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DEGREE COMPLETION

Breaking down re-enrollment barriers for adult 
learners improves the college experience for all 
students
By Halley Sutton, Editor

CHICAGO —  Re-engaging your stopped-out adult 
learners can be an effective tool in your arsenal for 
dramatically boosting completion rates, not to mention 

changing the lives of the students in your community. “We 
know who [these students] are: when they stopped out, why 
they stopped out. It’s rarely that they failed out, but more likely 
they ‘lifed’ out in some way,” Tony Sheppard, Professor and 
Program Coordinator of Hospital Management & Tourism at 
Sacramento State University said. 

Sheppard, along with colleagues Kaley Martin, then-Project 
Management Specialist, Noelle McCurley, Senior Student 
Support Counselor, and Shannon Acklen, Senior Adminis-
trative Coordinator, College of Continuing Education, all at 
SSU, spoke at the annual conference for the Council on Adult 
and Experiential Learning.

Read on for their tips about successfully reaching out to 
stopped-out adult learners and helping them complete their 
degree. 

Understand the five steps  
to stopped-out degree completion

Enrollment managers need to be honest with themselves and 
introspective about the ways in which the university system 
has failed students who stop out, Sheppard said. “We have 
a moral imperative to find them again and get them back 
— give them another try,” he added. Sheppard also noted 
that it can be delicate work to recruit students back to your 
institution, and it’s best undertaken by insightful, empathetic 
staff members.

It’s a five-step journey to re-enroll stopped-out students, 
Kaley Martin said. She listed the five steps as:

 ➤ Outreach.
 ➤ Advise.
 ➤ Enroll.
 ➤ Persist.
 ➤ Complete.

Sac State’s targeted initiative to get students to re-enroll 
began in February 2021. Martin said data tracked since then 
showed that 11% of those reached by cold calling met with 
achievement advisors. Of those who met with achievement 
advisors, 57% re-enrolled. And 96% of those students who 
re-enrolled completed their degree, she said. “We’re really 
proud of that,” she added.

To find the students to target for re-enrollment, McCurley 
said she searched the Sac State enrollment system for 
students who had at least 115 units completed toward 
their degree. She said she found approximately 809 stu-
dents, all considered “low hanging fruit” for successful 
re-enrollment. 

During that identification process, McCurley would look 
for obvious barriers that might impact a student’s decision 
to re-enroll — for example, outstanding debt. Then, as she 
prepared to speak with students, she would have potential 
solutions lined up and ready to go.

Currently, the program focuses on targeting students within 
about 15 credits of completion, Martin said, but Sac State 
is looking to expand that outreach. “If we can get 35 people 
back within one cohort, that increases our graduation rate 
by 1%,” Martin said. 

Consider the barriers that students 
might encounter

But re-enrolling students and helping them complete 
their degrees means overcoming barriers at every step of 
the way, Martin said. One of the largest barriers is that the 
enrollment system designed by the university helped make 
this happen — which speaks to a larger, systemic structural 
barrier, she added. 

However, stopped-out adult learners often have individual 
life crises that get in the way of their degree completion. “We 
can work with them to solve those,” Martin said. For example, 
Acklen and McCurley, who are in charge of outreach, shared 
the story of an adult learner named Maxine, who was only 
six units away from her degree when she stopped out in 
the 1980s due to a variety of life circumstances, including a 
car accident and a successful fight against cancer. Maxine 
faced a variety of barriers to returning: she wasn’t sure 
she could do it; she couldn’t pay for the last two classes; 
needed assistance moving through the enrollment system; 
and the university had changed since she was last enrolled. 
“I sat on the phone with her for hours,” McCurley said, 
adding that she was able to contact the chair of Maxine’s 
department, as well as advisors, and find substitutions for 
the classes she needed to complete — so that all Max-
ine had to do was enroll. She completed her degree in  
one semester. 
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One of the challenges in this type of work on your campus 
is having the right people in place to work with stopped-
out students. For example, Maxine’s problems could be 
resolved because McCurley knew who to reach out to, 
and she understood what was possible on campus. “This 
isn’t work you can give to people trained six months ago,” 
Sheppard said. You need people in place who know the 
rules — and who know who to turn to when those rules 
need a little bending. 

