional adult students and understand that support programs 

in the future need to be developed based on the needs and interests of these students to 

aid their success towards program completion, retention, and persistence. Limitations of 
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the study will be reviewed in the following section and will include limitations related to 

the findings of this study. 

Limitations of the Study 

The limitations of this study hold to those detailed in chapter one. The 11 

participants are representative of one 4-year university located in the west coast region of 

the United States. The findings of this study may relate to other universities or be 

considered unique to the university setting. Possible limitations in this study included 

university administrators’ and undergraduate nontraditional adult students’ availability 

due to COVID-19 restrictions. To address these limitations, I focused on fewer 

participants and virtual interview options to allow more time to schedule and collect 

detailed data. 

My experience in higher education and role as a university administrator working 

with student advising and programs to support student success was another possible 

limitation of this study. I overcame this limitation by using reflexive bracketing, an audit 

trail, a researcher’s diary, a consistent process before, during, and after the interview, and 

by employing member-checking. (Candela, 2019; Maher et al., 2018; Sorsa et al., 2015). 

By following these practices, I ensured my interpretation of the findings remained 

unbiased. 

Recommendations 

I explored the experiences and perceptions of nontraditional undergraduate adult 

students and university administrators in regard to support for program completion, 

retention, and persistence at the undergraduate level. Undergraduate nontraditional, adult 
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student participants in this study identified campus structure and interaction with 

university support services as critical to supporting their success towards program 

completion, retention, and persistence. Student participants also described their 

experiences with university resources as beneficial and needed to aid their success 

towards program completion, retention, and persistence. Administrator participants 

included in this study described university campus culture needs to be communicated and 

designed to support the completion, retention, and persistence of undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students. Administrator participants in this study also perceived that 

flexible services specific to the needs of undergraduate nontraditional adult students are 

needed to support successful program completion, retention, and persistence.  

While the findings of this study provide insight into the experiences and 

perceptions of nontraditional undergraduate adult students and university administrators 

in regard to support for successful program completion, retention, and persistence at the 

undergraduate level, additional research is recommended. As previously stated, the study 

was limited, considering only the experiences and perceptions of undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students and university administrators at one 4-year University 

located in the west coast region of the United States. It may be beneficial to replicate this 

study with undergraduate nontraditional adult students and university administrators from 

different universities. More participation from different universities could reveal more 

findings that could help improve the understanding and needs of undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students. 
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Implications 

This study may contribute to positive social change by providing a rich 

description and understanding of the experiences of undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students and university administrators of what supports contribute to successful program 

completion, retention, and persistence for nontraditional adult students at the 

undergraduate level. This understanding may lead to improved success through higher 

graduation rates for undergraduate nontraditional adult students and play a vital role in 

their advancement personally and professionally, resulting in positive social change 

within their households, community, and society. This study may also prompt university 

leaders to investigate and share strategies for supporting undergraduate nontraditional 

adult students. 

A higher education degree is essential to many individuals' professional growth 

and success (Gault et al., 2018). Completing a degree may lead to higher socioeconomic 

status and ability to contribute to society in various career paths. Degree earners are also 

more likely to continue their education and obtain certificates that may lead to 

promotions or advancements in their professional fields, which can change their 

economic landscape and create more pathways to success for their families (Gault et al., 

2018). While this study focused on the experiences of undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students from one university in the west coast region of the United States, identifying 

more ways to help nontraditional adult students towards successful program completion, 

retention, and persistence at the undergraduate level may result in positive social change 

for more families and communities across the United States. 
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Conclusion 

The purpose of this qualitative instrumental case study was to explore 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students’ and university administrators’ perceptions of 

support for program success, retention, and persistence of nontraditional adult students 

towards program completion. Limited research exists on the perceptions and experiences 

of undergraduate nontraditional adult students. I interviewed 11 participants, including 

six university administrators and five undergraduate nontraditional adult students. I 

explored their experiences and perceptions to enhance the understanding of the needs of 

undergraduate nontraditional adult students to aid their success towards program 

completion, retention, and persistence. University administrator participants shared their 

views and perceptions of undergraduate nontraditional adult student success, and 

undergraduate nontraditional adult student participants shared their experiences and 

perceptions of university support while working towards successful program completion, 

retention, and persistence as undergraduate students.  

Four themes emerged from the data, including (a) nontraditional undergraduate 

adult students perceive the campus structure and interaction with university support 

services and professionals to be critical to supporting their success towards program 

completion, retention, and persistence, (b) nontraditional undergraduate adult students 

describe their experiences with university resources as beneficial and necessary to aid in 

their success towards program completion, retention, and persistence, (c) administrators 

describe university campus culture needs to be communicated and designed to support 

completion, retention, and persistence of undergraduate nontraditional adult students, and 



131 

 

(d) administrators perceive that flexible services specific to the needs of undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students are needed to support program completion, retention, and 

persistence. The findings of this study focused on the gap in practice by contributing to a 

deeper understanding of undergraduate nontraditional adult students’ and university 

administrators’ experiences and perceptions of support for program success, retention, 

and persistence of nontraditional adult students towards program completion. 

Universities offer many services and support to aid students in program success, 

retention, and persistence towards program completion. However, many university 

services and supports do not consider the needs of undergraduate nontraditional adult 

students. This study provided perspectives from two different participant groups, 

university administrators and undergraduate nontraditional adult students, which offered 

new information and a deeper understanding of the unique experiences of undergraduate 

nontraditional adult students. The data and results of this study may provide university 

administrators with a better understanding of the nontraditional adult student experience 

and help identify ways to improve services and increase undergraduate program 

completion, retention, and persistence rates for this growing student population.  

 

  



132 

 

References 

Abedini, A., Abedin, B., & Zowghi, D. (2021). Adult learning in online communities of 

practice: A systematic review. British Journal of Educational Technology, 52(4), 

1663-1694. https://doi.org/10.1111/bjet.13120   

Aljohani, O. (2016). A comprehensive review of the major studies and theoretical models 

of student retention in higher education. Higher Education Studies 6(2),1 -16. 

https://doi.org/10.5539/hes.v6n2p1   

Alpay, N., Ratvasky, P., Koehler, N., LeVally, C., & Washington, T. (2017). Redesigning 

a statistical concepts course to improve retention, satisfaction, and success rates of 

non-traditional undergraduate students. Journal of Educational Multimedia and 

Hypermedia, 26(1), 5–27. https://www.learntechlib.org/p/174175/  

Alston, G. D., & Hansman, C. A. (2020). Mentoring in adult and continuing education. In 

The Handbook of Adult and Continuing Education. Stylus Publishing, LLC. 

