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 Abstract:  With “traditional” students taking on more non-traditional characteristics in addition 
to the increase in the non-traditional student population, universities need to understand the 
wants and needs of their student population in order to maximize their marketing, recruitment 
and retention strategies. This paper reports the findings of a 2015 survey of adult students at 
George Mason University and offers several strategies for improving communication and 
managing perceptions of service and caring at George Mason.  
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Introduction: Understanding the Changes in Higher Education 
 

The landscape of higher education is changing. Students 18-22 years old going off to 

college and completing their undergraduate degree in four years is no longer the norm. 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics,  

The traditional student …who earns a high school diploma, enrolls 
full time immediately after finishing high school, depends on 
parents for financial support, and either does not work during the 
school year or works part time—is the exception rather than the 
rule. National Center For Education Statistics. Nontraditional 
Undergraduates. US Department of Education. Print. (NCES)  

  

In addition to the changes to the demographic composition of student bodies, or 

perhaps because of those changes, graduation and retention rates among students are 

also declining. National statistics show that only about half of incoming freshmen will 

graduate in four years, and of the same set of students, only 61 percent will persevere 

to complete within six years. National Center For Education Statistics. Nontraditional 

Undergraduates. US Department of Education. Print. This data is important to students 

and colleges several reasons.  

 First, retention rates and graduation rates are used as a measure of success, by 

college rating agencies such as The Times and US News and World Report. Higher 

retention and graduation rates translate to higher rankings by the agencies and are 

subsequently used for marketing and recruiting purposes. The higher the rates and the 

higher the ranking, it is perceived that students are sufficiently happy to persevere with 

their studies and that attending that school is more desirable.  Conversely, when 

graduation and retention rates are low, colleges not only lose a marketing strategy, 
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their bottom line is also affected as they are faced with having to recruit replacement 

students, or cancelling classes or programs that aren’t being filled to an acceptable 

level.  

 Recruitment, marketing and retention are important concepts affecting the 

bottom line of public universities. Public colleges are acutely aware of the financial 

implications caused by lower enrollment rates and the impact of attrition.  In a fragile 

economy where state /public funding is a shrinking commodity, (Wright) public 

universities need to maximize the return on their marketing and recruiting dollars and 

increase retention.  

Research Focus 

 With “traditional” students taking on more non-traditional characteristics in 

addition to the influx of more non-traditional students, universities need to better 

understand the wants and needs of their student population in order to maximize their 

recruitment and marketing strategies. This paper examines ways that universities can 

better serve their changing and diverse populations and looks to existing research to 

determine the best strategies for marketing, recruitment and retention of adult learners 

in public institutions. 

 The existing literature discusses theories for marketing, recruitment, and 

retention in higher education and also provides some limited studies in which non-

traditional students were the focus for marketing or recruitment. However, the 

literature is full of contradictions and it is difficult to discern from current studies the 

best strategies for marketing, recruiting and retaining non-traditional students in a 
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public university. Many of the published studies were focused on special programs and 

not on bachelor degree- seeking non-traditional students.  

For this project, I designed and implemented a survey to help determine the wants and 

needs of the adult students of George Mason. Additionally, based on the analysis, I 

have proposed communication strategies that if implemented would streamline 

administrative processes, accommodate adult student schedules better, and would 

improve the perceptions of caring at George Mason.  

Interdisciplinary Rationale 
 

Gordon Winston author of, “Subsidies, Hierarchy and Peers: The Awkward 

Economics of Higher Education,” discussed the unique nature of the business of 

education.  Referring specifically to non-profit institutions, he argued that colleges are 

unlike commercial businesses and do not follow standard economic theories of “for-

profit” firms. He described higher education as a “donative-commercial firm,” more like 

a combination of a “church” and “car-dealer” devoted partly to charity (student 

subsidies) and partly to commerce.” (Winston, 31) While Winston examined higher 

education from an economic perspective, the hybrid nature of the business itself makes 

an interdisciplinary approach necessary to understand the intersection of business, 

marketing, and communications in higher education. While each discipline alone covers 

a multitude of areas, the problem of marketing, recruiting and retaining adult students 

can’t be resolved by investigating through the understanding of one discipline. 
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The business of higher education can be described as following a “butts in seats” 

principle, meaning that in order to be successful and sustainable, the business must 

generate revenue. In higher education, that means that a university must have a 

quantifiable number of students in order to sustain its business and purpose. Without 

the revenue stream, there could be no business.  

