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Students entering postsecondary education embody America’s

growing diversity. Rapid demographics shifts and changing student
attendance patterns pose new challenges for higher education.
Enrollment trends vary across states and regions with some areas
seeing increased student populations while others are experiencing
declining enrollments (Center for Public Education, n.d.). Institutions
must transform and adjust to accommodate the dramatic shifts in
student demographics. Learning centers that offer best-practice
interventions will contribute positively to students’ retention and
certificate or degree completion. This chapter provides insights into
student attendance patterns, first through the lens of high school
graduation rates, then through future college enrollment trends, and
finally through college completion. Demographic research findings
support conducting needs assessments to meet the emerging needs
of our changing student demographics.

High School Graduation Rates

Approximately 50 million students entered elementary and
secondary schools for the fall 2014 term at an estimated $619
billion cost for the year with a projected expenditure per student of
$12,281 (US. Department of Education, 2014). Will they succeed
and graduate? The trend is moving in a positive direction. In 1940,
approximately 25% of the U.S. population 25 years old and over had
completed high school compared to 80% in 2000. In 2011, 87.5%
of the population 25 years old and over had completed high school.
While overall high school graduation rates have steadily increased, the
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graduation rates for Hispanics (64.2%) and Blacks (84.4%) were still
lower than rates for non-Hispanic whites (87.9%) and Asians (88.6%)
in 2011 (Center for Public Education, n.d.).

Trends in immigration and birth rates indicate that soon there
will be no one majority ethnic group in the United States—that is,
no one group that makes up more than 50% of the total population.
As a result, the nation’s public high school student population is
expected to become more diverse. Projections between 2008 and
2019-20 indicates a 41% increase in Hispanic graduates, a 30%
increase in Asian and Pacific Islander graduates, and just under a 2%
increase in American Indian and Alaska Native graduates. However,
there will be a 12% decline in White non-Hispanic graduates
and a 9% decline in Black non-Hispanic graduates (Prescott &
Bransberger, 2012). Note that within the next several decades, high
school demographic changes are also predicted to vary by state with
a few states experiencing swift enrollment expansions greater than
15% (e.g. Colorado, Texas, and Utah) while others will experience
enrollment losses of 15% or more (e.g. The District of Columbia,
Maine, Michigan, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Vermont)
(Prescott & Bransberger, 2012). An excellent source for national and
state-by-state data, the Western Interstate Commission for Higher
Education (WICHE) has produced public and non-public high
school graduate predictions for over 30 years. For individual state
profiles, visit the WIHCE website (http://www.wiche.edu/).

Postsecondary Enrollment Demographics

Careers that require postsecondary education have doubled
over the last 40 years (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010). The good
news is that more high school students are enrolling in college
immediately after high school graduation. In 2012, 66% enrolled in
2- and 4-year institutions immediately after high school graduation
compared to 60% in 1990 (Kena, et al., 2014). While the percentage
of students entering higher education immediately after high school
has increased over the years, the nation is entering a period of
modest decline in the total number of overall high school graduates,
which is closely tied to declining birth rates in the wake of the Baby
Boom Echo. The peak occurred in 2010-11 when total high school
graduates from public and nonpublic schools reached 3.4 million. A



Learning Centers in 21st Century| 23

2% growth is not expected until 2020-27 (Prescott & Bransberger,
2012).

Even with declining high school graduation rates predicted for
the near future, the postsecondary student population is predicted to
grow by modest numbers over the coming decade. Some 10.6 million
undergraduate students attended 4-year institutions in 2012, while
7.2 million attended 2-year institutions. At 4-year institutions in 2012,
some 77% of undergraduate students attended full time, compared
with 41% at 2-year institutions (Kena et al., 2014). Demographic
researchers have forecasted that between 2012 and 2023, part-time
undergraduate enrollment will increase by 17%, a faster increase than
the 12% increase projected for full-time undergraduate enrollment
(Kena et al., 2014).

Ethnicity, Age, and Gender

Hispanics are the nation’s largest minority group at 50.5 million
(16% of the U.S. population). In 2012, more high school graduates
who are Hispanic (49%) were enrolled in college than Whites
(47%) (Lopez & Fry, 2013). The trend for Hispanic postsecondary
enrollment is forecasted to continue between 2011-2022, with an
increase of 27% (Hussar & Bailey, 2014), and by the middle of the
2020-2029 decade, 1 in 4 college graduates will be Hispanic (Prescott
& Bransberger, 2012). As for other groups, between 2011 and 2022,
White student enrollment in college is predicted to increase by 7%,
enrollment of students who are Black will increase 26%, student
enrollment of Asian and Pacific Islanders will increase 7%, and
enrollment of students who are Indian and Alaskan Native student
will stay the same (Hussar & Bailey, 2014).