Anney, V. N. (2014). Ensuring the quality of the findings of qualitative research: 

Looking at trustworthiness criteria. Journal of Emerging Trends in Educational 

Research and Policy Studies, 2, 274–281. 

Astin, A. W. (1985). Achieving academic excellence. Jossey-Bass.  

Astin, A. W. (1993). What matters in college? Four critical years revisited. Jossey-Bass. 

Atif, A., Richards, D., & Bilgin, A. (2013, December). A student retention model: 

Empirical, theoretical, and pragmatic considerations [Paper presentation]. 24th 

Australasian Conference on Information Systems. Melbourne, Australia. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/280860447  

about:blank
https://doi.org/10.5539/hes.v6n2p1
https://www.learntechlib.org/p/174175/
about:blank


133 

 

Balakrishnan, S. (2021). The adult learner in higher education: A critical review of 

theories and applications. Research Anthology on Adult Education and the 

Development of Lifelong Learners, 34-47. https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-7998-

8598-6.ch002  

Belotto, M. J. (2018). Data analysis methods for qualitative research: Managing the 

challenges of coding, interrater reliability, and thematic analysis. Qualitative 

Report, 23(11), 2622–2633. https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2018.3492  

Boddy, C. (2016). Sample size for qualitative research. Qualitative Market Research, 

19(4), 426- 432. https://doi.org/10.1108/QMR-06-2016-0053    

Bogdan, R. C., & Biklen, S. K. (2007). Research for education: An introduction to 

theories and methods (5th ed.). Pearson.  

Bohl, A. J., Haak, B., & Shrestha, S. (2017). The experiences of nontraditional students: 

A qualitative inquiry. Journal of Continuing Higher Education, 65(3), 166–174. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07377363.2017.1368663  

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2019). To saturate or not to saturate? Questioning data 

saturation as a useful concept for thematic analysis and sample-size rationales. 

Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health, 1–16. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676x.2019.1704846    

Breneman, J. A. (2022). Not a hero and not a stranger: Serving veterans in higher 

education. Trauma-Informed Pedagogies, 125–132. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-92705-9_11  

about:blank
about:blank
https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2018.3492
about:blank
about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676x.2019.1704846
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-92705-9_11


134 

 

Brinkmann, S., & Kvale, S. (2005). Confronting the ethics of qualitative research. 

Journal of Constructivist Psychology, 18(2), 157–181. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10720530590914789     

Brooms, D. R. (2019). “I was just trying to make it”: Examining urban black males’ 

sense of belonging, schooling experiences, and academic success. Urban 

Education, 54(6), 804-830. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085916648743  

Burkholder, G. J. (2016). Introduction to research. In G.J. Burkholder, K.A. Cox, & L.M. 

Crawford (Eds.). The scholar-practitioner’s guide to research design  (pp. 498-

808). Laureate Publishing 

Cal State East Bay. (n.d.). Program completion vs. graduation. 

https://www.csueastbay.edu/cie/f-1-students/maintaining-status/program-

completion.html  

Candela, A. G. (2019). Exploring the function of member checking. Qualitative Report, 

24(3), 619-628. https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2019.3726  

Caruth, G. D. (2018). Student engagement, retention, and motivation: Assessing 

academic success in today’s college students. Participatory Educational 

Research, 5(1), 17-30. https://doi.org/10.17275/per.18.4.5.1  

Causey, J., Huie, F., Lang, R., Ryu, M., & Shapiro, D. (2020, December). Completing 

college 2020: A national view of student completion rates for 2014 entering 

cohort (Signature Report 19), National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. 

https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/Completions_Report_2020.pdf 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10720530590914789%20%20%C2%A0
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085916648743
https://www.csueastbay.edu/cie/f-1-students/maintaining-status/program-completion.html
https://www.csueastbay.edu/cie/f-1-students/maintaining-status/program-completion.html
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


135 

 

Chen, J. C. (2014). Teaching nontraditional adult students: Adult learning theories in 

practice. Teaching in Higher Education, 19(4), 406–418. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2013.860101  

Chen, J. C. (2017). Nontraditional adult learners: The neglected diversity in 

postsecondary education. SAGE Open, 7(1). 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244017697161    

Chickering, A. W., & Gamson, Z. F. (1989). Seven principles for good practice in 

undergraduate education. Biochemical Education, 17(3), 140-141. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/0307-4412(89)90094-0  

Cho, J. (2017). Evaluating qualitative research. Oxford Scholarship Online. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780199330010.001.0001   

Cho, K. W. (2019). Exploring the dark side of exposure to peer excellence among 

traditional and nontraditional college students. Learning and Individual 

Difference, 73, 52-58. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2019.05.001   

Choy, S. (2002). Findings from the condition of education 2002: Nontraditional 

undergraduates. National Center for Education Statistics. 

https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2002/2002012.pdf  

Chrysikos, A., Ahmed, E., & Ward, R. (2017). Analysis of Tinto’s student integration 

theory in first-year undergraduate computing students of a UK higher education 

institution. International Journal of Comparative Education and Development, 

19(2/3), 97- 121. https://doi.org/10.1108/ijced-10-2016-0019    

Cohen, D., & Crabtree, B. (2006). Qualitative research guidelines project: Sampling. 

about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244017697161%20%C2%A0
https://doi.org/10.1016/0307-4412(89)90094-0
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1108/ijced-10-2016-0019%20%20%C2%A0


136 

 

http://www.qualres.org/HomeSamp-3702.html  

Cope, D. G. (2014). Methods and meanings: Credibility and trustworthiness of qualitative 

research. Oncology Nursing Forum, 41(1), 89–91. 

https://doi.org/10.1188/14.onf.89-91   

Corley, M. (2011). Adult learning theories. The Teaching Excellence in Adult Literacy 

(TEAL). https://lincs.ed.gov/state-resources/federal-

initiatives/teal/guide/adultlearning   

Cox, D. H., & Strange, C. C. (2010). Achieving student success: Effective student 

services in Canadian higher education. McGill-Queen's Press-MQUP. 

Creswell, J. W., & Guetterman, T. C. (2019). Educational research: Planning, 

conducting, and evaluating quantitative and qualitative research (6th ed.). 

Pearson Education.  