Marketing, a subset of business and yet, its own discipline, is about selling or 

creating desire for products and services.  Additionally, it is also about building and 

maintaining relationships with an organization’s intended audience. Marketing touches 

almost every facet of the business of higher education from building academic 

programs, development of fundraising programs and branding for the university.   

While all marketing programs in higher education should be centered on the 

university’s mission, and should follow the same style guidelines, each marketing 

program must be targeted to specific in order to be most effective. (Niner) A single 

pronged marketing approach by colleges and universities would not be effective for all 

marketing needs. For example, a marketing campaign to increase athletic attendance or 

foundation funds won’t translate to recruitment of non-traditional students.  

Communications, as a discipline, also overlaps with every area in higher 

education. According to the American Communication Association (ACA), “The field of 

communication focuses on how people use messages to generate meanings within and 

across various contexts, cultures, channels, and media.” (Korn, Morreale, and Boileau) 

It is not only about the message but also about the methods and understanding. As 

communications technologies are rapidly changing, communications plans must 
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continually be evaluated to ensure that the messages reach their intended audience in 

the most effective way possible.   

By examining the existing communications and marketing practices by 

universities for the purpose of recruitment and retention, and also surveying the 

attitudes of adult learners at George Mason, this researcher has been able to produce 

an interdisciplinary approach to the best practices for recruiting and retaining adult 

students.  It is critical to understand the problem through an interdisciplinary lens 

because failure to do so could not only prove be ineffective, but a waste of valuable 

limited resources.  

Literature Review 

 The definition of the traditional student is accepted to be as described by the 

NCES, in the broadest sense, the non-traditional student would then be a catch all for 

“all others.”   NODA, the Association for Orientation, Transition and Retention in Higher 

Education, defines the non-traditional student as one who belongs to “one or more of 

the following categories: (“Nontraditional Student Populations - NODA”) 

• part-time 
• returning (re-entry) 
• commuter 
• veteran 
• works full-time while enrolled 
• has dependents other than a spouse/partner 
• does not have a high school diploma  
 (completed a GED or did not finish high school)  

 

Other sources include an age category of being 25 or older and some narrow it 

down a step further and define them as students 25-59, being primarily working adults. 
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The figures vary by source, but sources generally agree that the increase number of 

non-traditional students is substantially changing the composition of undergraduate 

populations in higher education. Bean and Metzner, found that adult students ages 25 

and over comprise approximately 40 percent of student populations.  (Bean and 

Metzner)  

By definition, “non-traditional student” covers a variety of students, each with 

their own set of challenges. For the purpose of this paper, the term “non-traditional 

students” will focus on the adult learner, students ages 25 and older seeking an 

undergraduate degree.   By understanding the composite of the adult learner, we can 

begin to understand their wants and needs in relation to their education and increase 

retention of these students.  

Early literature suggests that the influx of more non-traditional students began in 

the 1970s following the implementation of the Basic Educational Opportunity Grants of 

1972, and the Pell Grants. (Bean and Metzner 487)  Since then, the number of non-

traditional students has risen and makes up a substantial portion of student 

populations.  (Bean and Metzner; Schatzel et al.; Bell; Choy) 

In 1997, Eileen Ely, gave a presentation in 1997 entitled, “The Non-Traditional 

Student” which described the non-traditional student as being “at risk” for dropping out 

due to their outside responsibilities. (Ely) Her theory is backed up by Bean and Metzner, 

who studied attrition rates by non-traditional students found them to be higher than 

their traditional student peers. (Bean and Metzner) 
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Different Strengths and Challenges  
They are resilient (Brewer 56) Vulnerable, At Risk (Ely, Tinto) 

Task and goal motivated (Kenner and 
Weinerman, 89) 
 

At higher risk for dropping out 
(Tinto) 

Not as highly qualified  as “traditional 
students”  (Bean and Metzner) 
 

They perform as well or better 
than their traditional student 
peers. (Bean and Metzner) 

Open to learning (Kenner and 
Weinerman 89) 
 

“Resist having information 
arbitrarily imposed on them.” 
(Kenner and Weinerman 88) 

Technology friendly-prime market for 
online learning (Eastmond) 
 

Technology challenged. (Miller 
and Lu) 

Table1 Non-traditional Students-Descriptors: Adult learners are a described by researchers in 
conflicting terms. 
 

