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No Degree, No Problem- 
Winning Back Adult Learners
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Why adult learners matter
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Big market opportunity
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Four Big Questions

What is the health of the adult undergraduate market?

Are adults opting for college alternatives?

Which schools appeal to adult undergraduates?

What does the future hold?
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What if [there was] a natural resource that could create 
thousands of jobs, unlock individual prosperity, and produce an 

infusion of talent to power economic growth? 

This economic super fuel may be the tens of millions of 
Americans who started college but never finished.

Beverly E. Perdue, Former Governor of North Carolina, and Pete 
Wheelan, CEO of InsideTrack (2016)

The Hill (8 December 2016)
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Dedicated 
Recruitment

Cost 
& Aid

Simple 
Transfer

Targeted 
Support



#EVSummit25

©2025 Encoura®

 3,500,000

 4,000,000

 4,500,000

 5,000,000

 5,500,000

 6,000,000

 6,500,000

2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 2021 2023

Adult Undergraduate Students (Aged 25+)
Fall 2005-2023

-level for-credit enrollment.
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2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 2021 2023

Adult Undergraduate Students (Aged 25+)
Fall 2005-2023

-level for-credit enrollment.

4.93m

6.28m
(up 27%)

3.91m
(down 38%)

Adult Share
34% (2011)
24% (2023)

2.4m 

students



Why did adult enrollment 
undergraduate collapse?
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Population Enrollment

GROWTH PERIOD: population flat but enrollment up c.25%

Source: IPEDS and United Nations.
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Population Enrollment

DECLINE PERIOD- population up c.10%, enrollment down 1/3  

Source: IPEDS and United Nations.
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Adult Undergraduate Students (Aged 25+)
Fall 2005-2023

Turnaround? 

Source: IPEDS and National Student Clearinghouse.

4.93m

6.28m
(up 27%)

3.91m
(down 38%)

Up 6% in 
2024
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Enrollment vs. Unemployment (2005-2025)
(Enrollment Age 25-49; total unemployment rate)

Enrollment Unemployment

WHAT ABOUT UNEMPLOYMENT? Much clearer relationship

Source: IPEDS and Bureau of Labor Statistics.
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Enrollment Rate vs. Unemployment Rate- by month (Jan 2022-April 2025)
(vs. same month in 2019) Enrollment Age 25-

degree; total unemployment rate)

Unemployment Enrollment (vs. 2019)

RECENT UNEMPLOYMENT: why did the gap widen?

Source: Current Population Survey (IPUMS) and Bureau of Labor Statistics.
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3.5

5.95

4.1

4.81

Unemployment Rate Enrollment Rate

Enrollment Rate vs. Unemployment Rate (%) (Feb 2020 vs. Feb 2025)
(Enrollment Age 25-44; total unemployment rate)

Feb. 
2020

Feb. 
2020

Feb. 
2025

Feb. 
2025

+17%
-19%

Unemployment is up but adult enrollment is down???

Source: Current Population Survey (IPUMS) and Bureau of Labor Statistics.

But May 
2025 
down 

only 3%
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What about politics? 

5.07%

4.03% 3.97%

3.52%

R4: <40% R3: 40-49% R2: 50-59% R:1 60%+

Adult Enrollment Rate by County GOP Vote % in 2024 Election
(age 25-

2023-25)

Source: Eduventures analysis of Current Population Survey (IPUMS) and MIT Election Data

31%
lower
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I would recommend careers 
with a physical presence 

trades, nursing, trucking, 
aviation, etc are in demand 
☺



Are adults opting for college 
alternatives?
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55.4% 55.2%
58.1%

38.0% 38.0%
40.4%

2017 2019 2023

8-Year Completion Rates for Adult Undergraduates
(% receiving a credential from same institution)

Not First Time (Full-Time) Not First Time (Part-Time)

But adult 
degree 

attainment share 
up strongly:

- From 50% to 
69% of 
credentials 
awarded (full-
time students)

- From 17% to 36% 
(part-time)

Source: IPEDS and Bureau of Labor Statistics.
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No Evidence

- Noncredit enrollment at 
community colleges  (e.g., 
CA flat 2018 vs. 2024)

-
over past decade among 
non-degree adults- flat 
(Current Population Survey)

- Lumina reports declining 
non-degree share of 
attainment growth

Evidence for Degree Alternative Enrollment Surge? Not too 

Some Evidence

- Growth in Registered 
Apprenticeship 
enrollment (up by almost 
50% over past decade- 
+320,000)

- Google Certificates- 
c.250,000 U.S. completers 
since 2018 launch

- Undergraduate 
Certificates- awards up 
30% (+120,000) since 2016 

Unclear Evidence

- Boom in non-degree 
enrollment on 
commercial platforms 
(e.g., Coursera, edX 
Pluralsight)- hundreds of 
millions of learners. Hard to 
parse by age, prior 
attainment, geography- but 
likely a scaled alternative

Source: CCCA, Current Population Survey (IPUMS), Lumina Foundation, Apprenticeship.gov, 
Google, National Student Clearinghouse, and Eduventures estimates. 
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Average Earnings for U.S. Adults Aged 25-44 (2017-24)

• High School Graduates= +30%
• Some College= +35%

• Associate= +35%
•

• Inflation= +28%

•

• Faster wage plateau for adults without a degree 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and Current Population Survey (IPUMS).



Which colleges/universities 
have outperformed?
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Tough market

Top 20 Schools 
(adult market share)

11% (2011)
(0.3% of schools)

18% (2023)
(0.4% of schools)

Schools <250 Adults
(adult market share)

5% (2011)
(54% of schools)

6% (2023)
(62% of schools)

Source: Eduventures analysis of IPEDS data.

Schools >500 Adults 
(adult market share)

84% (2011)
(45% of schools)

76% (2023)
(37% of schools)
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Some predictable (and not-so-predictable) winners

+73%
(2023 vs. 

2019)

+31% +97%

+178% +3,000 
adults
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pretty obvious: career 
programs, affordable, customer 
service, convenient, multiple 
starts!!??

Susie-#1-Adult-Learner
1 min ago



Implications for Higher 
Education Leaders
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Implications

But adult enrollment should be higher than it is

Same logic is driving prospects to degree alternatives

Good news for higher ed: wages still favor degrees

But where is the innovation?
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Non-
Degree 

Bias

Workforce 
Pell

Room for 
Creativity
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Who needs 
institutions?

All 
Powerful?

Sounds like 
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(Healthy) rebalancing of degree and non-degree

Openings for shorter, applied, stackable degrees
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Q&A
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