The U.S. population has continued to grow older, with many
states reaching a median age of over 40 years. Between 2000 and
2010, the population under the age of 18 grew at a rate of 2.6% and
even slower for those aged 18 to 44 at 2.6%. However, during that
same period, the population aged 45 to 64 has increased 31.5% and
those aged 65 and over at 15.1% (Howden, & Meyer, 2011).

In terms of college enrollment in 2012, institutions saw 13
million students under age 25 and 8 million students 25 years old
and over. Both the number of students who are younger and older
increased between 2000 and 2012 (U.S. Department of Education,
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2014). Aud et al. (2011) posited that between 2013 and 2020, college
enrollment is projected to increase 5% for 18- to 24-year-olds, 16%
for 25- to 34-year-olds, and 17% for students 35 years old and older.

The gender ratio at birth in the U.S. is currently 105 males
for 100 females; however, mortality at every age is higher for males.
Within our population, this results in more males at younger ages and
more females at older ages (Howden & Meyer, 2011). The gender of
the college-going population will see the current trend of females
outnumbering males in enrollment and completion. In 2011, 45%
of women ages 18 to 24 were enrolled in undergraduate or graduate
programs, compared with just 39% of men in the same age group.
The total number of students who are female earning bachelor’s
degrees from postsecondary, degree-granting institutions is projected
to increase by 10% from 2014 to 2021. In contrast, the total number
of students who are male having bachelor’s degrees conferred by a
postsecondary, degree-granting institution is projected to increase
by 5.5% in 2014 to 2021 (National Center for Education Statistics,
2012).
First Generation Students

Students who are low income, first-generation comprise
roughly 24% (4.5 million) of the undergraduate population (Engle &
Tinto, 2008), and Hispanics account for nearly half (Bell & Bautsch,
2011). Students who are first-generation are not automatically
presumed to be underprepared, but many come to college with
limited background knowledge about the college culture, and students
who are first-generation are less likely to enroll in higher education
than students whose parents went to college (Engle & Tinto, 2008;
Ward, Siegel, & Davenport, 2012). Previous research has found
that students who are first-generation had higher rates of departure
through their college years than their counterparts and were less
likely to complete their degree programs in a timely manner (Ishitani,
2000). In fact, students who are low-income, first-generation were
neatly four times more likely to leave college after their first year than
those with neither of these two risk factors (Engle & Tinto, 2008).
Bowen, Chingos, and McPherson (2009) found that even when
they controlled for students’ test scores in reading and math, the
graduation rate of students who are first-generation was 18% lower
than that of college-goers who are non-first-generation. Studies have
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also indicated that students who are female first-generation are more
likely to complete college than their male counterparts (DeAngelo,
Franke, Hurtado, Pryor, & Trans, 2011).

Student Veterans

The GI Bill has afforded veterans an opportunity to attend
postsecondary programs for decades, easing the transition from
military life to that of a civilian workforce. Student veteran is defined
as “active-duty service members, reservists, members of the National
Guard, and veterans” (Queen & Lewis, 2014, p. 1). Ninety-six percent
of postsecondary institutions for the 2012-13 academic year reported
enrolling students who are veterans, and 82% of these institutions
had a point of contact to serve their unique needs (Queen & Lewis,
2014).

The Million Records Project (Cate, 2014) tracked 1 million
students who are veterans between 2002 and 2010 and of those 73%
were male, 62% were first-generation, and 85% were non-traditional
with many student veterans supporting families and juggling
employment and school. Despite enrollment interruptions due to
military obligations or challenges for those with service-connected
disabilities, nearly 52% of student veterans within this study earned
a degree or certificate within a 4 to 5-year period. Finally, in 2013,
over 1 million student veterans used their GI benefits to pursue
postsecondary educational benefits, up from 500,000 in 2009, with
expected enrollment estimated to increase by 20% over the next few
years (Prins, Spangler, Walser, & Ruzek, 2014).

