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Abstract

One third of undergraduate students enrolled in U.S. colleges and universities are
considered nontraditional as defined by the single criterion of being aged 25 years
and older. Nontraditional students have significantly lower graduation rates than
traditional students. Using a role theory perspective this mixed-methods study
examines the factors influencing persistence among a sample of 494 nontraditional
men and women undergraduates attending a large public university in the southeastern
United States. In this study, persistence rates did not differ between men and women
although the factors influencing persistence did. Grade point average and confidence
in graduating positively influenced persistence for both men and women. VWomen
enrolled part-time were more likely to persist than those enroiled full-time. Although
interrole conflict leads many women to consider withdrawing from school, most do

not. Instead they exhibit a will to pemst that enables them to overcome obstacles and
ultimately graduate.
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One third of American underg.raduéte students enrolled 1n 2011 were considered non-

traditional students as defined by thee single criterion of age being 25 years and older.

The population of nontraditional stiidents is projected to increase significantly. For the
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period 2008 to 2019, enroliment of students aged 25 to 34 years and 35 and older is
expected to increase 287%0 and 22% respectively. compared to 12% for students aged
18 1o 24 years (National Cenler for Fducational Statistics [NCES], 201 1b).

Montraditional students have dramaiib'ally jower graduation rates than traditional stu-
dents. For example, 64% of 18-y¢ rroid students enrolled in 2003-2004 graduated

within 6 years compared to 20% of ! ose aged 24 to 29 years, and 16% of those aged
30 and older (NCES, 2011a). To meet the objective of increased college completion,
the federal initiative *Pathways to Suiccess™ charges institutions of higher education
with increasing educational attainment of nontraditional students and identifying best
practices in serving them ( Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance,

7012). Therefore it is imperative 10 understand what influences persistence for this
academically vulnerable population.|

There is a significant body of schalarship regarding the experiences of nontraditional
students: however, only a few studies have specifically examined persistence (Bergman.
Gross. Berry. & Shuck. 2014: Gig’lioﬁti & Huff. 1995: Metzner & Bean, 1987; Taniguch)
& Kaufman, 20035). This study uses both quantitative and qual itative methods to exam-
ine the factors influencing persistgnee over a 3-year period among a sample of nontradi-
tional students from a large publig university in the southeastern United States. For this
study, nontraditional students are defincd as thosc who meet any one of the following
characteristics: are 25 vears of age or older or have a J-year gap between enroliment 1n
high schoot and college. arc cmployed part-time or full-time, or serve in the roic of
spouse, domestic partner, parent. pr caretaker. The guantitative part of the study exam-
ines the effects of demographic| academic, and situational variables on persisience.,
while the qualitative part examires participants’ reasons for considering withdrawing
and/or remaining enrolled, and their suggestions for institutional support. A mixed-
methods approach enables an ex pandv;:d analysis of the issucs associated with persistence
for nontraditional students. increpsing our understanding of their struggles to succccd.
Such an understanding is crucial |for faculty members and administrators to citectively
respond to federal and institutiongl initiatives calling for mcreased retention and degree
completion rates. Additonally, increasing degree compietion among aduits has 1mpor-
tant ramifications for individuals|and society in general {Bergman et al., 2014).

Theoretical Framework and Prior Research

Since nontraditional studenis {)ﬁlt:nljuggle multiple roles across the domains of family,

work. and school, role theory is useful for examining the factors that influence persis-
tence. Role strain. the difficulty E)ierifmced in meeting the demands of multiple roles
(Goode, 1960). has three dimengions: (1) role conthict, (2) role overload, and (3) role

contagion (Home, 1998). Role ¢onflict occurs when meeting the demands of one role
i3 made more difficult by the damandc of the ather (Gireenhang & Reutell. 1985).

Coser {1974) describes work|and family as “greedy mstitutions.” referring 1o a type
of social organization that demgnds total commitment from its members. Work 15 one

of the most defining parts of an|individual’s social identity and a sigmficant source of
celf-worth. Post-industrial market work. at least for managerial and professional jobs,
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a significant difference in considering withdrawing between men (M = 0.335, 5D =
0.4774) and women. A = 0.357. SD + (14799; {433y = .241, p = B09. About one third

of the nontraditional students n thi;hsannple experienced moderate levels of interrole

conflict, while 43% experienced h t{Lvery high levels. There was a significant dif-

fcrence among the types of interrole ¢ nflict experienced, F(1, 443) = 78.562, p <
001, partial n° = 0.347. The most frequently experienced type was work-school con-

flict (M = 10.29, 5D = 3.201). tbllcm'ﬁ:;d by school-family conflict {M = 9.87, SD =
3.073).

