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Today’s students are more diverse than previous generations. Twenty-four percent are parents, 37 percent
are older than 25, 49 percent are financially independent, and 42 percent are students of color.1 About 40
percent of today’s students attend part-time.2
Unfortunately, the current higher education system—and the policies that govern it—can result in barriers
for some part-time students, such as the inability to access student support services and the misalignment
between higher education and workforce systems. But, this doesn’t have to be the case. Policies and
institutions of higher education can better support part-time students by making career pathways more
transparent for students and using technology to offer flexible and innovative student support services.
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Part-time students also have unique experiences in their journeys to earn their degree or credential.

PART-TIME STUDENTS
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PART-TIME STUDENTS AND FINANCIAL AID
College affordability is a barrier
to postsecondary success for
many of today’s students, and
that is no different for part-time
students. Part-time students are
more likely to have family and work
obligations, and they may not be
able to connect with financial aid
advisors or counselors to best
understand financial aid packages
and options.
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public four-year institutions15
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STANDARDIZE FINANCIAL AID AWARD LETTERS
Once a student is accepted into an institution of higher education, the
student receives a financial aid award letter outlining grants, loans,
and scholarships that the student is qualified to receive. However,
financial aid award letters can be confusing, opaque, and the amount of
information provided in these letters differs by institution. This makes
it difficult for students, especially part-time students, and their families
to compare financial aid offers and to decide which institution best fits
their needs.
Standardized financial aid award letters would better allow part-time
students to interpret terms such as grants, loans, and scholarships;
provide a more complete view of the packages available to them;
and make it easier to compare one institution of higher education’s
financial aid package to another. This is particularly impactful for parttime students because many are independent students who juggle
family and work responsibilities, and today’s students—especially
first-generation students—may not have a network who can help them
decipher financial aid award letters.
REDUCE STUDENT FEES
Student fees are often used for purposes such as student activities,
libraries, recreation centers, safety, parking, and technology. Student
fees vary by institution, and often students are charged these fees
regardless of enrollment intensity. Further, part-time students’
utilization rates of campus amenities may be lower than full-time
students since part-time students are more likely to be commuting,
working, and managing family responsibilities.

In a 2018 study, New
America examined 515
financial aid award letters
and found that 70 percent
of letters grouped all
aid together, over 33
percent did not include
information on the cost
of attendance, and only
40 percent calculated
how much the student
would need to pay.16 A
study by CampusLogic
found that 60 percent of
students identified some
amount on the award
letter as being unclear;
70 percent of students
identified some wording
or phrasing as unclear;
Black, Asian, and Hispanic
respondents were
more likely than white
respondents to find net
cost numbers unclear.17

Decreasing fees for part-time students who choose not to access certain amenities would have the
potential to lessen the cost of attendance for part-time students and may increase the likelihood of
completion. For example, the University of Kentucky differentiates student fees by enrollment intensity
and credit hours—in the 2019-2020 academic year, they charged a fixed amount of $674.50 in student fees
for full-time students and charged part-time students $42 per credit hour with a 10 credit hour cap for any
semester.18 Part-time students at the University of Kentucky are charged student fees for only eight out of
the 18 available activities/services, but the students may purchase the entire suite of activity fees to obtain
access to all services. Other institutions, such as the University of Iowa and Oregon State University, use a
similar differential student fee model.
Encouraging institutions of higher education to differentiate their student fees based on enrollment intensity
would allow part-time students to opt-out of paying for campus amenities or functions they do not use and
reduce their total cost of attendance.
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BETWEEN ACADEMIC YEARS 2000-2001
AND 2016-201719
student fees increased

106.7%
at four-year public
institutions of higher
education.

2012-2013 ACADEMIC YEAR20

$1,719
20%

average student fees
at a public four-year
institution

of the total cost of tuition
and fees.

BETTER ALIGN HIGHER EDUCATION AND WORKFORCE SYSTEMS
Today’s part-time students need higher education
and workforce systems that best serve their
needs. Part-time students are already linked to
the workforce; 81 percent are working while in
school.21 Misalignment between higher education
of workers will require
and workforce systems may have a negative impact
some form of retraining
on part-time students’ career paths because they
or upskilling by 2022.22
may be learning skills that do not meet employers’
needs and that may not fit their desired career path.
Aligning higher education and workforce systems
can help ensure that part-time students are learning the necessary skills to succeed in today’s workforce
alongside their educational careers.

