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The question often aris-
es in higher education
circles, “why should we
worry about accommo-
dating adult students in
the college classroom?”
The answers are as var-
ied as there are differ-
ent types of higher edu-
cation institutions.

Some institutions see
this population as a tar-
get of opportunity to ad-
dress budget shortfalls
or to offset reductions
in state funding. Some
are trying to expand
their institutional mis-
sion as the traditional
college-age population
shrinks while other in-
stitutions have as their
mission the desire to
serve  non-traditional
adult students. What-
ever the reason, there
is increased competition
for this market segment
of potential college stu-
dents. This actually can
be a positive develop-
ment for everyone, irre-
spective of their age and
role in life.

Studies in the 1990s
demonstrated unequiv-
ocally the potential
benefit of having more
adults in the college
classroom. In short,
findings from both the

community college set-
ting and traditional
four-year university re-
vealed that all students,
regardless of age, per-
formed better academi-
cally, as measured by
end of course grade,
in an adult-dominated
college classroom. One
explanation for this
positive development is
related to the sociologi-
cal phenomena known
as role theory and social
norming. Briefly stated,
adults have many roles
that they juggle in their
adult life. Adults are of-
ten consumed by their
employment and career
advancement issues,
family care—with both
dependent children and
dependent elderly par-
ents—as well as other
roles, such as volunteer.
The role of college stu-
dent is one among many
of their competing roles
and it typically is not the
most important role.

Because adults must
find time in a busy
schedule, with many pri-
orities, to fulfill the role
of student, they take on
this role with a level of
seriousness, persistence
and integrity that may
be missing from pre-
adult or traditional age
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Adults are more than seat-fillers; their dedication inspires their
classes to perform better.

college students. Their
social norms of working
hard, completing assign-
ments, handing work in
on time, not cheating on
assignments or exams—
all of these norms are
salutary for a more posi-
tively enrichment class-
room environment. As
a result, all students in
the class perform better.
In large scale studies,
as measured by end of
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course grades, predomi-
nantly adult classes
performed nearly a full
grade higher on average
than classes that were
predominantly  tradi-
tional age students.

So, while some may see
adult students as a way
to increase the bottom
line, those who are com-
mitted to lifelong learn-
ing should instead focus
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on the powerful tangible
benefits for all students
that come from hav-
ing adults in the college
classroom. For lifelong
learning to be success-
ful—truly lifelong and
truly about learning—
changes need to occur
in how things happen
in today’s college class-
room. Research shows
that adults can help in-
stigate those changes.
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