Technology and External Factors 
 Adult students would seem to be a target market for online classes, due to the 

flexibility of the format. Daniel Eastmond, author of “Adult Learners and Internet-Based 

Distance Education” references a statistic from DiNardo and Pisschke, 1997, that “over 

half of the full-time workforce in the United States uses computers regularly in their 

jobs.”  He also argues that there are strategies that educators can employ that will 

make distance learning rewarding for adult students.(Eastmond, 39)  

Contrary that opinion, Miller and Lu and Dearnley et.al noted that adult learners 

have difficulties overcoming technological challenges. These sources point out that 

younger students have grown up in the digital age and older students do not bring the 

same skills as their younger peers.(Miller and Lu; Dearnley, Dunn, and Watson)  

Another factor for consideration is that as technologies have improved over time, 

the educational design of online learning and their outcomes have also improved. 
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(Means, et al) Further, Zhao researched outcomes of distance education and stated that 

distance education can be a very effective method of instruction, but some content is 

more suited for online classes than others. (Zhao)   

External Factors 
 

 Adult students have different roles and responsibilities outside the classroom. 

Families, careers and other factors play a significant part of the adult student’s life. 

According to the State Council for Higher Education in Virginia (SCHEV), it would be 

wise for school to have an “adult student resource center” or place that students could 

use as a resource. (SCHEV) 

 Although students may be determined and eager to complete their education, life 

circumstances change and bring unexpected situations into the lives of non-traditional 

students.  Identification of student needs for services or practical resources that would 

enhance the experience of the non-traditional student could have an impact on their 

personal decision to persevere.  

 Ellen Fairchild noted that due to their many roles, adult students can have 

“situational, dispositional, and institutional” barriers to their success. She described 

situational barriers as stressors such as, “family situations, childcare, finances.” She 

notes that the basic needs to provide for the family will take priority over schooling. 

(Fairchild) 

 Dispositional barriers cover broader conflicts within the roles. These conflicts 

include:  “simultaneous incompatible demands” due to the various roles, “role 
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overload,” and “role contagion” in which one role preoccupies the person, even while 

trying to perform the multiple roles. (Fairchild) 

 Lastly, she described “institutional barriers” as barriers controlled by the 

institution itself. For example, the inability to provide student services during hours that 

a student is available could be an institutional barrier to success. She noted that while 

adult students are not engaged in campus activities in the same ways that traditional 

students are, they want to feel important to the campus community and recognized 

accomplishments. (Fairchild) 

Fairchild, Benshoff and Lewis, along with others, note that universities are not 

set up operationally to provide the best service for their adult students. Many make 

recommendations for higher education to provide more access to services such as 

extended administrative hours, student support services, parking and child-care as ways 

to demonstrate the university’s commitment to the adult students. 

Marketing in Higher Education 
 

Marketing in higher education is an interesting and on-going discussion because 

of the unique characteristics of higher education. Colleges and universities are under 

increasing pressure to increase enrollment and retention rates of students. (Maringe; 

Wright; Brookes) In some ways, higher education is seen as an unlikely setting for 

marketing activities because it is not a traditional marketplace, nor does it have a 

tangible product. On the other hand, it is not a traditional service either, but does share 

some qualifying characteristics with other services. (Mazzarol; Parasuraman, Zeithaml, 

and Berry; Berry) Marketing in higher education is about the business of education, 
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requiring students to buy the educational services the institution provides, but unlike 

other services, students have a responsibility to personally participate in the service, 

and have a stake in the outcome.  