54%

STRENGTHEN POSTSECONDARY AND WORKFORCE DATA SYSTEMS
Historically, data on part-time students were not included in tools such as the College Scorecard and
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). As of 2017, outcomes for part-time students are
now included in these data tools, but the data are not yet disaggregated by race/ethnicity or gender, and no
outcome measures data were collected from non-degree-granting institutions.23
As part-time students consider where to enroll in higher education, they should be empowered with data
about other part-time students to make the best decision about their potential return on investment for a
certain program at an institution. Strengthening federal postsecondary and workforce data systems would
better inform part-time students about their potential outcomes by providing disaggregated information on
part-time student success and completion.
MAKE CAREER PATHWAYS MORE TRANSPARENT
Part-time students should have clear and transparent information about career pathways they can follow
to make informed decisions regarding their career and financial aid. Doing so will allow students to ensure
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that the educational program aligns with their
career path. Unclear pathways can lead parttime students down a winding road where they
accumulate credits that do not meet workforce
needs or complete training that is not necessary for
their intended career.
Supporting partnerships between institutions of
higher education and workforce development
organizations would help ensure that part-time
students are crafting career pathways that include
the necessary skills and competencies needed to
fulfill workforce demands.

Mary Arevalo, who was a working adult
student enrolled in The College of Health Care
Professions’ (CHCP) medical billing and coding
certificate program, pursued associate’s and
bachelor’s degrees after completing her
certificate program. With the help of her
advisors, Mary gained an understanding in
the beginning of her coursework about her
potential pathways and was able to earn
stackable credentials and advance in her
career in the medical profession.24

EXTEND PELL GRANTS TO HIGH-QUALITY SHORT-TERM PROGRAMS
Part-time students are more likely to enroll in shorter-term programs such as certificate and associate’s
degree programs, meaning that even shorter-term programs may be an attractive option for part-time
students.25 However, those programs are not currently eligible for federal student aid, therefore, students
must pay for the programs themselves or through an employer.
Extending federal Pell Grant access to high-quality shorter-term programs could make it easier for part-time
students to afford the skills training and credentials that are in high-demand in today’s job market. Part-time
students could also use the short-term credential earned toward further credential or degree attainment.

A CASE STUDY: VIRGINIA’S WORKFORCE CREDENTIAL GRANT PROGRAM
In 2016, the Virginia General Assembly established the Workforce Credential Grant
Program—a performance-based funding grant learners can use at eligible non-degree
programs that lead to industry-recognized credentials—to better fill in-demand, employerconnected jobs.27 An individual who utilizes the grant to enroll in an approved training
program is only required to pay one-third of the full cost to the provider.28 If the student
completes the training, the state pays one-third of the cost, and if the student earns the
industry-recognized credential, the state provides another one-third of the cost of the
program to the provider. If the student does not complete the training, the student is required
to pay another one-third of the program cost.29
Approximately 4,500 Virginia residents have used the grant to earn credentials in about 40
high-demand occupations. The average grant recipient is 36-years-old, with an annual salary
of $22,000 upon entering the program. After completing the program, participants typically
receive a 25-to-50 percent increase in take-home pay.30 Participants earning manufacturing
certificates saw a 31 percent increase in pay; healthcare administrators certifications saw a 23
percent increase; and certified welders saw a 50 percent pay increase.31
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MEDIAN PERCENTAGE OF PART-TIME STUDENTS ENROLLED IN:26

29%

certificate-granting institutions

39%

two-year institutions

8%

four-year institutions

BOOST STUDENT SUPPORTS
Student support services are designed to help students transition into postsecondary education and
complete their educational program. However, many student support services—such as academic or
mentoring programs, tutoring, and counseling—are offered during the day, which may not fit the schedule
of part-time students and could potentially leave almost 40 percent of the student body without access to
these helpful services. Today’s part-time students must often choose between going to the financial aid
office, working, parenting, or handling other school administrative duties when institutions do not offer
nontraditional service hours.
Funding innovative practices and programs that use technology to boost student support services can help
part-time students access the necessary guidance and services needed to succeed in postsecondary education.

