
 

THE UNFINISHED WORK OF EDUCATION ATTAINMENT 
A persistently large share of the U.S. adult population has started college and earned some 
credit but has not yet realized the myriad premiums available to those who have completed a 
degree. In fact, forty-five million adults 25 and older in the US have some college credit but 
have not yet earned their degree . This relatively invisible group represents 20 percent of the 1

adult population; adults who are Black or of Hispanic or Latino ethnicity (any race) are 
disproportionately represented among those who started college and have not yet completed 
their degree. Until we substantially decrease the number of adults who have some college but 
no degree (SCND), our work in education attainment is far from over. 

While it is true that the education journey is an individual one, racial gaps in education 
attainment at the scale we see cannot reasonably be attributed to personal shortcomings or 
individual failures. Disparities of this magnitude are congruent with the impact of larger 
systemic issues and problems which themselves are the result of the economic conditions and 
the policy choices of the past two decades, the exact timeframe that coincides with the years in 
which the population we serve was attempting to earn a degree. In the end, what has really 
failed these individuals is our failure as a nation to view higher education equity as an 
imperative, and to collectively question and reverse embedded practices that have effectively 
prevented generations of promising minds from fully contributing to our society. 

A Mission of Education Equity. First designing then implementing work that serves adults who 
have earned some college but no degree for more than 15 years, The Graduate! Network has 
sought to shed light on this unique student population for the practitioners, researchers, 
institutions, and policymakers who serve them. Most recently, we released The Comeback 
Story: How Adults Return to School to Complete Their Degrees, a comprehensive report 
completed with New America that examines how adults successfully returned to school and 
completed their degrees, mitigating challenges created by past postsecondary attempts, and 
navigating the complexity of their lives.   2
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With funding support from Ascendium Education Group, we have continued to mine our 
program data for insights into Comebackers’ interests and goals and their actions and 
behaviors along their journey. The insights in this report represent the experience of a 
Comebacker population serviced by communities  that have differing organizational structures 3

but share a common: institution-neutral navigation; services to adult learners; some aspect of 
practice that is focused on degree completion (often not the exclusive focus); and aligned 
service flow and data collection practices. The research we completed for this report includes a 
literature review, a quantitative analysis of our own program data and National Student 
Clearinghouse (NSC) enrollment records, and qualitative analysis of interviews we conducted 
with Comebackers and questionnaires we fielded from higher education partners. 

Education equity is at the heart of our mission and that of our community of affiliates, as 
evidenced by the demographic profile of the Comebackers reflected in our study set: 69 
percent of our population identify as BIPOC, specifically 44 percent as Black, 18 percent as 
Latina, and the remaining 7 percent as multi-racial/multi-ethnic or another race or ethnicity that 
is not white; 78 percent are from households earning less than $42,000 annually; and 64 
percent identify as female.  4

A High-Quality Contact Model. The heart of the Network’s service model is sustained, high-
quality contact (HQCs) with Comebackers by Navigators, outside advisors who provide 
institution-agnostic guidance to Comebackers, helping them review transcripts, identify the 
right field of study and school, complete applications, and manage past debt. And it is a model 
that is helping Comebackers get back on track: those who engage with the Network re-enroll 
at a rate almost four times that of the national SCND population (50 percent versus 13 
percent). And they graduate at a higher rate too (30 percent versus 25 percent). Even more 
striking, Comebackers who engage with the service model and then go on to graduate are 
largely Black, Latina, and multi-racial/multi-ethnic (76 percent), the reverse picture of what is 
happening at the national level (74 percent of graduates are white). Moreover, a recent analysis 
completed for the Network by Urban Spatial found that every additional HQC a Comebacker 
receives from one of our community’s Navigators corresponds to a four-tenths of 1 percent 
(0.44 percent) increase in the probability of enrollment.  5

But even with stronger re-enrollment rates than the national average and evidence that our 
service model is yielding positive outcomes, there is more work to be done. Indeed, the impact 
of the pandemic in the US has made this work all the more urgent for our population: 48 
percent of Black mothers said the pandemic has had a major negative impact on their ability to 
pay for basic necessities like housing, utilities, and food, and 66 percent of Black parents with 
children under the age of 18 living at home said they have experienced a disruption in 
employment or income during the pandemic.  6

The Comebacker’s Odyssey. In this report we explore three challenges along the Comebacker’s 
education odyssey, which we liken to the classic heroine's quest: (1) affording a college degree; 
(2) navigating mid-journey changes; and (3) persevering as a returning student. Like the classic 
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heroine, the Comebacker must face the challenges of the known and the unknown, grapple 
with mid-journey setbacks (including encountering a derailer or two), and ultimately persevere 
to her destination, or homecoming—the graduation finish line. We aim to share what we 
already know about these challenges (The Known), what we have learned from our own 
research (The Revelation), and what we see happening that is helping Comebackers, including 
immediate recommendations and the promising practices, programs, and policies of our higher 
education partners (The Arrival). 