Persistence

Table 2 presents the results from the regression analyses predicting persistence. The
likelihood ratio test indicates both models have adequate fit: 32 = 27.371(14), p < .05,
tor men, and ¥~ = 80.746{14), p < .D(}i!, for women. The Nagelkerke R- statistic was
316 for men and 341 for women. indicating the models explain 31.6% of the variance
in persistence for men, and 34.1% for wimen. GPA and confidence in graduating were
the only significant predictors of persistence for men. The odds ratio for GPA {2.708%)
indicates that cach 1-point increase in GPA was associated with a 170.8% increase m
persistence for men. The odds ratio for confidence in graduating (2.417**) indicates
that each unit increase in the variable (pn a scale of 1-5) was associated with a 141.7%
increase in persistence. In other words. men with higher GPAs and higher levels of
confidence in graduating were more likely 1o persist.

GPA, confidence in graduating, and full-/part-time enrollment were the only
significant predictors of persistence fior women. The odds ratio for GPA (5.093%%%)
indicates that each 1-point increase it GPA was associated with a 409.3% increasc
in persistence for women. The odds ratio for confidence in graduating (1.7097)
indicates that cach unit increase in tije variable {on a scale of 1-5) was associated
with a 70.9% increase in persistence] The odds ratio for full-/part-time enroliment
(0.418%*) indicates that women attending school full-time were 58.2% less likely
to persist than women attending patt-time. In other words, women with higher
GPAs, with higher levels of confidente. and attending school part-time were more
likely to persist.

Table 3 presents the results from the regression analyses predicting considering
withdrawing. The likelihood ratio test indicates both models have adequate fit: y* =
31.369(13), p< .01, formen, and == ?’LM?( 13). p < .001. for women. The Nagelkerke
R statistic was .348 for men and .312/for women, indicating that the models expiam
34.8% of the variance in persistence for men and 31.2% for women. Confidence 1n
graduating was the only significant predictor of considering withdrawing for men. The
odds ratio for confidence 1n graduat: g (0.365**) indicates that each unit increase in
the variable (on a scale of 1-5) was agsociated with a 63.5% decrease in considering
withdrawing for men. In other words, men with higher levels of confidence in graduat-
ing were Jess likely to consider withdrawing.

Academic classification, university satisfaction, confidence in graduating, work--
school conflict. and school—family copflict were significant predictors of considering
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worried about incurring debt. Age intensified this concern. As one man stated.
“Because of my age I felt it might be better just to give up and stick with my 40 hour
a week job. so | can start a family.” Most men viewed their education from a cost—
benefit perspective, They felt they we:rc taking a risk by pursuing an education with no
guarantee of a future payoff. |

Women were more likely to consider withdrawing due to interrole conflict. This
finding corresponds to the quantitﬂitivc analyses. Women held high performance

expectations for family and work ro;h:s making it difficult for them to be the kind of
student they aspired to be. As one wgman explained,

I feel that T am an A student but I do ot feel that [ am abie to spend the ime needed 10 do

my very best. | feel I am not giving anything—children., mammage. school. work—my
best

Women were oppressed by time. Success in each of their roles was directly related
to the amount of time spent performing role-related behavior. Women had insufficicnt
lime to devote to any of their roles. which caused them immense stress. This time pres-
sure made them anxious about their ability to perform the student role and led them to
consider withdrawing. |

Many participants considered wilhdrawing because they felt “out of place.” As
nontraditional students, they felt “different.” They were unlike traditional students
whom they perceived as carefree andiunencumbered and having a much easier time of
school. In this context. age was more of an issue for women. as many described being
excluded from group work by yeutiger students. Women also frequently described
being “put down™ or patronized by professors. especially regarding family issues. as
one woman described, |

The majonity of professors do not treat nontraditional students as adults. It disturbs me
that so many professors teli nontraditional students that they nced to put their kids and
farmly hte on the back burner. Professors have criticized me for having children and
given me a rough time when | miss class because of my child being sick.