Creswell, J.W. & Poth, C.N. (2018). Qualitative inquiry and research design choosing 

among five approaches (4th ed.).  SAGE Publications. 

Crowe, S., Creswell, K., Robertson, A., Huby, G., Avery, A., & Sheikh, A. (2011). The 

case study approach. BMC Medical Research Methodology, 

11(1).  https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2288-11-100   

Davis, N. M. (2017). A quantitative study of institutional attributes that contribute to 

success of nontraditional students in traditional four-year universities and 

community colleges. University of Louisiana at Lafayette. 

Deeken, L., Press, M., Thorpe Pusnik, A., Birkenhauer, L., Floyd, N., Miller, L., Revelle, 

A., Spraetz, J., Riehman-Murphy, C., Flynn, C., Gerrity, C., Graves, S. J., 

http://www.qualres.org/HomeSamp-3702.html
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


137 

 

LeMire, S., Pemberton, A., Yeager, V.D. and Bednar, M. (2019), "Navigating 

student success: learning from the higher education landscape", Reference 

Services Review, 47(3), pp. 207-223. https://doi.org/10.1108/RSR-05-2019-0035  

Deggs, D. (2018). What college presidents need to know about adult learners in higher 

education. Journal of Research on the College President, 2(1). 

https://scholarworks.uark.edu/jrcp/vol2/iss1/4  

Demetriou, C., & Schmitz-Sciborski, A. (2011). Integration, motivation, strengths and 

optimism: Retention theories past, present and future. The University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill. In R. Hayes (Ed.), Proceedings of the 7th National 

Symposium on Student Retention, 2011, Charleston. (pp. 300-312). Norman, OK: 

The University of Oklahoma. 

https://studentsuccess.unc.edu/files/2012/11/Demetriou-and-SchmitzSciborski.pdf    

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2008). The landscape of qualitative research. Sage 

Publications. 

Deveci, T., & Saleem, M. (2022). Reducing learners’ cognitive load and emotional 

challenges created by lexis: The andragogical approach to enhance adult learners’ 

mental lexicon. English Language Education, 35–55. 

https://doi.org/:10.1007/978-3-030-91881-1_3  

Dewberry, C., & Jackson, D. (2018). An application of the theory of planned behavior to 

student retention. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 107,100–110. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2018.03.005   

de Vries, K. (2020). Case study methodology. In Critical Qualitative Health Research 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
https://studentsuccess.unc.edu/files/2012/11/Demetriou-and-SchmitzSciborski.pdf
https://doi.org/:10.1007/978-3-030-91881-1_3
about:blank


138 

 

(pp. 41-52). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429432774-2 

Dorius, S., Tandberg, D., & Cram, B. (2017). Accounting for institutional variation in 

expected returns to higher education. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 

25(110), 1–35. https://doi.org/10.14507/epaa.25.3238    

Ellis, H. (2019). Pursuing the conundrum of nontraditional student attrition and 

persistence: A follow-up study. College Student Journal, 4, 439. 

Englander, M. (2020). Phenomenological psychological interviewing. The Humanistic 

Psychologist, 48(1), 54–73.  https://doi.org/10.1037/hum0000144    

Fossey, E., Harvey, C., McDermott, F., & Davidson, L. (2002). Understanding and 

evaluating qualitative research. Australian & New Zealand Journal of 

Psychiatry, 36(6), 717-732.  https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1440-1614.2002.01100.x 

Fowle, W. (2018). Supporting adult learners from disadvantaged backgrounds into higher 

education. Widening Participation & Lifelong Learning, 20(3), 90–108. 

https://doi.org/10.5456/wpll.20.3.90    

Frels, R. K., & Onwuegbuzie, A. J. (2012). Interviewing the interpretive researcher: An 

impressionist tale. Qualitative Report, 17, 60. https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-

3715/2012.1749  

Gault, B., Milli, J., & Cruse, L. R. (2018). Investing in Single Mothers' Higher 

Education: Costs and Benefits to Individuals, Families, and Society. Student 

Parent Success Initiative. Institute for Women's Policy Research. Retrieved from 

https://referenceiwpr.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/C469_Single-

Mothers-Exec-Summary.pdf  

about:blank
https://doi.org/10.14507/epaa.25.3238%20%20%C2%A0
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2012.1749
https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2012.1749
https://referenceiwpr.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/C469_Single-Mothers-Exec-Summary.pdf
https://referenceiwpr.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/C469_Single-Mothers-Exec-Summary.pdf


139 

 

Glancey, K. (2018). Adept at adapting: adult learner 360 case studies on how institutions 

listen to students, faculty, and staff to redesign services for adult learners. Council 

for Adult and Experiential Learning. 

Glowacki-Dudka, M. (2019). How to engage nontraditional adult learners through 

popular education in higher education. Adult Learning, 2, 84. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1045159519833998 

Goings, R. B. (2018). “Making up for lost time”: The transition experiences of 

nontraditional black male undergraduates. Adult Learning, 4, 158. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1045159518783200   

Gray, L. M., Wong-Wylie, G., Rempel, G. R., & Cook, K. (2020). Expanding qualitative 

research interviewing strategies: Zoom video communications. The Qualitative 

Report, 25(5), 1292-1301. https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2020.4212  

Grabowski, B. L., Beaudoin, M., & Koszalka, T. A. (2016). Competencies for designers, 

instructors, and online learners. Wiley handbook of learning technology, 221-241. 

Guest, G., Bunce, A., & Johnson, L. (2006). How many interviews are enough? Field 

Methods, 18(1), 59–82. https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X05279903 

Guest, G., Namey, E. E., & Mitchell, M. L. (2013). Collecting qualitative data: A field 

manual for applied research. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781506374680   

Hagedorn, L. S. (2006). How to define retention: A new look at an old problem: Transfer 

and retention of urban community college students. Los Angeles, CA: Transfer 

and Retention of Urban Community College Students Project. 

about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1177/1045159518783200%20%C2%A0
about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X05279903
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781506374680%20%C2%A0


140 

 

Hamlin, M. D. (2020). Creating an andragogy for adult learning advantage. In Building 

and maintaining adult learning advantage (pp. 209-231). IGI Global. 

https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-7998-4516-4.ch009  

He, F. X., Turnbull, B., Kirshbaum, M. N., Phillips, B., & Klainin-Yobas, P. (2018). 