CHALLENGES ALONG THE JOURNEY 

Challenge 1: Affording a College Degree 

While it is not news that the cost of college has skyrocketed for everyone, it is important to 
remember that the past two decades over which our study group of Comebackers was 
attempting to earn a college degree, was also a period of wrenching economic change—
including three economic recessions—that especially diminished low-income families’ ability to 
save and pay for college and completely altered the funding environment of higher education. 
The same time period also saw significant shifts in higher education funding and financial aid 
policy. Taken together, these changes have riddled the Comebacker journey with financial 
pitfalls and roadblocks. 

The Known. The population served—predominantly low-income, female, and Black, Latina, and 
multi-racial/multi-ethnic individuals—is shouldering the burden of the nation’s problem of 
staggering student loan debt. According to AAWU, student loan debt is disproportionately 
held by females (they account for two-thirds of total student loan debt), Black women 
graduates (they have the highest average loan debt, at $37,558), and female first-generation 
students (females whose parents held only a high school diploma borrowed, on average, 
$4,146 more than those whose parents had a bachelor’s degree). Moreover, their ability to pay 
off this debt is hampered by the gender wage gap.  7

The second debt crisis is a quieter but perhaps even more pernicious financial trap 
Comebackers often find themselves in: owing a back balance to a previous school. Different 
from student loan debt, institutional debt results from unpaid balances for tuition as well as for 
other school costs, such as library and lab fees, housing, and even parking permits.  There is an 8

estimated $15 billion in unpaid balances to college and universities owed by 6.6 million 
students.  To force students to make good on these unpaid balances, it has become standard 9

practice for schools to freeze a student’s status and progress. Owing a back balance to a school 
is often the reason why a student’s first attempt at a degree came to a halt, and it also can be a 
“hard stop” that keeps Comebackers from returning to schools, especially when they want to 
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transfer and find they cannot access even a simple transcript, let alone the credits they 
completed and paid for. 

The Revelation. In our interviews with Comebackers, we heard first-person accounts of how 
attempting to earn a college degree not only put them in serious financial peril, but arguably 
made them worse off. Qualifying for a Pell Grant was perhaps the start of a series of events that 
put several of the Comebackers we interviewed into serious financial straits. The Pell Grant 
program has been the cornerstone of federal needs-based aid to especially low-income 
students since the 1970s. It provides portable grants to students enrolled in undergraduate 
degree and certificate programs who meet a financial means test. But for none of the 
Comebackers we interviewed did Pell Grants fully cover the cost of tuition. Four took out 
student loans to cover the rest of tuition, and today three of the four have tens of thousands in 
student loan debt from attending community colleges, state schools, and private schools. All 
were in default at some point and only one has completed her degree so far. 

We also heard from three Comebackers about how they hit or were about to hit the lifetime 
cap on receiving Pell Grants, which is 12 semesters. Because Comebackers often have to 
extend their time in school, it is not unusual for them to reach the cap before they finish, which 
further imperils their progress. Tripping up academically can also seriously undermine 
Comebackers’ ability to access financial aid. Several Comebackers we interviewed failed to 
make ‘satisfactory academic progress’ (SAP) at some point during the education journey and, 
as a result, lost their access to federal financial aid. For two Comebackers, access to financial 
aid was lost due to a drop in their GPAs. An excess of credits pushed another beyond the time 
allotted to complete the degree. Low-income students who fail to meet SAP often find 
themselves between a rock and a hard place: they can only regain access to financial aid by 
restoring their SAP status, but they cannot restore their SAP status without accessing financial 
aid. 

Challenge 2: Navigating Mid-Journey Changes 

Attending college is a formative experience for any student and making changes along the 
journey is not unusual. But navigating the road to a college degree is a complex process, and 
many people along the way get tripped up. For Comebackers, who are often navigating this 
road alone, the chances of making a wrong turn or taking a less optimal path are much higher. 