This quote reflects an expectation from professors that the student role supersedes
other lite roles. Women were frequently called to account for allowmng their family
role to intrude on their student role, whilc men did not report such occurrences.

Both men and women felt marginalized by institutional policies they believed
favored traditional students. They expressed a sense of not belonging. of being rele-
gated to the periphery of the univers-if}a The tollowing response illustrates one partici-
pant’s sense of alienation:

Class schedules, advisor schedules, and professor schedules are all geared toward
traditional students. As an older student 1 often feel out of place.

Again. age 1s an important disti.n@lion. but these students believed their work and
family responsibilities placed them at a disadvantage compared to traditional students.
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The barriers to persistence expericnged by these nontraditional students differed by
gender. Men seemed more concerned about finances and grappled with the question
“Is it worth it7” Women were more likely to experience difficulty managing the day-
to-day demands of their multiple roles| Both men and women felt stigmatized by age,
but women felt additionally stigmatizegl as parents; as mothers they were seen as less
committed students. For women. the dilemma was how to meet their own expectations
for role performance. which was made jmore difficult by the expectations of others.

Overcoming Barriers

Almost two thirds (63.2%) of those who considered withdrawing ultimately did not. In
response to the open-ended survey question, “What has prevented you from withdraw-
ing”?" participants described overcoming bammers to persistence. Women were morc
likely to reduce their course load or wiork hours to remain n school, while men were
more likely to be given financial support (tuition reimbursement) and tlexibility {leav-
ing early) from their place of employmgnt. Many continued because they felt they had
already invested or sacrificed too much to give up. Some persevered because they
wanted a better life for their children. The most important factor in sustaming students
was the meaning that degree completipn held for them, and this diftered by gender.

For most men, obtaining a degree was a means to an end: of career advancement
and increased earning potential. One stated that he did not withdraw because complet-
ing his degree would bring “tinancial jtbility for my family, a marketable skill set that
has demand in the workplace, and an|honorable career.” For another, “the thought of
the big bucks at the end of the rainbow™ kept him going.

For most women. though. obtaining a degree was more than a means to an end; i
was {ransformative. it would signify [that they were productive, capable of achieve-
ment, and deserving of respect. One wpman explained, “I'm tired of feeling stupd tor
not having a degree.”

Many women returned to school t
career that had been iterrupted or *d
not withdraw no matter how difficult|
as one woman put it. “to do one thin

reclaim their “drcam™ of attaining a degree or a
nicd” them. Several stated defiantly they would
ecause 1t was finally “their tum.” therr chance.
that 1s just about me, not my Kids or my hus-
band™"; they were finally putting themselves first. Many women who considered with-
drawing but did not, cited sheer detepnination as their reason. Their responses read
like mantras: “Cotta keep going™; “Noyexcuses just do it.” These women demonstrated
what can be referred to as a will to persist as these responses illustrate:

1 am under so much stress. but I decidg 1o push on for this one thing [ so desire.

| am setting an examplc for my children and others that despitc the hardsimps, the tears,
the lack of sleep and the lack of free rme* | can achieve what | have set out to do and
hopefully go on to make a huge impagt n this world.

Most men were pursuing their degree for instrumental reasons associated with
work; perhaps this explains why they| were more likely to recenve workplace support.

P TR ) ]




Markie

. ——

279

-l

For women. degree attainment was more than instrumental: it had symbolic meaning.

Completing their degree would be
them with a sense of indomitablenes
considerable barriers 1n order to per

Institutional Support

In response to the open-ended surv
provide to help reduce your schoo!

suggestions: expand course offer|

access to taculty members. Wome
men wanted more night courses.
students and believed accommodat
from attendance policies. course

programs. and opportunitics to *'c
particular felt professors should
Men were more likely to request fi

arships. or work—study programs.
perceived second-class treatment.
professors, explaining,

Nontraditonal students have children

ch a transformative achievement that it imbued
that sustained them, enabling them to overcome
fst.

question, “What services could the university
related stress?” participants offered numerous
gs. improve student advising, and increase
wanted attordable on-campus child care, and
ny felt disadvantaged compared to traditional
ns should be made. They proposed exemptions
edit for work experience. specialized degree

gmplete courses n their own time.” Women in

more receptive to their family-related needs.
pncial assistance such as reduced tuition, schol-
pveral students expressed rescntment over their
pnd one recommended sensitivity training for

i

jobs. husbands. and lite obligations. College 15 not

a party for us. We are here to Icarn 11m£we are gomg 1nto debt 1o be here. Show us some

respect for the decision we made (o
treat adult students.