Assessing stress, protective factors and psychological well-being among 

undergraduate nursing students. Nurse Education Today, 68, 4–12. https://doi.org/ 

10.1016/j.nedt.2018.05.013 

Higgins, E. M. (2017, June). The advising relationship is at the core of academic 

advising. Academic Advising Today, 40(2). 

https://nacada.ksu.edu/Resources/Academic-Advising-Today/View-

Articles/Holistic-Advising.aspx  

Horowitz, J. (2018). Relative education and the advantage of a college degree. American 

Sociological Review, 83(4), 771–801. https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122418785371 

Housel, D. A. (2020). When co-occurring factors impact adult learners: Suggestions for 

instruction, preservice training, and professional development. Adult Learning, 

31(1), 6-16. https://doi.org/10.1177/1045159519849910  

Humphreys, L., Lewis, N. A. Jr, Sender, K., & Won, A. S. (2021). Integrating qualitative 

methods and open science: Five principles for more trustworthy research. Journal 

of Communication, 71(5), 855-874. https://doi.org/10.1093/joc/jqab026 

Hunt, T., Rasor, A., & Patterson, M. B. (2019). “We are the voice to speak up”: 

Cultivating adult learner voice through leadership. Journal of Research & 

Practice for Adult Literacy, Secondary & Basic Education, 22–32. 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


141 

 

https://coabe.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Fall-2019-Leadership-Edition-

FINAL-FOR-WEB.pdf#page=24  

Hunter-Johnson, Y. (2017). Demystifying educational resilience: Barriers of Bahamian 

nontraditional adult learners in higher education. Journal of Continuing Higher 

Education, 65(3), 175–186. https://doi.org/10.1080/07377363.2017.1275230  

Hussar, W. J., and Bailey, T.M. (2018). Projections of education statistics to 2026 (NCES 

2018-019). U.S. Department of Education, Washington, DC: National Center for 

Education Statistics. 

Iloh, C. (2018). Not non-traditional, the new normal: Adult learners and the role of 

student affairs in supporting older college students. Journal of Student 

Affairs, 27(2017–2018), 25-30. 

https://www.asgaonline.com/Uploads/Public/JOUF_JOSA_v27-2017-18.pdf 

Irani, E. (2019). The use of videoconferencing for qualitative interviewing: 

Opportunities, challenges, and considerations. Clinical Nursing Research, 28(1), 

3–8. https://doi.org/10.1177/1054773818803170   

Johnson, D. M. (2018). The uncertain future of American public higher education: 

Student-centered strategies for sustainability. Springer. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-01794-1_1 

Johnson, Z. D., & Goldman, Z. W. (2022). Student integration: an initial examination of 

student reports of markers of academic and social integration. Qualitative 

Research Reports in Communication, 1-13. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17459435.2022.2099960  

https://coabe.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Fall-2019-Leadership-Edition-FINAL-FOR-WEB.pdf#page=24
https://coabe.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Fall-2019-Leadership-Edition-FINAL-FOR-WEB.pdf#page=24
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


142 

 

Kahu, E. R., & Nelson, K. (2018). Student engagement in the educational interface: 

Understanding the mechanisms of student success. Higher Education Research & 

Development, 37(1), 58–71. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2017.1344197  

Kamer, J. A., & Ishitani, T. T. (2021). First-year, nontraditional student retention at four-

year institutions: How predictors of attrition vary across time. Journal of College 

Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 23(3), 560-579. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025119858732  

Kara, M., Erdogdu, F., Kokoç, M., & Cagiltay, K. (2019). Challenges faced by adult 

learners in online distance education: A literature review. Open Praxis, 11(1), 5-

22. https://doi.org/10.5944/openpraxis.11.1.929  

Kallio, H., Pietila, A.-M., Johnson, M., & Kangasniemi, M. (2016). Systematic 

methodological review: developing a framework for a qualitative semi-structured 

interview guide. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 72(12), 2954–2965. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.13031   

Kamer, J. A., & Ishitani, T. T. (2021). First-year, nontraditional student retention at four-

year institutions: How predictors of attrition vary across time. Journal of College 

Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 23(3), 560–579. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025119858732 

Karmelita, C. (2020). Advising adult learners during the transition to college. NACADA 

Journal, 40(1), 64-79. https://doi.org/10.12930/nacada-18-30  

Kasworm, C. E. (2018). Adult students: A confusing world in undergraduate higher 

education. Journal of Continuing Higher Education, 66(2), 77–87. https://doi-

https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2017.1344197
about:blank
about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.13031%20%C2%A0
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


143 

 

org.ezp.waldenulibrary.org/10.1080/07377363.2018.1469077  

Kearney, J., Stanley, G., & Blackberry, G. (2018). Interpreting the first-year experience 

of a non-traditional student: A case study. Student Success, 9(3), 13-23. 

https://doi.org/10.5204/ssj.v9i3.463  

Kim, A. S., Choi, S., & Park, S. (2020). Heterogeneity in first-generation college students 

influencing academic success and adjustment to higher education. The Social 

Science Journal, 57(3), 288-304. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soscij.2018.12.002  

Klar, S., & Leeper, T. J. (2019). Identities and intersectionality: A case for purposive 

sampling in survey‐experimental research. Experimental Methods in Survey 

Research, 419–433. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119083771.ch21   

Knowles, M. (1980). The modern practice of adult education: Andragogy versus 

pedagogy (Rev. and updated ed.). Cambridge Adult Education.  

Knowles, M., & Associates (1984). Andragogy in action: Applying modern principles of 

adult learning. Jossey Bass. 

Knowles, M. S., Holton, E. F., & Swanson, R. A. (2020). The adult learner: The 

definitive classic in adult education and human resource development (9th 

edition). Routledge. 

Korstjens, I., & Moser, A. (2018). Series: Practical guidance to qualitative research. Part 

4: Trustworthiness and publishing. European Journal of General Practice, 24(1), 

120-124. https://doi.org/10.1080/13814788.2017.1375092 

about:blank
https://doi.org/10.5204/ssj.v9i3.463
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


144 

 

Lee, W. C., Godwin, A., & Nave, A. L. H. (2018). Development of the engineering 

student integration instrument: rethinking measures of integration. Journal of 

Engineering Education, 107(1), 30–55. https://doi.org/10.1002/jee.20184  

Lewis, E., & Bailey-Webb, A. (2019). Parenthood and persistence of adult learners in the 

western region of the United States. Journal of Research Initiatives, 4(2), 1. 

https://digitalcommons.uncfsu.edu/jri/vol4/iss2/1 

Liao, H., & Hitchcock, J. (2018). Reported credibility techniques in higher education 

evaluation studies that use qualitative methods: A research synthesis. Evaluation 

and program planning, 68, 157-165. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evalprogplan.2018.03.005  

Lin, X., & Wang, C. (2018). Achievement goal orientations and self‐regulated learning 

strategies of adult and traditional learners. New Horizons in Adult Education & 

Human Resource Development, 30(4), 5–22. https://doi.org/10.1002/nha3.20229   

Loeng, S. (2018). Various ways of understanding the concept of andragogy. Cogent 

Education, 5, 1-15. https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186x.2018.1496643  

Lynch, J., & Lungrin, T. (2018). Integrating Academic and Career Advising toward 

Student Success. New Directions for Higher Education, 2018(184), 69–79. 