 The literature related to marketing in higher education is full of conflicting 

opinions about how marketing should be handled. First, there is resistance to marketing 

from within the academic community, similar to the resistance shown by other 

professional services. (Kotler and Connor; Maringe; Hemsley‐Brown and Oplatka; 

Durkin, McKenna, and Cummins) Additionally, there is fear that marketing based on a 

consumer model where students are seen as “customers” will tarnish the integrity of 

higher education. (Wright; Maringe; Durkin, McKenna, and Cummins) For example, if 

the goal of marketing is to increase enrollment and retention, and those are based on 

student satisfaction, faculty could be caught in the middle as having a stake in the 

outcome. 

Felix Maringe provides good insight into the dilemma surrounding marketing 

issues in his article, “Interrogating the Crisis in Higher Education Marketing: the CORD 

model.”  His article dispels some of the fears associated with marketing in higher 

education. He refers to the work of Sharrock (2000) who described students as wearing 

many hats, including “customer,” but that it did not negate that they are citizens and 

still subject to rules, sanctions, or level of effort expected from them. (Maringe 567) He 

argues that there is middle ground to be found in marketing and identifying with the 

students as customers does not require  that their “every fleeting whim…be met” as 

originally stated by Zikmund and Amico. (Zikmund and Amico, 18) 
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John McGrath’s study “Attitudes About Marketing in Higher Education: An 

Exploratory Study,” measures the attitudes of higher education professionals about the 

marketing policies of their institutions. According to the study, 62 percent [of college 

administrators surveyed] strongly agree[d]” that “marketing efforts are critically 

important to our future.” (McGrath, 8) McGrath also found that there is seemingly 

conflicting thoughts about who should be responsible for the marketing efforts. While 

“58 percent [of respondents said] areas of ‘Student Affairs or Business Affairs’ were 

responsible for marketing, “the study findings suggested that academics was the 

functional area that was perceived to be the most effective in leading the marketing 

efforts.” (McGrath, 11) 

The need for strategic marketing can be easily discerned when examining the 

many areas within higher education that it affects. Marketing affects recruitment, 

enrollment, retention, alumni relations and brand loyalty and the effects of marketing 

can be long term. Recommendations in marketing for higher education generally 

include marketing following a “marketing for services” model where the student is seen 

as a customer; “relationship marketing” for the purpose of “attracting, maintaining 

…enhancing customer relationships” as first described by Berry (Berry) and also 

marketing for the purpose of “branding,” where building brand identity, recognition and 

value for the institution is the objective.   

Marketing to Non-Traditional Students:  
 

Most sources agree that marketing is needed in higher education -regardless of 

whose area of responsibility it falls under. However, due to the targeted nature of 
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marketing, it may mean that different departments would be responsible for marketing 

for their own interests. To that end, administrators across the university departments 

should be aware of the demographics of their populations, their needs and the 

programming offered by their institution.  

 The article, “Reaching the Non-traditional Stopout Population: a Segmentation 

Approach,” makes the argument that higher education marketing has not targeted the 

needs of the non-traditional students.(Schatzel et al.) However, there are resources 

available, in addition to consultants who base their business on providing market 

research to higher education institutions.  

 In a 2012 blog post Julie Bryant, for Noellevitz.com, writes about two surveys, 

the “Adult Students Priorities Survey” (ASPS) and “Priorities Survey for Online Learners” 

(PSOL) that discuss needs and desires of adult learners. According to Bryant, the top 

enrollment factors that students thought were “important” or “very important” for the 

2012 ASPS were: Academic Reputation; Evening and Weekend Courses; Cost; and 

Financial Aid/Scholarships.  Additionally, for the adult on-line learner, “Convenience” 

was the most important, "followed closely by flexible pacing and work schedule." 

(“What Influences Nontraditional Student Enrollment?”) 

The Stamats 2012 Survey found that the website to be the number one marketing 

tool for adult students. According to the article, the following are what adults are 

looking for on the institutional websites:  “Cost to attend, Program offerings 

(majors),Financial aid services, Time to completion, Classroom format (when classes 
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are offered),Transfer credit policy, Credit for prior experience (prior learning)” 

(PRNewswire) 

Recruitment:  
 

Closely related to marketing is recruiting. In practice, they overlap in promotion 

of programs, relationship building, and public relations. Traditionally, admissions officers 

hold college fairs, offer campus tours, send direct mail, and make phone calls in order 

to recruit potential undergrads. With the advancement of technology, social media and 

the change in demographics, universities must have a multifaceted approach. As with 

other marketing efforts, segmentation is key to reaching the right audience with the 

right media.  