The Known. According to the National Center on Education Statistics, a third of all students 
change their major.  One study found that switching majors had little impact on graduation 10

rates.  Another study suggested that it is the timing of the major switch, rather than the switch 11

itself or how frequently it happens, that impacts completion rates.  12

Changing schools is common as well, though the repercussions of this kind of change appear 
to be more consequential for the population served by our model. According to the NSC 
Research Center, the overall transfer rate was last measured at 38 percent (based on a 
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nationwide cohort that started in 2011 and was followed over a six-year period).  Students of 13

different races and ethnicities, however, show different transfer patterns: Black and Latino 
students, for example, were more likely to have transferred from a two-year to another two-year 
school rather than to a four-year school. 

The Revelation. The Comebackers who go on to re-enroll often make changes as well. 
According to an analysis of our administrative data, more than half of Comebackers (56 
percent) who engaged with a Network affiliate and then re-enrolled made a change: 11 percent 
changed their school, 16 percent changed their field of study, and 29 percent changed both. 
Comebackers of the lowest income bracket (family annual income of $42,000 or lower) were 
most likely to have changed their field of study, and they were especially more likely to have 
changed both their field of study and their school. A more worrisome picture emerges when 
looking at the impact of changing schools on completion rates: for Comebackers who changed 
schools, completion rates were significantly lower (14 percent), regardless of whether they 
changed their major.  14

In interviewing Comebackers, we learned that they changed schools (often in conjunction with 
changing their major) for myriad reasons. Several changed schools because the first one was 
not a good fit. Another notable change we heard about from Comebackers was the decision to 
switch from a four-year to two-year school. These Comebackers talked about their decision in 
terms of wanting to “put a stake in the ground.” In other words, having not yet completed a 
degree, they wanted to earn an interim credential as quickly and as inexpensively as possible. 

While somewhat difficult to discern from our program data and Comebacker interviews, it 
appears that lower completion rates for those who changed their schools could be traced back 
to credit loss during the transfer process. Credit loss happens when the receiving institution 
does not fully accept credits previously earned by the student. Research has shown that a 
significant proportion of students lose credits during the transfer process.  Comebackers, in 15

particular, seem to be at a distinct disadvantage when it comes to schools accepting credits 
during the transfer process. Institutional and state policies tend to be written with a vertical 
transfer in mind—that is, students going from a two-year to a four-year school—but as we 
already noted, many Comebackers are following non-traditional pathways (i.e., multiple 
transfers, reverse transfers, and lateral transfers). 

Lower completion rates also could be the result of missed opportunities for Comebackers to 
earn credits through prior learning assessment (PLA). It is notable that only one Comebacker 
we interviewed was given the opportunity to apply for credit through PLA, and in the end her 
application was denied. For the others, it appears the opportunity to earn credit through PLA 
was neither promoted or otherwise made available, nor did the Comebackers know enough to 
ask about it. In the end, whether it is credit loss, missed opportunities to earn credit through 
PLA, or lack of guidance and support, Comebackers’ decisions to transfer schools can result in 
longer-than-anticipated times to completion. 
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Challenge 3: Persevering as a Returning Adult Student 

Like a determined heroine, Comebackers have amazing stories of perseverance. As we detailed 
in The Comeback Story, a Comebacker who has stopped out is not necessarily a dropout. 
Indeed, there may be good reasons for a Comebacker to have periods of non-enrollment on 
her way to graduation and to take more time to complete a program. With this mind, we 
believe that perseverance—the will to continue—is a more useful metric in describing a 
successful Comebacker experience than the traditional metric of persistence, or uninterrupted 
enrollment. 

The Known. The population served by our model often lacks the information, support system, 
and resources to navigate the complexities of and sustain momentum in a degree program, 
putting them at risk of stopping out. According to Lumina Foundation’s New Agenda Series, 
those who are first-generation, part-time, lower socioeconomic status, single parents, or 
employed more than 20 hours per week are at a disadvantage when it comes to completing a 
degree.  Research suggests that the most disadvantaged adult learners would benefit from 16

support in four areas: navigational support and mentoring; financial aid support, including 
employer-provided tuition support (see sidebar below), grants, paid employment and debt 
forgiveness; peer community support; and guided and specific academic plans such as career 
pathways.  17

For Comebackers, returning to school often involves untangling a whole host of challenges. 
Among these challenges is finding the school that fits their needs. In looking for the right fit, 
many adult students often overlook institutional characteristics that may fail to provide the 
support they need, including institutional drop-out rates and lack of successful student 
outcomes such as the ability for alumni to find a job. One reason adult prospective students 
may not believe these metrics are absolutely essential is that they may think students 
themselves are solely responsible for graduating or finding a job, rather than linking these 
outcomes to the policies and practices of higher education institutions.  18

The Revelation. When you talk to Comebackers, you will hear a tendency for them to blame 
themselves for not finishing school. But if you dig deeper into their experience as a returning 
adult student on campus, they will share feelings of being unwelcome or uncomfortable, of not 
fitting in. For many, it has been a long while since they were back on campus and in the 
classroom, making even a virtual setting a jarring experience. For almost a third of 
Comebackers (27 percent) served by our affiliates, it has been five or more years since their last 
enrollment experience. 