Portico. https://doi.org/10.1002/he.20304  

MacDonald, K. (2018). A review of the literature: The needs of nontraditional students in 

postsecondary education. Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly, 5(4), 

159–164.  https://doi.org/10.1002/sem3.20115  

Maher, C., Hadfield, M., Hutchings, M., & de Eyto, A. (2018). Ensuring rigor in 

about:blank
https://digitalcommons.uncfsu.edu/jri/vol4/iss2/1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evalprogplan.2018.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1002/nha3.20229%20%C2%A0
about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1002/he.20304
about:blank


145 

 

qualitative data analysis: A design research approach to coding combining NVivo 

with traditional material methods. International Journal of Qualitative 

Methods, 17(1), 1609406918786362. https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406918786362  

Manyanga, F., Sithole, A., & Hanson, S. M. (2017). Comparison of student retention 

models in undergraduate education from the past eight decades. Journal of 

Applied Learning in Higher Education, 7, 30-42. 

Markle, G. (2015). Factors influencing persistence among nontraditional university 

students. Adult Education Quarterly, 65(3), 267-285. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0741713615583085   

McCray, K. H. (2016). Gallery educators as adult learners: The active application of adult 

learning theory. Journal of Museum Education, 41(1), 10–21. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10598650.2015.1126058   

McGrath, C., Palmgren, P. J., & Liljedahl, M. (2018). Twelve tips for conducting 

qualitative research interviews. Medical Teacher, 41(9), 1002–1006. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159x.2018.1497149   

McKenna, K., Gupta, K., Kaiser, L., Lopes, T., & Zarestky, J. (2020). Blended learning: 

balancing the best of both worlds for adult learners. Adult Learning, 31(4), 139-

149. https://doi.org/10.1177/1045159519891997  

McNair, T. B., Albertine, S., McDonald, N., Major, T. Jr, & Cooper, M. A. (2022). 

Becoming a student-ready college: A new culture of leadership for student 

success. John Wiley & Sons. https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025116680218  

https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406918786362
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741713615583085%20%C2%A0
https://doi.org/10.1080/10598650.2015.1126058%20%C2%A0
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159x.2018.1497149%20%C2%A0
about:blank
about:blank


146 

 

McNair, T. B., Bensimon, E. M., & Malcom-Piqueux, L. (2020). From equity talk to 

equity walk: Expanding practitioner knowledge for racial justice in higher 

education. John Wiley & Sons. 

McNally, K., Metcalfe, S. E., & Whichello, R. (2019). Interventions to support diversity 

in nursing education. Journal of Nursing Education, 58(11), 641–646. 

https://doi.org/10.3928/01484834-20191021-05   

Mehaffy, G. L. (2018). Student success: It's not just for students. Change: The Magazine 

of Higher Learning, 50(2), 8-14. https://doi.org/10.1080/00091383.2018.1445912  

Mendoza, J. M. F., Gallego-Schmid, A., & Azapagic, A. (2019). A methodological 

framework for the implementation of circular economy thinking in higher 

education institutions: Towards sustainable campus management. Journal of 

cleaner production, 226, 831-844. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2019.04.060  

Merriam, S. B. (2018). Adult learning theory: Evolution and future directions. In 

Contemporary theories of learning (pp. 83-96). Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315147277-6   

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded 

sourcebook. SAGE. 

Miles, M. B., Huberman A. M., & Saldaña, J. (2020). Qualitative data analysis: A 

methods sourcebook (Fourth). SAGE. 

Mitchell, M., Leachman, M., & Saenz, M. (2019). State higher education funding cuts 

have pushed costs to students, worsened inequality. Center on Budget and Policy 

Priorities, 24, 9-15. 

https://doi.org/10.3928/01484834-20191021-05%20%C2%A0
https://doi.org/10.1080/00091383.2018.1445912
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2019.04.060
about:blank


147 

 

Montanari, S., Vogel, R., & Vasquez, M. (2022). Student stop out and retention at a 

Hispanic-serving institution in Southern California: The role of background, 

academic, and environmental factors. Journal of Hispanic Higher Education. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/15381927221113736 

Morrison, D., & McCutheon, J. (2019). Empowering older adults’ informal, self-directed 

learning: harnessing the potential of online personal learning networks. Research 

and Practice in Technology Enhanced Learning, 14(1), 1-16. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s41039-019-0104-5  

Morse, J. M. (2015). “Data were saturated...” Qualitative Health Research, 25(5), 587-

588. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732315576699   

National Academic Advising Association. (2017). Academic advising NACADA pillars 

of academic advising. https://www.nacada.ksu.edu/Resources/Pillars.aspx  

National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. (2019). First-year persistence and 

retention for fall 2017 cohort. Snapshot™ report, summer 2019. National Student 

Clearinghouse. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED601214.pdf  

Naylor, R., & Mifsud, N. (2020). Towards a structural inequality framework for student 

retention and success. Higher Education Research and Development, 39(2), 259–

272. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2019.1670143   

Nicoletti, M. D. C. (2019). Revisiting the Tinto's theoretical dropout model. Higher 

Education Studies, 9(3), 52-64. https://doi.org/10.5539/hes.v9n3p52  

https://doi.org/10.1177/15381927221113736
about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732315576699%20%C2%A0
https://www.nacada.ksu.edu/Resources/Pillars.aspx
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED601214.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2019.1670143%20%C2%A0
about:blank


148 

 

Noel-Levitz, R., & Lumina. (2019). 2019 National adult student 

satisfaction and priorities report. Cedar Rapids, Iowa: Ruffalo Noel Levitz. 