According to Sonia Zamanou, institutions are described as being in one of three 

types of categories as related to their admissions and academic policies regarding non-

traditional students. First, the “laissez-faire” is one in which “allows adults access to do 

the best they can within a system that works neither for nor against them.” The second, 

category is the “separatist” where adults are placed in “separate specially developed 

programs”; and lastly, the “equity” classification which reflects “active recruitment of 

adult learners, a fully integrated curriculum, and services available evenings and 

weekends.” (Zamanou)   

Noellevitz.com, a consulting firm for higher education, reports that public 

institutions spent about one fourth the amount spent by private colleges in recruitment 

cost per student in 2011. They spent an average of $457 per enrolled student 

compared to $2,185 by private schools. Public institutions can’t compete on that scale 
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and must be strategic in all of their marketing, recruitment and retention efforts. They 

must take heed that their marketing and recruiting dollars spent are in vain if students 

are not retained.   

Retention Strategies: 
 

Retention of students is an important concept for today’s universities because it 

affects many areas of the institutions. First, it affects the students individually and the 

collective mission of the university. Secondly, as Robert Wright noted in his article, 

“Student Focused Marketing: Impact of Marketing Higher Education Based on Student 

Data and Input,” retention data is seen as a measure of success by college rating 

agencies. (Wright) When retention rates are high, they are often used for marketing 

and recruiting purposes. Lastly, it affects the bottom line of the university. As noted in 

relational marketing, it is less expensive to keep your existing customer happy, than is 

to recruit a new one. (Tinto, 91) 

From a research perspective, there has been much research on retention 

strategies, theories and practices. Vincent Tinto, Distinguished University Professor at 

the University of Syracuse, is a prominent researcher and theorist in student retention. 

In 1975, he noted that retention data was not a clear representation of different 

segments of the student population. Data tended to lump all drop-outs (students who 

drop out for academic failure, expulsion, or other reasons for person withdrawal) into 

the same category. He developed a model of retention based on the principle that 

student involvement is relational to a student’s likeliness to drop-out. (Tinto 91)  Over 

time, involvement has come to the extent to which they are involved with faculty and in 
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social and academic affairs within the university. Additionally, Tinto determined that one 

of the predictors for undergraduate success was high school GPA. 

Since his 1975 landmark study, additional social and emotional elements have 

been added to his model and he has further studied levels of classroom involvement 

and living and learning communities. Academically, he states that the five conditions 

that promote persistence are: “expectations, support, feedback, involvement and 

learning.” (Tinto, speech “Promoting Student Retention Through Classroom Practice, 

2003”) 

Tinto’s model has become the baseline by which other models are tested; 

however, while his model has been validated, it’s been shown that not all of its 

standards apply for all student groups. For example, when Bean and Metzner examined 

Tinto’s theory as applied to non-traditional students, they found that social integration 

is rarely a major factor in attrition decisions for non-traditional students. (Bean and 

Metzner) Additionally, Greer,1980; Kasworm, 1980; Kimmel & Murphy, 1976; Lenning & 

Hanson, 1977; Preston, 1976; Von der Embse & Childs have found that “although older 

students tend to have inferior high school grades than traditional age students… the 

older students’ performance at college has often been found to equal or surpass that  of 

younger students.”  (Bean and Metzner) 

Gaps in the Retention Literature: 

  
Among the most common themes throughout the retention literature are 

“engagement” and the use academic advising as tools to fight attrition.  While Tinto 
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noted its importance, “engagement” or “involvement” could mean different things to 

different student populations as Bean and Metzner suggested. Further, academic 

advising may not be able to handle the increased pressure of a radically changed 

advising system. 