Returning to certain subjects dogged Comebackers in their attempts to complete a degree. 
Two Comebackers we interviewed spoke about ongoing struggles with math. Others felt that 
writing was a skill they needed to hone. We also heard that, in going back to school, many 
Comebackers recognized the long road ahead, along with the difficulty of maintaining 
momentum. As a result, certificates, certifications, and non-degree credentials, including those 
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not offered by a postsecondary institution, were undisputedly a part of their education 
journeys. Almost all the Comebackers we interviewed had earned or were in the process of 
earning a certificate or certification; most of these programs seemed to be separate from a 
degree program. Plotting and maintaining a course from re-enrollment to completion can be 
overwhelming for anyone, but especially for Comebackers, who often are facing academic 
obstacles and are sorting through a barrage of credential options as well as often having to 
manage adulthood without fully adequate financial resources. 

THE ARRIVAL: TRANSFORMING THE JOURNEY 
Today, the Comebacker’s quest to achieve a degree—and the career access and social capital it 
represents—is riddled with pitfalls, roadblocks, and detours, challenges often imposed by 
outside forces. Now is a time to reorient our thinking on how best to capitalize on the 
untapped potential of this population. Based on our scan, we see two immediate priorities for 
action. We also see a growing cadre of purpose-built solutions for adult learners that provide 
interesting alternatives for Comebackers, as well as much promise in the actions of some of our 
higher education partners. 

Immediate Priorities for Action 

Revamp the Pell Grant Program. The CARES Act, signed into law in March 2020, currently 
freezes any Pell Grant awards counting toward the lifetime cap. Why not make this permanent, 
or at the very least extend the lifetime cap, so that Comebackers, who are often only able to 
take a couple classes at a time, can continue to access financial aid until they graduate? 
Additionally, less punitive measures related to maintaining Satisfactory Academic Progress 
should be considered, such as the SAP “reset” proposed by Higher Learning Advocates.  19

Eliminate debt traps. Schools and states should not be in the business of debt collection, nor 
should they be holding low-income students’ educational prospects hostage. Punitive policies 
targeting students who owe back balances, especially transcript withholding, should be 
banned at the institutional and state levels. In fact, students should be able to access any 
credits they have completed and paid for, perhaps through the creation of a national repository 
of earned credits.  20

Expand employer-sponsored tuition assistance plans. Tuition assistance programs can be a 
powerful tool for recruitment and retention. However, less than 60 percent of employers offer 
them and they are generally underutilized when they are offered. The Graduate! Network’s own 
research has shown a deep gap between availability of such programs in large employers (close 
to 80 percent of those surveyed) and smaller employers (less than 50 percent of those 
surveyed). 
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Promising Practices, Programs, and Policies in Higher 
Education 

Welcome Comebackers. Forward-thinking institutions are reaching out to those with some 
college but no degree by executing marketing campaigns specific to adult learners and 
creating special admissions processes for returning adult students, often including a debt 
forgiveness component. 

Optimize credit and degree awarding for Comebackers. Institutions that are successful in 
attracting returning adult students provide advisors who are trained in awarding transfer credit, 
offer PLA, and embed credentials in degree pathways. 

Invest in Comebackers. Comebackers are returning to schools that award them scholarships 
and grants, distribute emergency and microgrants to students when they face unexpected 
emergencies, and help with non-tuition costs such as textbooks and childcare. 

Cultivate a supportive campus for Comebackers. Comebackers are enrolling in schools that 
tailor offerings to accommodate their hectic lives, offer degree completion programs 
specifically for adult students, provide supportive services such as tutoring, writing centers, and 
mentorships, and make advising “intrusive” in the sense that advisors proactively and regularly 
engage with students, ideally before they become at risk of stopping out. 

To see the full report, visit www.datathatmoveus.org 

© 2021 The Graduate! Network. Please notify us and properly cite if using any part of this report.  
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