97%

of today’s students said that technology that supports them
outside of the classroom is just as important as the technology
that is used inside the classroom and as a learning tool.33

A CASE STUDY: TEXAS A&M UNIVERSITY AT GALVESTON
To broaden access to services, Texas A&M University at Galveston offers a mobile
application where students can plan their schedules, manage assignments, contact staff
and faculty, and form study groups. Through the mobile application, part-time students
are able to find peers with similar needs and experiences and form a community to push
each other to completion. About 83 percent of students surveyed who used the mobile
application said that the app helped them get off to a good start at the university; 96
percent of students agreed that the app has helped them feel like they belonged to the
university campus and community; and 71 percent of new students agreed that the app
helped them meet other students.32 Through the mobile application, staff are able to assist
with student support services, and part-time students can engage with upperclassmen to
provide guidance on how to navigate through college.

www.higherlearningadvocates.org | Higher Learning Advocates | POLICIES IMPACTING TODAY’S PART-TIME STUDENTS 6

EXPAND INNOVATIVE POSTSECONDARY DELIVERY MODELS
Innovative postsecondary delivery models can help part-time students
earn their postsecondary degree or credential by helping them gain
the skills needed to remain competitive in the workforce and providing
them credit for their work experience. At many institutions of higher
education, the only learning that counts towards a student’s degree is
the learning that is done based on the credit hour system—the amount
of time the student spends in the classroom. However, some innovative
postsecondary education delivery models measure competencies and
learning, rather than time, and it should be easier for students to use
federal student aid to pay for these models and to receive credit for
prior learning and work experience.

PART-TIME STUDENTS

66%

are adult learners.34

COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION
Competency-based education (CBE) is a postsecondary delivery model organized around learning outcomes
rather than how much time a student spends in a classroom or in a course. CBE programs are an attractive
option for part-time students because they are able to move at their own pace and earn credit after they’ve
demonstrated proficiency in particular competencies. As a more flexible, responsive model, high-quality
CBE programs can be adept at serving part-time students with schedules that require learning outside the
traditional academic calendar, including those who already have substantial work experience and some
college credit. However, there is a mismatch between federal student aid and how CBE programs are
designed, which can prevent today’s students, especially part-time students, from using federal student aid
to cover the cost of CBE programs.
Experimenting on a larger scale, such as through a demonstration program that makes it easier for federal
financial aid to be used for CBE to allow students to receive credit for knowledge and skills learned outside
of the classroom, is needed to determine the best approach to scale and support CBE programs. Today’s
students, especially part-time students, would not have to spend time and money on courses where they
already have demonstrated competency.

A CASE STUDY: SINCLAIR COMMUNITY COLLEGE35
Since 2013, Sinclair Community College has enrolled more than 2,300 students in its CBE
programs, and adult learners comprise 75 percent of enrollment. CBE students at Sinclair
Community College have earned over 1,200 credentials and complete their postsecondary
degree or credential 35 percent faster than non-CBE students. Through the CBE program,
institutions can reduce today’s students’, especially part-time students’, barriers to access and
completion by providing another option to the traditional education model.36
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PRIOR LEARNING ASSESSMENTS
In many cases, part-time students enter higher education with prior
relevant work experience; however, that experience often does not
count toward their postsecondary degree or credential. Prior learning
assessments (PLAs) allow individuals to demonstrate competencies
through assessments, and an institution of higher education may
accept a PLA and determine it is equal to a certain amount of credit
or credentials for a particular individual. Currently, however, the cost
of prior learning assessments can not be included in the cost of
attendance and, as a result, is ineligible for federal student aid.
A path for assistance to cover the cost of PLAs, such as using federal
student aid assistance or reimbursement, would ensure that students
are not wasting federal financial aid dollars on credits or courses for the
skills and competencies that they have already mastered.