  Jeannie Brown Leonard, Dean of Student Academic Affairs at George Mason 

University, said in an interview, “One way George Mason is trying to increase retention 

is by overhauling the advising procedures to provide students more accurate and 

consistent advising.” She believes that advising is relational and “relationships matter,” 

but “it is difficult to put more on the advisors without changing the process.” There 

strictly aren’t enough advisors per student to make advising a requirement. (Shevlin) 

 Habley and McClanahan  of ACT.org. also discuss the importance of academic 

advising and interventions as retention methods. (Habley and McClanahan) The report, 

“What Works in Student Retention?” gives detailed processes for retention evaluation 

and interventions. What is noticeably missing is data relating to non-traditional 

students.   

 Throughout the retention literature, there is some literature on non-traditional 

students, their motivations and barriers to success. Additionally, there is a school of 

thought that increased customer service and student services are ways in which to 

increase retention among adult students. What is noticeably missing is hard data about 

what works for retention practices for non-traditional, undergraduate students.  
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Methods and Analysis  

Overview 
  Market research is critical to each topic within this paper. A vast amount of 

information is available from a historical perspective, but less that reflects the changes 

in higher education.  Not only have the populations of universities changed, technology 

has also impacted how education is taught and delivered by making online education 

and hybrid types of classes more commonplace. It is important for administrators, 

recruiters, academics as well as marketing and communications professionals to know 

as much as possible about their targeted audience in order to meet the needs and 

expectations of their students.  

 For this project, the researcher developed and implemented a survey to assess 

the attitudes of adult students within the Mason community. The survey included 

questions about their personal educational experiences, their satisfaction with university 

programs and services, and their reasons for returning to school.  The purpose for 

doing the survey was twofold: First, the researcher wanted to capture quantifiable data 

to help understand the current adult student population of George Mason. Additionally, 

the researcher wanted to know how they feel about different learning environments 

(online learning, hybrid classes, weekend classes, etc.)  and how the University might 

serve them better. Secondly, as a follow up to the survey, and based on its findings, the 

researcher prepared recommendations for a communications plan targeted to adult 

students. 
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Methods: 
  During the planning stage there were several planning and approval items that 

had to be completed, prior to the survey implementation. Key individuals were identified 

as potential stakeholders within the University administration, and informal interviews 

were held to allow professional input and guidance into this academic project.  

Additionally during this time, the survey questions, distribution method and Institutional 

Review Board application was completed.  

 The researcher met with several administrators in the areas of Student Affairs, 

Enrollment Planning and Undergraduate Education at George Mason to see if they had 

specific questions they would like to include since their areas of responsibility might 

have a vested interest in the outcomes. The researched attempted to include 

Admissions officials in the stakeholder group, but was unsuccessful at reaching 

someone during the planning stage. While most of the faculty who were consulted 

indicated that they were supportive of the project, only one administrator gave specific 

feedback regarding the questions that should be included.  

 The researcher completed an application for Mason’s Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) before the survey could be distributed to the adult student population at Mason.  
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This process included an on-line application and the full plan for survey implementation 

including the following items (see appendix): 

 Consent statement 
 Survey Questions 
 Marketing and recruiting plan for survey participants 

o The BIS office, Office of Military Services, Nursing Program, BAS 
program, and Mason e-files were utilized to publicize the survey.  

o The survey was also promoted by social media including Facebook 
and Twitter.  

 Survey distribution method:  
o Survey Monkey was chosen to be used as a distribution method 

because of its built-in analytic tools. 
 

 The project was classified as “Non-research” by IRB on February 26th, 2015 and 

was posted on the web on March 13, 2015. It was classification of “Non-research” was 

appropriate because it was deemed to be a survey of the Mason community for Mason 

purposes. Further, because it was Mason specific, the project wouldn’t translate to 

other institutions in a broader sense. The survey was kept open until April 3, 2015.  