www.RuffaloNL.com/AdultStudent  

Onwuegbuzie, A. J., & Weinbaum, R. K. (2016). Mapping Miles and Huberman's within-

case and cross-case analysis methods onto the literature review process. Journal 

of Educational Issues, 2(1), 265-288. https://doi.org/10.5296/jei.v2i1.9217  

O’Reilly, M., & Parker, N. (2012). Unsatisfactory saturation: A critical exploration of the 

notion of saturated sample sizes in qualitative research. Qualitative Research, 

13(2), 190-197. https://doi: 10.1177/1468794112446106    

Ozuah, P. (2005). First, there was pedagogy and then came andragogy. Einstein Journal 

of Biology & Medicine, 21(2), 83-87.  https://doi.org/10.23861/ejbm20052190  

Pascarella, E. T. (1980). Student-faculty informal contact and college outcomes. Review 

of Educational Research, 50(4), 545-595. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543050004545  

Pelletier, S. G. (2010). Success for adult students. Public Purpose, 12, 2-6. 

https://www.aascu.org/uploadedFiles/AASCU/Content/Root/MediaAndPublicatio

ns/PublicPurposeMagazines/Issue/10fall_adultstudents.pdf  

Pendakur, S. L., Quaye, S. J., & Harper, S. R. (2019). The heart of our work: Equitable 

engagement for students in US higher education. In Student Engagement in 

Higher Education (pp. 1-16). Routledge. 

http://www.ruffalonl.com/AdultStudent
https://doi.org/10.5296/jei.v2i1.9217
https://doi.org/10.23861/ejbm20052190
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543050004545
https://www.aascu.org/uploadedFiles/AASCU/Content/Root/MediaAndPublications/PublicPurposeMagazines/Issue/10fall_adultstudents.pdf
https://www.aascu.org/uploadedFiles/AASCU/Content/Root/MediaAndPublications/PublicPurposeMagazines/Issue/10fall_adultstudents.pdf


149 

 

Perera, J. T., & Sutha, J. (2021). Application of equity theory on adult learning. In 

Research Anthology on Adult Education and the Development of Lifelong 

Learners (pp. 591-610). IGI Global. 

Pitcher, E. N., Camacho, T. P., Renn, K. A., & Woodford, M. R. (2018). Affirming 

policies, programs, and supportive services: Using an organizational perspective 

to understand LGBTQ+ college student success. Journal of Diversity in Higher 

Education, 11(2), 117–132. https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000048  

Potter, C. (2022). Predictors of transfer behaviors in adult university students. Journal of 

Adult and Continuing Education, 28(1), 119-150. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1477971421992786  

Powers, N., & Wartalski, R. (2021). The academic advising experiences of adult learners: 

Preliminary findings from one department. American Association for Adult and 

Continuing Education. http://www.aaace.org 

Rabourn, K. E., BrckaLorenz, A., & Shoup, R. (2018). Reimagining student engagement: 

How nontraditional adult learners engage in traditional postsecondary 

environments. Journal of Continuing Higher Education, 66(1), 22–33. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07377363.2018.1415635 

Ravitch, S. M., & Carl, N. M. (2019). Qualitative research: Bridging the conceptual, 

theoretical, and methodological. SAGE Publications. 

Reinowski, J. A. S. (2020). Transforming the student experience through academic 

advising In S. R. Jones & P. R. Lightsey (Eds.),Transforming Service: Reflections 

of Student Services Professionals in Theological Education (pp. 200-213). 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


150 

 

Pickwick Publications. 

Remenick, L. (2019). Services and support for nontraditional students in higher 

education: A historical literature review. Journal of Adult and Continuing 

Education, 25(1), 113-130. https://doi.org/10.1177/1477971419842880         

Remenick, L., & Bergman, M. (2021). Support for working students: Considerations for 

higher education institutions. The Journal of Continuing Higher Education, 69(1), 

34-45. https://doi.org/10.1080/07377363.2020.1777381  

Renner, B. J., & Skursha, E. (2022). Support for adult students to overcome barriers and 

improve persistence. The Journal of Continuing Higher Education, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07377363.2022.2065435  

Rivera, J. D. (2019). When attaining the best sample is out of reach: Nonprobability 

alternatives when engaging in public administration research. Journal of Public 

Affairs Education, 25(3), 314-342. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15236803.2018.1429821  

Rogers, K. S. (2018). Retaining adult learners: What academic leaders and faculty need 

to know. Recruiting & Retaining Adult Learners, 20(5), 6-

7.  https://doi.org/10.1002/nsr.30318   

Rogers, R. (2018). Coding and writing analytic memos on qualitative data: A review of 

Johnny Saldaña's the coding manual for qualitative researchers. The Qualitative 

Report, 23(4), 889-893. https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2018.3459  

Roland, N., Frenay, M., & Boudrenghien, G. (2018). Understanding academic persistence 

through the theory of planned behavior: Normative factors under investigation. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1477971419842880
about:blank
about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1080/15236803.2018.1429821
about:blank


151 

 

Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 20(2), 215. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025116656632  

Rose, J., & Johnson, C. W. (2020). Contextualizing reliability and validity in qualitative 

research: toward more rigorous and trustworthy qualitative social science in 

leisure research. Journal of Leisure Research, 51(4), 432–451. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216.2020.1722042 

Rotar, O. (2017). Rethinking the support system for adult students in online learning 

environment. Journal of Educational & Instructional Studies in the World, 7(4), 

12-19. 

Rubin, H. J., & Rubin, I. S. (2012). Qualitative Interviewing: The Art of Hearing Data. 

3rd Edition, Sage Publications, Inc. 

Rubin, M., & Wright, C. L. (2017). Time and money explain social class differences in 

students' social integration at university. Studies in Higher Education, 42(2), 315–

330. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2015.1045481   

Saldaña, J. (2015). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. Newcastle upon Tyne: 

Sage. 

Saldaña, J. (2016). Ethnotheatre: Research from page to stage. Routledge. 

Sandlin, M. (2019). An admissions/enrollment imperative for predicting student success. 

College & University, 94(2), 2–11.  http://www.aacrao.org/ 

Santiago-Delefosse, M., Gavin, A., Bruchez, C., Roux, P., & Stephen, S. L. (2016). 

Quality of qualitative research in the health sciences: Analysis of the common 

criteria present in 58 assessment guidelines by expert users. Social Science & 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025116656632
about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2015.1045481%20%C2%A0


152 

 

Medicine, 148, 142-151. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2015.11.007   

Saunders, B., Sim, J., Kingstone, T., Baker, S., Waterfield, J., Bartlam, B., & Jinks, C. 