In 2015, the U.S. Department
of Education (ED) invited
institutions of higher
education to participate in
a PLA Experimental Sites
Initiative. The experiment
found that allowing students
to use federal financial aid
to cover student PLA costs
resulted in increased PLA
utilization, lower tuition
costs, time savings, and
higher completion rates.37

MILITARY CREDENTIALS
Military-connected students often hold certifications from their experience in the military. When
an individual is released from the military, the individual receives a form called “DD214”, which is a
transcript of everything an individual did while in the military. Currently, student veterans do not receive
credit for anything outside of what is mentioned on the DD214, and each institution of higher education
is responsible for determining what credit they will give a student for their military experience. The lack
of a comprehensive picture of an individual’s military service can impact a student’s, especially a parttime student’s, time to completion.
Recognizing all previous coursework, credentials, or experiences earned in the military toward
postsecondary credits or credentials would help ensure that military-connected students are receiving
credit for all of their military experience.

Student veteran Maureen Elias stated that
her DD214 only listed the larger programs
she participated in and some of her other
coursework was missing—courses which could
have transferred as college credit.38

32%

of student veterans enroll part-time at
institutions of higher education.39

CONCLUSION
Part-time students need postsecondary education to be flexible and fit into their complex schedules that
often include studying, working, and family obligations. As institutions of higher education and policymakers
continue to work toward increasing postsecondary attainment and completion, policies, practices, and
programs must work to reduce the barriers part-time students face in earning their postsecondary degree or
credential to help strengthen the American workforce and economy.
www.higherlearningadvocates.org | Higher Learning Advocates | POLICIES IMPACTING TODAY’S PART-TIME STUDENTS 8

ENDNOTES
Today’s Students. Lumina Foundation. 2019. https://www.
luminafoundation.org/files/resources/today-s-student.pdf
1

Today’s Students. Lumina Foundation. 2019. https://www.
luminafoundation.org/files/resources/todays-student-infographic-1.pdf
2

U.S. Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics.
Total fall enrollment in degree-granting postsecondary institutions, by
attendance status, sex, and age: Selected years, 1970 through 2028. March
2019. https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d18/tables/dt18_303.40.
asp?current=yes
3

U.S. Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics.
Total fall enrollment in degree-granting postsecondary institutions, by
level of enrollment, sex, attendance status, and race/ethnicity of student:
Selected years, 1976 through 2017. October 2018. https://nces.ed.gov/
programs/digest/d18/tables/dt18_306.10.asp?current=yes
4

Reframing the Question of Equity:Understanding the Growing Importance
of Success for Community Colleges’ Part-Time Students. 2018. Education
Advisory Board. https://www.eab.com/-/media/EAB/Technology/StudentSuccess-Navigate/36143-AACC-Whitepaper.pdf
5

U.S. Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics.
Characteristics of Postsecondary Students. May 2019. https://nces.ed.gov/
programs/coe/indicator_csb.asp
6

7

Ibid.

U.S. Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics.
College Student Employment. 2019. https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/pdf/
coe_ssa.pdf
Ibid.

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics,
2011-12 and 2015-16 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:12
and NPSAS:16). July 2018. https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d17/tables/
dt17_331.50.asp
10

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics,
2015-16 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:16). June 2018.
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d17/tables/dt17_331.45.asp
11

Reichlin Cruse, Lindsey, et al. Understanding the New College Majority:
The Demographic and Financial Characteristics of Independent Students
and their Postsecondary Outcomes. Institute for Women’s Policy Research.
2018. https://iwpr.org/publications/independent-students-new-collegemajority/
12

13

Ibid.