This quote shows that nontraditional

difficult for them compared to tradiy

dent rolc is just one of many demand}
time and money she does not have. {

g for her—she will become a bett

for the extraordinary effort she is mﬁ

Summary

Figures | and 2 present a heuristic »
results of the study illustrating how
women, GPA and confidence in gr
persistence. Part-time enrollment i
men. Academic classification, unt
school—family conflict influence ¢
tor men. For both men and wome
mediates the effect of considering
fence to nsignificance.

{J‘nsideratinn of withdrawing for women but not

ctier ourselves and teach vour professors how to

students perceive that attending college is more
nal students. As this woman describes, her stu-
ng roles. Attending college is costly, in terms of
ompleting her degree also has a symbolic mean-
person. This student wants to be acknowiedged

ng.

odel integrating the quantitative and qualitative
hese results differ by gender. For both men and
uating {or will to persist) positively influence
related to persistence for women but not for
ersity satisfaction, work-schoo!l conflict, and

, confidence 1n graduating (or will to persist)
withdrawing, reducing its influence on persis-
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Figure 1. Heuristic modei: Men.
GPA {77
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i , .
1 Satisfaction Consider |
| ! , ! +— | Confidence +—
| Withdrawipg
W-5 Conflict .
S-F Conflict

Figure 2. Heuristic model: Women.
Note. ¥Y-5 = work~school; 3-F = school-family

Discussion and Conclusion

The finding that students with higher
with prior research (Gighottt & Huff,
that social integration does not mnflue
mificant difference i persistence bel
difterences among the factors that g
attended part-time were more hkely t

GPAs were more likely to persist is consistent
1995 Metzner & Bean, 1987) as 1s the finding

pce persistence. In this study, there was no sig-
ween mien and women. but there were gender

uence persistence. Among women, those who
persist. The closer women got to degree com-

nletion the more likely they were «

consider withdrawing, perhaps because their

courses became more difficult (Tani
with higher levels of work-school 2
consider withdrawing, while those nig
to consider doing s0. These factors we

The mterrole contlict these wome
because they teared they could not si
concerned about the impact their stud

rucht & Kaufman, 20035). Women participants

d school—family conflict were more likely to
re satisfied with the university were less likely
re not significant for men.

expenienced led them to consider withdrawing

ccessfully perform all of their roles. They were
g#nt role had on their ability (o perform their par-

ent role and felt guilty about shortchanging their families by pursuing their own goals
(Christie et al., 2008:; Deutsch & Schmenz. 2011; Reay ct al., 2002). While the men

expressed regret about spending les
guilt {Widoft, 1999). They had more:
(Pedersen, 2012; Stone & O’Shea, 2

their ability to perform their student 1

time with their famihies, they never mentioned
Iscretion in apportioning their time among roles
13). The women were more apprehensive about
le (Christie et al., 2008: Stone & O Shea, 2013)
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as well as their ability to integrate an
tives.

For the women 1n this study, the
their perception of difference as n

additional demanding role into their alrcady busy

performance of the student role was atfected by

ptraditional students (Marandet & Wainwright,

2010). They felt excluded by traditignal students (Kasworm, 2005) and patronized or

dismissed by faculty. Age had a d
These women did not want their age

tble-edged 1mpact on this sense of difference:
¢ afiect how other students treated them, but they

did want 1t to affect how professors tigated them. They wanted professors to treat them

as aduits,
Iinterrole conflict and a percepti

students in this study to consider wil

Instead, they exhibited a will to per

on of difterence led the nontraditional woemen

thdrawing from school; however, most did not.
(s that enabled them to overcome obstacles and

ultimately graduate. This will to persist was grounded in several factors. Many of

these women returned to school to
others. finally taking “their turn™ to

2002: Vaccaro & Lovell, 2010). As
a malure woman student has multip

an investment in themselves (Va
achievement made all the more di
Wainwright, 2010), signifies a dee
them to better provide for their
Schmertz, 2011), and symbolizes t
For the women in this study, comp

otone, 2011}, empowermg them to ¢
{Babineau & Packard. 2006) in ord

care work 1 fields such as health.

the completion of their degree rep

evoking a stmilarly heroic will to
students to put themselves first.
importance.