Student Readiness Estimates

College readiness is a complicated student characteristic to
assess. Whether states rely on a single assessment instrument for
placement of students who are deemed college ready and placed in
college credit courses, or on multiple indicators of preparedness,
many other readiness factors must be considered: Point of entry (2-
year or 4- year institution, public or private institution), selectivity of
the institution, and students’ academic goals and fields of study are
only a few factors to consider in the projection of college readiness.
Interestingly, some research has indicated that students’ academic
achievement by 8th grade is one of the best predictors of college
readiness—even more so than high school achievement (ACT, 2008).
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Estimates of readiness, using enrollment in a developmental

(also still commonly referred to as remedial) course as a proxy for
lack of readiness, can be more complicated as these reports vary
tremendously depending upon the source. Attewell, Lavin, Domina,
and Levey (20006) found that 58% of students in community colleges
enrolled in at least one developmental course, 44% enrolled in one
to three developmental courses, and 14% took more than three
developmental courses. Aud et al. (2011) reported that 36% of
students overall and 42% of students in first-year in community
college take at least one developmental course. More recently,
Complete College America’s Remediation: Higher Education’s Bridge to Nowhere
(2012) reported that more than 50% of students entering 2-year
colleges and nearly 20% of those entering 4-year universities are
placed in developmental courses. Sparks and Ralph (2013) reported
that first-year undergraduate student enrollment rate (2-year, 4-year,
public, and private institutions combined) was 26% in 1999-2000,
19% in 2003-04, and 20% in 2007-2008. Thus, using multiple college
readiness indicators and those specific to a particular region or
institution is best when assessing college readiness.
First-Year Retention and Persistence

A large number of students are not returning to college after
their first year. The National Student Clearinghouse Research Center
(NSCRC) (2014) defined the college student persistence rate as the
percentage of students who return to college at any institution for
their second year, while the retention rate is defined as the percentage
of students who return to the same institution for their second
year. According to NSCRC, the overall persistence rate for college
students who enroll first-time has decreased 1.2% since 2009, while
the retention rate has remained fairly constant. Of all students who
are first-time enrollees and who started in fall 2012, 68.7 % returned
to college in fall 2013 with 58% returning to the same institution.
Thus, about one in nine students who start college in any fall term
transfer to a different institution by the following fall. However,
the persistence rate is the worry. Since 2009, persistence rates for
students age 20 or under at college entry fell 1.8%. For students age
20-24 at entry, the persistence rate also fell 0.6%; for students over 24
at college entry, the rate fell 1.4%. Students enrolling for their second
year are now a prime indicator of college completion (NSCRC, 2014).
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Degree Completion

The country’s college attainment has steadily declined
compared to other nations. In 1990, the U.S. ranked first in the world
in 4-year degree attainment among 25-34 year olds. Not so today, as
the U.S. ranks twelfth. While half of all people from high-income
families from the U.S. have a bachelor’s degree by age 25, just 1 in
10 people from low-income families do (Bailey & Dynarski, 2011).
With this being said, during the 2014—15 school year, colleges and
universities are expected to award 1.0 million associate’s degrees, 1.8
million bachelor’s degrees, 821,000 master’s degrees, and 177,500
doctor’s degrees. For the 2012—13 academic year, the average annual
price for undergraduate tuition, fees, room, and board was $15,022
at public institutions, $39,173 at private nonprofit institutions,
and $23,158 at private for-profit institutions (U.S. Department of
Education, 2015). Degree completion predictions are most interesting
as the total number of associate’s degrees is projected to increase
49% between 2010-11 and 2022-23. The lower cost of attending
community college is likely driving this rapid increase. A more
modest increase of 17% will occur for bachelot’s degree completions
over this same period (Hussar & Bailey, 2014).

Needs Assessment of Learning Support

Developmental Education (DE) is at the forefront of many
state and federal policy discussions regarding completion rates,
funding, and students’ preparation for the future workforce (Strawn,
2007). Demographics trends are putting high demands on DE
programs nationwide, Projections of Education to 2019 projected that
Hispanics and other minorities enrolled in higher education would
increase by 45% from 2008 to 2019 (Hussar and Bailey, 2011).
Additionally, Rothkopf (2009) stated that students of color “are not
faring as well as others,” and “are not returning for second year” (p.
27). Over the years’ studies and research have indicated that students
who require one or more developmental courses are not prepared for
college academically and may lack the skills and mindset to cope with
the rigors of college (Conley, 2005). With the projected demographic
changes in higher education enrollment comes the obligation to
assess the services and programs that the next generation of students
will require if they are to succeed.
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Assessing the Needs of Next Generation College Students

Regardless of their level of academic and personal preparation,
students who enter postsecondary institutions will require myriad
of services before they graduate. From the pre-admission phase of
completing financial aid forms and applications through advising and
course scheduling to final degree audits and graduation applications,
most students require assistance from many campus programs. For
students who are less academically prepared and who did not pursue
a college preparatory track in high school or those whose high school
did not offer solid preparatory programs, access to a comprehensive
learning assistance program will be critical to their success. The
term Jearning assistance refers to services that range from tutoring and
Supplemental Instruction to specific academic preparation courses
and is the term of choice because it is inclusive of all sorts of
supports available to all students (Arendale, 2010).