(2017). Saturation in qualitative research: exploring its conceptualization and 

operationalization. Quality & Quantity, 52(4), 1893–1907. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-017-0574-8   

Savage, M. W., Strom, R. E., Ebesu Hubbard, A. S., & Aune, K. S. (2019). Commitment 

in college student persistence. Journal of College Student Retention: Research, 

Theory & Practice, 21(2), 242–264. https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025117699621 

Schroeder, S. M., & Terras, K. L. (2015). Advising experiences and needs of online, 

cohort, and classroom adult graduate learners. NACADA Journal, 35(1), 42-55. 

https://doi.org/10.12930/nacada-13-044    

Shapiro, D., Dundar, A., Huie, F., Wakhungu, P. K., Bhimdiwala, A., & Wilson, S. E. 

(2018, December). Completing college: A national view of student completion 

rates – fall 2012 cohort (Signature Report No. 16). Herndon, VA: National 

Student Clearinghouse Research Center. 

https://nscresearchcenter.org/signaturereport16/  

Silverman, D. (2017). How was it for you? The interview society and the irresistible rise 

of the (poorly analyzed) interview. Qualitative Research, 17(2), 144–158. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794116668231    

Slover, E., & Mandernach, J. (2018). Beyond online versus face-to-face comparisons: 

The interaction of student age and mode of instruction on academic achievement. 

Journal of Educators Online, 15(1). https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1168945  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2015.11.007%20%C2%A0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-017-0574-8%20%C2%A0
about:blank
https://doi.org/10.12930/nacada-13-044%20%C2%A0
about:blank
about:blank
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1168945


153 

 

Smith, B., & McGannon, K. R. (2017). Developing rigor in qualitative research: 

problems and opportunities within sport and exercise psychology. International 

Review of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 11(1), 101–121. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1750984x.2017.1317357   

Smith, R. A., & Tinto, V. (2022). Unraveling Student Engagement: Exploring its 

Relational and Longitudinal Character. Journal of College Student Retention: 

Research, Theory & and Practice. https://doi.org/10.1177/15210251221098172 

Soares, L., Gagliardi, J. S., & Nellum, C. J. (2017). The post-traditional learners 

manifesto revisited: Aligning postsecondary education with real life for adult 

student success. Washington, DC: American Council on Education. 

Sorensen, C., & Donovan, J. (2017). An examination of factors that impact the retention 

of online students at a for-profit university. Online Learning, 21(3), 206–221. 

http://onlinelearningconsortium.org/read/online-learning-journal/ 

Sorsa, M. A., Kiikkala, I., & Åstedt-Kurki, P. (2015). Bracketing as a skill in conducting 

unstructured qualitative interviews. Nurse Researcher, 22(4), 8–12. 

https://doi.org/10.7748/nr.22.4.8.e1317 

Sriram, R., Haynes, C., Cheatle, J., Marquart, C. P., Murray, J. L., & Weintraub, S. D. 

(2020). The development and validation of an instrument measuring academic, 

social, and deeper life interactions. Journal of College Student Development 

61(2), 240-245. doi:10.1353/csd.2020.0020. 

Srivastava, P., & Hopwood, N. (2009). A practical iterative framework for qualitative 

data analysis. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 8(1), 76–84. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1750984x.2017.1317357%20%C2%A0
https://doi.org/10.1177/15210251221098172
https://doi.org/10.7748/nr.22.4.8.e1317
about:blank


154 

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/160940690900800107   

Stake, R. (1995). The art of case study research. Sage. 

Stake, R. E. (2005). Qualitative case studies. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The 

Sage handbook of qualitative research (pp. 443–466). Sage Publications Ltd. 

Stephen, J. S., Rockinson-Szapkiw, A. J., & Dubay, C. (2020). Persistence model of non-

traditional online learners: Self-efficacy, self-regulation, and self-direction. 

American Journal of Distance Education, 34(4), 306-321. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08923647.2020.1745619  

Suh, E. K., & Hodges, R. (2020). Supporting success: Learning assistance for adult-

arrival immigrant students. Journal of Developmental Education, 43(3), 12-

19.  https://journals.library.appstate.edu/index.php/jde/index 

Sun, Q. (2019). Conspiring to change the learning environment for adult learners in 

higher education. Adult Learning, 2, 89. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1045159519834959   

Taylor, S. J., Bogdan, R., & DeVault, M. (2015). Introduction to qualitative research 

methods: A guidebook and resource. John Wiley & Sons. 

The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education (2021). About Carnegie 

Classification. 

https://carnegieclassifications.acenet.edu/classification_descriptions/basic.php 

Thomas, C., & McFarlane, B. (2018). Playing the long game: Surviving fads and creating 

lasting student success through academic advising. New directions for higher 

education, 2018(184), 97-106. https://doi.org/10.1002/he.20306 

about:blank
about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1177/1045159519834959%20%C2%A0
https://carnegieclassifications.acenet.edu/classification_descriptions/basic.php
https://doi.org/10.1002/he.20306


155 

 

Thompson-Ebanks, V. (2017). Leaving college prematurely: The experiences of 

nontraditional-age college students with depression. Journal of College Student 

Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 18(4), 474-495. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025115611395   

Tight, M. (2020). Student retention and engagement in higher education. Journal of 

Further & Higher Education, 44(5), 689. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877x.2019.1576860  

Tinto, V. (1975). Dropout from higher education: A theoretical synthesis of recent 

research" Review of Educational Research 45, 89-125. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543045001089   

Tinto, V. (1987). Leaving college: rethinking the causes and cures of student 

attrition.  University of Chicago Press. 

Tinto, V. (1993). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of student attrition 

(2nd ed.). University of Chicago Press. 

Tinto, V. (1999). Taking retention seriously: Rethinking the first year of college. 

NACADA Journal, 19(2), 5-9. https://doi.org/10.12930/0271-9517-19.2.5   

Tinto, V. (2015). Through the eyes of students. Journal of College Student Retention: 

Research, Theory & Practice. 19(3) 254–269. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025115621917   

Tippetts, M. M., Brandley, A. T., Metro, J., King, M., Ogren, C., & Zick, C. D. (2022). 