For men, the student role corresp

behavioral expectation of fathers as
Time men spend performing the stu
For women, the student role conflict
tions of mothers are met through s
tamily-related domestic work {Pede
spend performing the student role §
personal achievement. These gende
are supporied by research spanning §

An important finding from this s
mcrease mn responsibilities and obli
no corresponding decrease in perf
women students continued to bear

ultill a dream they deferred in order to care for
ursue their goals (Kasworm, 2005; Reay et al.,
¢se women illustrate, completing the degree as
e meanings beyond the credential-—it signifies
aro & Lovell, 2010}, represents a2 hard-won
icult due to their multiple roles (Marandet &
r commitiment to the parenting role by enabling
ildren or serve as a role model (Deutsch &
sacrifices made by their family on their behalf
eting the degree was transformative (O Shea &
ither reclaim their past seives or create new oncs
T 10 take up professions that for many involve
ducation, and social work. Given this context.
esents a heroic gquest (Campbell, 1949/2004).
rsist. It appears that for nontraditional women
e reason for their doing so must be of epic

nds with their parenting role, as it supports the
Emd providers {Pedersen, 2012; WidofY, 1999).
ent role 18 viewed as an investment in the family.
 with their parenting role, as behavioral expecia-
ending time with their family or by performing
1, 2012; Stone & O’'Shea, 2013). Time women

more likely to be viewed as an investment in
d role expectations seem anachronistic, but they
¢ past 40) years.
dy 1s that for the women, despite the significant
tions associated with the student role, there was

ance expectations for their other roles. These

the mam responsibility for raising children and
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maintaining the household. Gendered mple expectations mean that men’s time 15 more

valuable than women’s time, making i

less likely that women will have the dedicated,

uninterrupted time needed to succesifully perform as students (Stone & O’Shea,

2013). Their student role renders then
ing role readers them different from o
pressures of being a mature student mn
ton, or will to persist, enables nontra

obstacles associated with their multiple

seen as less committed than their malg
2002).

Feminist researchers argue that the
cult for mature women than men {
{Edwards, 1993; Gouthro, 2002). yet
personal deficits (Stalker, 2001). The
approach. A feminist perspective requj

H

3|different from other mothers and their parent-

er students. leaving them to struggle with the

iolation (Edwards, 1993). Their mtense dedhca-
Hitional women students to overcome countless

| roles i order to persist, yet ironically, they are
counterparts and traditional students { Gouthro,

rocess of attaining an e¢ducation 1s more diffi-
¢ to structural and institutional inequalities
ese difficulties tend to be framed as individual
enduring nature of this issue calls for a new
es that social and political 1ssues be included 1n

the analysis, making it possible for éffective solutions to emerge at the macro level

{Stalker, 2001). A feminist perspectivd

also encourages educators to develop an aware-

]

ness of the powerful impact social strttures have on adult students” educational expe-

riences { Gouthro. 2002).
There arc limitations to this study/

Participants were from a single university in

the United States, limiting the general
low {12.2%) but not unexpected for &
dents {Sax, Gilmartin, & Bryant, 20{

}

jzability of the findings. The response rate was

survey delivered onhine to undergraduate stu-
3). The nonrandom sample increases the pos-

sibility of sample bias. The qualitatiyg data were limited to participant responses to

open-ended survey questions; 1t wag
their responses, as is possible 1n othel

not possible to ask participants to expand on

yimethods of qualitative data collection, such as

intervicws. Further research should |
which nontraditional students pursu
structures support barriers to degree ¢
tion of being different was so widelj
further research.

focus more clesely on the soctal context within

- their degrees. The ways in which systemic

pmpletion should be made visibie. The percep-
fiheld by the women in this study that it merits

This study used both quantitativ;j\

influencing persistence among nontra
and a perception of difference make lt
education, This study is important beg
ers to success experienced by nontrad
implications for faculty members wi

nd qualitative methods to examine the factors
itional students and found that interrole contlict

especially difficult for women to complete their

gse¢ it increases our upderstanding of the barmi-
tional students. The findings of this study have
want to improve their performance vis-a-vis

nontraditional students and for a-dmjnistratms tasked with developing strategies for

improving retention and graduation g
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