Sheppard shared another story of a student who was close 
to graduating and needed to participate in an internship to 
do so. He took an internship at a restaurant and was suc-
cessful in his job there, but he failed the written portion of 
the internship exit exam. Five years later, he was still working 
at the restaurant — as the manager — without a degree. 
“When we looked at what he’d done, there was no way to 
think that internship had been a failure,” Sheppard said. Sac 
State was able to waive the internship requirement, and the 
student graduated. 

Your institution may have digitized a majority of enrollment 
forms since students last attended your institution, Sheppard 
said. “Electronic forms only work when students are in the 
system,” he said. Consider the case of a student who was 
enrolled in two majors but didn’t complete either. Years later, 
when she wants to re-enroll, she decides she only wants to 
complete one degree. “This should be easy — but all the 
forms require her to be enrolled in both majors to complete 
one,” Sheppard said. 

Your stopped-out students may have moved, McCurley 
said, adding it may no longer be feasible for them to take 
courses on campus. Or courses may no longer be offered at 
your institution or offered online. For one student for whom 
this was the case, McCurley found a substitute course at 
an online institution and had it approved by the department 
chair. The student graduated within a month. “If that student 
had talked to anyone else [in my department] she would’ve 
gotten a different answer,” McCurley said. 

Other common barriers your students may face:
 ➤ Lengthy reapplication forms.
 ➤ Reapplication fees.
 ➤ Admission cycles and deadlines.
 ➤ Outstanding debt and holds associated with outstanding 

balances.
 ➤ The difficulty of reapplication.

To overcome these barriers, Sac State did the following:
 ➤ Created a simple “application lite” for students returning 

to campus. Now, instead of a 10-page application, students 
are required to fill out six boxes, McCurley said. 

 ➤ Waived the application fee for returning students.
 ➤ Changed admission deadlines to rolling. 

One of the biggest changes Sac State made was to create 

the “Hornet Reset” program. Sac State was able to take 
state lottery money and deposit it in a fund to pay off student 
debt that prevented students from returning to campus. 
“It’s been life changing for some students,” McCurley said. 
While that money can’t be used towards federal funds, it 
can pay off Sac State debt. Students sign a contract that 
obligates them to complete their degree if they want to clear 
their debt. If they don’t finish the degree, they must pay the 
institution back.

The fund currently holds $1 million. “To be eligible, a student 
has to attend Sac State, and the money must be owed to Sac 
State. Students must maintain a minimum GPA of 2.0 and 
have to have been out of the Sac State system for a year,” 
Acklen said, adding that the average student debt in these 
cases is under $1,000. 

“People who stop out already have this feeling of ‘I failed’ 
weighing on them. These debts are a tangible financial re-
minder that, not only did you fail, but you still owe us money,” 
Martin said. Clearing that has been a game changer. “This 
isn’t the only debt students usually have — it’s one of the 
debts. If we can take that barrier away, they might come back 
to school,” Sheppard said. 

“This is the right thing to do, and we know it. We also know 
that if we can address these barriers for adult and returning 
students, it’s only going to benefit every other student at Sac 
State,” Martin said. ■

the program to obtain three degrees by taking their first year 
at their home campus and then jointly attending courses in 
Rome for the second year, in Beijing for the third year, and 
in Washington, D.C., for the fourth year.

There are many more examples of higher education 
innovation, but there are several elements that all have in 
common, including:

 ➤ The ability to replace disruption with flexibility.
 ➤ The ability to recognize the needs and educational op-

tions of the student-consumer.
 ➤ The ability to realize that learning is lifelong.

Lasting innovation is not simply a matter of introducing 
technology or adopting new teaching strategies. It is about 
the systemic redesign of teaching and administrative practices 
designed to transform the entire collegiate experience from 
recruitment to graduation to lifelong learning after graduation 
and preparing students for the innovation economy.

Lasting innovation means striving to remove administrative 
and academic silos and removing the layers of tradition and 
habits that no longer serve the student. Innovation in higher 
education connects imagination with possibility. ■

REALITIES & INNOVATIONS continued from page 3
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