Blagg, Kristin and Victoria Rosenbloom. Who Lives Off-Campus?: An
Analysis of Living Expenses among Off-Campus Undergraduates. The
Urban Institute. October 2017. https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/
publication/94016/who-lives-off-campus.pdf
14

Campbell, Colleen and Marcelli Bombardieri. New Data Highlight How
Higher Education Is Failing Part-Time Students.Center for American
Progress. October 2017. Figure 2. https://www.americanprogress.org/
issues/education-postsecondary/news/2017/10/18/440997/new-datahighlight-higher-education-failing-part-time-students/
15

Decoding the Cost of College. New America. June 2018. https://www.
newamerica.org/education-policy/policy-papers/decoding-cost-college/
16

Salerno, Carlo and Amy Glynn. Clear Disparity: New Data Adds Consumer
Voices to Award Letter Confusion Debate. CampusLogic. October 2019.
https://campuslogic.com/resources/clear-disparity-award-letter-datareport/
17

University of Kentucky. Recommended AY 2019-20 Tuition & Mandatory
Fee Rates. https://www.uky.edu/registrar/sites/www.uky.edu.registrar/files/
AY20%20Tuition%20and%20Mandatory%20Fees%20%206-18-19%20FINAL.
pdf
18

Kelchen, Robert. An Analysis of Student Fees: The Roles of States and
Institutions. The Review of Higher Education, 39(4) (Summer 2016), pages
597-619.
20

U.S. Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics.
College Student Employment. 2019. https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/pdf/
coe_ssa.pdf
21

World Economic Forum. Future of Jobs Report. 2018. http://www3.
weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2018.pdf
22

U.S. Department of Education. Integrated Postsecondary Education Data
System (IPEDS). August 2017. https://nces.ed.gov/statprog/handbook/pdf/
ipeds.pdf
23

Voices of Today’s Students. Higher Learning Advocates. https://
todaysstudents.higherlearningadvocates.org/todays-students/
24

Itzkowitz, Michael. The State of American Higher Education Outcomes in
2019. April 2019. https://www.thirdway.org/report/the-state-of-americanhigher-education-outcomes-in-2019
25

26

Ibid.

The New Economy Workforce Grant. State Council of Higher Education
for Virginia. 2018. http://www.schev.edu/docs/default-source/Reports-andStudies/2018-reports/workforcereport2017.pdf
27

8

9

Kelchen, Robert. Trends in Student Fees at Public Universities. September
2017. https://robertkelchen.com/2017/09/19/trends-in-student-fees-atpublic-universities/
19

28

Ibid.

29

Ibid.

Community College Workforce Alliance. CCWA Supports Wage Gains
with Workforce Credentials. February 2018. http://ccwatraining.org/tag/
vccs/
30

31

Ibid.

Hoff, Joe. Engaging Students with a Mobile App. Educause Review. March
2015. https://er.educause.edu/articles/2015/3/engaging-students-with-amobile-app
32

Students are looking for personalized digital experiences. Does higher ed
deliver?. Ellucian. 2017. https://www.ellucian.com/assets/en/white-paper/
whitepaper-students-are-looking-personalized-digital-experiences.pdf
33

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics.
Total fall enrollment in degree-granting postsecondary institutions, by
attendance status, sex, and age: Selected years, 1970 through 2027. April
2018. https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d17/tables/dt17_303.40.asp
34

U.S. House Committee on Education and Labor. Written Testimony
of Charla Long. June 2019. https://edlabor.house.gov/imo/media/doc/
LongTestimony061919.pdf
35

The Journey to Competency Based Education. Desire 2 Learn. https://
www.d2l.com/customers/journey-competency-based-education-sinclaircommunity-college/
36

Plumlee, Tucker and Rebecca Klein-Collins. Financial Aid for Prior Learning
Assessment: Early Successes and Lessons from the U.S. Department of
Education’s Experimental Sites Initiative. Council for Adult & Experiential
Learning. July 2017. https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/617695/PLA%20
ESI%20Policy%20Brief.pdf?submissionGuid=69f16c37-7a0b-4511-b007d3d28d9c6e7b
37

Higher Learning Advocates Facebook. https://
www. facebook.com/HigherLearnADV/videos/
vb.236782513392166/344196049853867/?type=2&theater
38

Military-Connected Undergraduates. American Council on Education.
November 2015. https://www.acenet.edu/news-room/Documents/MilitaryConnected-Undergraduates.pdf
39

For more information about Higher Learning Advocates, please contact Emily Bouck West,
Deputy Executive Director, at ebouckwest@higherlearningadvocates.org
www.higherlearningadvocates.org | Higher Learning Advocates | POLICIES IMPACTING TODAY’S PART-TIME STUDENTS 9