Existing studies identify a rising population of students in need
of an intervention to ensure future success. Some of the studies that
inform the field such as Adult Learners in Higher Education: Barriers
to Success and Strategies to Improve Results (Bosworth et al, 2007), and
the Developmental Education Best Practices for Adult Learners in Higher
Education: Barriers to Success (Texas Higher Education Coordinating
Board, 2013), report on the status of enrollments, persistence,
and success rates in DE and the need for current and future
interventions. Additionally, various studies have identified issues of
students placed into a developmental course who are often first-
time in college (FTIC), first generation, and non-traditional student
population and their needs to their success.

The diverse nature of students in developmental education
requires the use of multiple strategies to approach the issues
they face. Over the years, Tinto (2012), Casazza and Silverman
(1996), Arendale (2010), Boylan (2002), Maxwell (1997), Casazza
and Bauer (20006) and others have focused their research in the
area of persistence and success of the college student developing
a substantial base of knowledge and expertise to cultivate new
or existing programming, Research to support students in a
developmental course revolves around the programming found
in learning assistance and student service programs, to include
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Supplemental Instruction, tutoring, college success curriculum,
advising, and many other interventions to support student success
and persistence. According to Arendale (2010), “...learning assistance
bridges access for a more diverse student body” (p. 1), serving
students along a ““...continuum between novice and master learner”
. 2).

Research by Alvarez and Risko suggested that “...educating is
a process of deliberate intervention in the lives of students to change
the meaning of experience. The change that education prompts
empowers students to become self-educating; they learn to take
charge of their own experience” (2000, p. 207). This information
proposed that education is not only a classroom intervention but
an experience of change in mindset to promote their success in
postsecondary. Learning assistance in most institutions is positioned
at the “crossroads of academic affairs, student affairs, and enrollment
management” (Arendale, 2010, p. 54) to serve as the “deliberate
intervention” to students requiring support. Research recommends
employment of learning assistance programs as a part of an
institution’s plan to address the persistence and student success
(Arendale, 2010; Swail, 2004).

As a starting place for improving learning assistance,
the field would benefit from an inventory of emerging best
practices that would be available to professionals who plan and
supervise campus programs. The resource inventory provides
a list of existing knowledge and expertise and availability of a
services or programming for learning assistance in an institution.
These resources can ultimately be potential partners to leverage
programming for the students. In the field of learning assistance
and persistence there are several researchers who can be a source of
expertise to support planning and implementing a program.

According to Boylan, “research over the past 20 years has
validated intra-institutional collaboration as an important component
of successful developmental programs” (2002, p. 17). However, it
is still up to the team of educators and the institution to breathe
life into the activities and curriculum for a learning assistance
program. Knowing and using the internal resources and expertise
of the college is one thing, but tapping into those resources creates
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a synergetic approach that is healthy for both the institution and
student.

Confirming what most learning assistance professionals
have known for decades, Arendale stated that “learning assistance
serves only developmental education students is a myth” (2010, p.
2). Learning assistance serves the entire student body and not just a
select few which puts the weight of the institution behind it, meaning
that more college resources can be either given directly or indirectly
to support its success. According to Casazza and Bauer, “In order to
provide the most effective assistance, it is necessary to understand
the complexity of the situation and to develop both the personal
skills and the institutional systems that will help” (20006, p. 14). It
is important to recognize that ““...understanding how a students’
life connects to their circumstances and how that connects to their
academic performance” (Casazza & Bauer, 20006, p. 27).

Rich and robust research exists that validates the importance
of learning assistance as a model to promote persistence and
success, as 1s the evidence supporting activities such as Supplemental
Instruction, tutoring, or specific learning skills. Casazza and
Silverman (1996) state “...it is imperative for us to be familiar with
a broad range of theories and be willing to synthesize ideas from a
variety of perspectives in order to provide an integrated approach to
helping students achieve” (p. 35). And, Edgecombe (2011) suggests
an approach where students are placed in college-level courses and
are provided additional instructional support such as Supplemental
Instruction to promote student success (p. 16) are just a few of the
resources available to faculty, staff, and administrators of learning
assistance programs.

Ideally the mission of learning assistance is the work of
developing the talent of students (Astin, 1984). Viewing the field
of learning assistance from this viewpoint allows stakeholders to
see the field as an investment. As developmental education and
learning assistance remain the focus of the policy makers and politics,
leadership of higher education is an important key “in facing the
challenges of profound change,” in which ... there is no substitute
for collaboration—people coming together out of common purpose
and willing to support one another so all can advance” (Senge, 2000,
p. 279).
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