Promoting persistence: The role of academic advisors. Journal of College Student 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025115611395%20%C2%A0
about:blank
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543045001089%20%C2%A0
https://doi.org/10.12930/0271-9517-19.2.5%20%C2%A0
https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025115621917%20%C2%A0


156 

 

Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 24(2), 526-547. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025120924804  

Tumuheki, P. B., Zeelen, J., & Openjuru, G. L. (2018). The influence of out-of-institution 

environments on the university schooling project of non-traditional students in 

Uganda. Studies in Higher Education, 43(6), 960–972. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2016.1201807   

Tuval-Mashiach, R. (2021). Is replication relevant for qualitative research? Qualitative 

Psychology, 8(3), 365. https://doi.org/10.1037/qup0000217 

Urban, K., & Jirsáková, J. (2022). Motivation and personality traits in adult learners. 

Journal of Adult and Continuing Education, 28(1), 151–166. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/14779714211000361 

Wardley, L. J., Bélanger, C. H., & Leonard, V. M. (2013). Institutional commitment of 

traditional and non-traditional-aged students: a potential brand measurement? 

Journal of Marketing for Higher Education, 23(1), 90-112. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08841241.2013.810691  

Wei, J. (2022). Stealth advising: How advisors introduce academic substance into routine 

conversations. NACADA Journal, 42(1), 53-63. https://doi.org/10.12930/nacada-

21-12  

Wong, B., & Hoskins, K. (2022). Ready, set, work? Career preparations of final-year 

non-traditional university students. Higher Education Pedagogies, 7(1), 88–

106. https://doi.org/10.1080/23752696.2022.2100446  

Wong, B., & Chiu, Y.-L. T. (2019). “Swallow your pride and fear”: The educational 

about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2016.1201807%20%C2%A0
about:blank
about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1080/08841241.2013.810691
about:blank
about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1080/23752696.2022.2100446


157 

 

strategies of high-achieving non-traditional university students. British Journal of 

Sociology of Education, 40(7), 868–882. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2019.1604209   

Woods, K., & Frogge, G. (2017). Preferences and experiences of traditional and 

nontraditional university student. Journal of Continuing Higher Education, 65(2), 

94-105. https://doi.org/10.1080/07377363.2017.1318567   

Xu, Y. (2017). Localizing college retention efforts: The distance between theoretical 

orientation and institution-specific needs. Innovative Higher Education 42,49–63. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-016-9364-9   

Xu, Y., & Webber, K. (2018). College Student retention on a racially diverse campus: A 

theoretically guided reality check. Journal of College Student Retention: 

Research, Theory & Practice, 20(1):2–28. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025116643325   

Yin, R. K. (2018). Case study research and application: Design and methods (6th ed.). 

SAGE. 

Youde, A. (2018). Andragogy in blended learning contexts: effective tutoring of adult 

learners studying part-time, vocationally relevant degrees at a distance. 

International Journal of Lifelong Education, 37(2), 255-272. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02601370.2018.1450303  

Zamawe, F. C. (2015). The implication of using NVivo software in qualitative data 

analysis: Evidence-based reflections data analysis: Evidence-based. Malawi 

Medical Journal, 27(1), 13.https://doi.org/10.4314/mmj.v27i1.4  

https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2019.1604209%20%C2%A0
https://doi.org/10.1080/07377363.2017.1318567%20%C2%A0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-016-9364-9%20%C2%A0
https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025116643325%20%C2%A0
about:blank
about:blank


158 

 

Zart, K. (2019). “My kids come first—education second”: Exploring the success of 

women undergraduate adult learners. Journal of Women and Gender in Higher 

Education, 12(2), 245-260. https://doi.org/10.1080/19407882.2019.1575244  

Zerquera, D. D., Ziskin, M., & Torres, V. (2018). Faculty views of “nontraditional” 

students: aligning perspectives for student success. Journal of College Student 

Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 20(1), 29–46. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025116645109  

about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025116645109

	Undergraduate Nontraditional Adult Students’ and University Administrator Perceptions of Supports for Program Completion
	List of Tables v
	Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 1
	Chapter 2: Literature Review 23
	Chapter 3: Research Method 50
	Chapter 4: Results 73
	Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 115
	References 132
	List of Tables
	Table 1. Research Questions and Interview Questions for Non-traditional Students 59
	Table 2. Research Question and Interview Questions for University Administrators 60
	Table 3. University Administrator Participant Demographics 76
	Table 4. Student Participant Demographics 76
	Table 5. Open Codes and Example Student Interview Excerpts 86
	Table 6. Open Codes and Example Administrator Interview Excerpts 86
	Table 7. Research Question 1: Nontraditional Adult Students’- Open Codes 87
	Table 8. Research Question 2: Administrators’-Open Codes 87
	Table 9. Codes, Categories, and Themes 90
	Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study
	Background
	Problem Statement
	Purpose of the Study
	Research Questions
	Conceptual Framework
	Nature of the Study
	Definitions
	Assumptions
	Scope and Delimitations
	Limitations
	Significance
	Summary

	Chapter 2: Literature Review
	Literature Search Strategy
	Conceptual Framework
	Tinto's Theory of Student Retention
	Knowles's Andragogy Theory of Adult Learning

	Literature Review Related to Key Concepts and Variable
	Characteristics of Nontraditional Adult Students
	Barriers to Nontraditional Adult Student Success
	Factors that Promote Nontraditional Adult Student Success
	Persistence and Retention of Nontraditional Adult Students
	University Administrators' Role in Nontraditional Adult Student Success

	Summary and Conclusions

	Chapter 3: Research Method
	Research Design and Rationale
	Role of the Researcher
	Methodology
	Participant Selection Logic
	Instrumentation
	Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection
	Data Analysis Plan

	Issues of Trustworthiness
	Credibility
	Transferability
	Dependability
	Confirmability
	Ethical Procedures

	Summary

	Chapter 4: Results
	Setting
	Demographics
	Data Collection
	Interview Process

	Data Analysis
	Data Accuracy
	Generating codes
	Categories and Emergent Themes

	Evidence of Trustworthiness
	Credibility
	Transferability
	Dependability
	Confirmability

	Results
	Theme 1
	Theme 2
	Theme 3
	Theme 4

	Summary

	Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
	Interpretation of the Findings
	Theme 1: Campus Structure and Interaction With University Support Services
	Theme 2: Experiences With University Resources
	Theme 3: University Campus Culture
	Theme 4: Flexible Services
	Findings Related to the Conceptual Framework

	Limitations of the Study
	Recommendations
	Implications
	Conclusion

	References