Analysis:   

Survey background:  

  The survey included several questions to find out more about the student 

population. These questions asked their age bracket, how many classes they take per 

semester on average and their reasons for returning to school.  Further questions were 

designed to find out more about their satisfaction with their experience at Mason. The 

researcher had been told by a Mason administrator that, “Mason students receive a lot 

of polls” and not to expect a lot of responses and had therefore expected a very low 

response rate. As of April 3, 2015 when the poll closed, there were 430 responses.   
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Student Profile Information:  
 Age was the only demographic collected in the survey.  The responses are as 

follows: (see table 2)  

Answer Options Response Percent Response Count 
25-34 57.0% 245 
35-44 24.0% 103 
45-54 14.0% 60 
55+ 5.1% 22 
Table 2:  Age of Survey Participants 

 When asked how many classes they take on average each semester, 58 percent 

of survey participants stated that they are taking three or more classes, 32 percent of 

survey participants stated that they are taking two classes, and 10 percent of survey 

participants stated that they are taking one per semester. (see Fig.1) 

  

Fig. 1: Number of classes taken on average per semester by survey respondents 

 The researcher asked the students their primary reasons for returning to school. 

The question offered the following multiple choice answers: Personal Satisfaction, 

General Career Goals/Education Needed, Specific Career/ Job Desired, Employer Is 
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Requiring It, or Other (please specify). Twenty percent reported that they were 

completing their degree for their own personal satisfaction. Almost forty two percent 

said they were completing for general career goals, while roughly thirty percent said 

that they had a specific career or position in mind. The remaining seven percent who 

answered the question were split among those whose “employer was requiring the 

degree” and “other.”  (see fig.2) 

 

 

Fig. 2: Primary Motivations for Completing Degree 

 The researcher also asked the students about their decision to attend Mason and 

whether they had considered other schools and why they had decided to enroll at 

George Mason. In response to the question, “When choosing Mason as your school, 

what was the most important factor?” the responses were as follows:  

47.2 percent of respondents (203 responses) indicated that location was most 

important, 29.3 percent (126 responses) indicated “specific programs” were most 
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important, 11.4 percent (49 responses) indicated “Cost”, 9.3 percent of respondents (40 

responses) indicated  “Reputation” and 2.8 percent of respondents (12 responses) 

indicated Length of Time to Completion was most important. Of those who chose 

Mason because of a specific program, the program with the highest designation was 

BIS with 21 of 162 responses or roughly 13 percent. Other answers were spread across 

varied Mason programs. (see fig.3) 

 

 

Fig. 3: Most important factor in choosing Mason 

 

Key Findings:  

 The researcher determined several key areas of findings throughout the survey 

results: scheduling, administrative services and processes (bureaucracy), and caring. 

These themes were determined by analyzing the multiple choice answers and also the 
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qualitative responses. The open-ended text comments were analyzed and coded to 

determine the themes among them. They were coded using the following as primary 

codes, and were allowed to be classified as more than one category: (see table 3) 

Classification Description 
A Administrative Services 
C Caring 
F Faculty 
P Parking 
S Scheduling 
M Miscellaneous 

Table: 3 Coding themes among adult survey responses 

 There was overlap in some responses. For example, one student wrote, “The 

faculty caring about the students makes a huge difference. When they act like they 

don't care if we are there or learning anything, we …have a much harder time.” In this 

instance, the response was coded for both “C” for “Caring” and “F” for “Faculty.” When 

counting the responses for each theme, this answer was counted in both categories. 

The miscellaneous responses were then further broken down into additional categories. 
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  The breakdown of miscellaneous responses is depicted below: (see table 4) 

Miscellaneous Category 
Breakdown 

Number of 
Responses 

% of Total 
Responses to 
Question 

Auxiliary Services 9 0.03 
Childcare 1 0.00 
Sports 2 0.01 
Food 7 0.02 
Academic Quality 7 0.02 
Communications and Technology 28 0.10 
Bureaucracy 8 .03 
Adult Student Activities/Organizations 10 0.03 
Facilities 3 0.01 
Financial 8 0.03 
Program Specific  14 0.05 
Academic and Administrative Policies 12 0.04 
Academic Workload 13 0.04 

Table 4: Coding breakdown of “miscellaneous” responses 

Themes of Importance: 

 Scheduling proved to be a major concern for this sample population. This was 

recognizable in both the multiple choice Linkert scale questions and in the free response 

questions. The researcher asked the students, “How satisfied are you with course 

availability that fits your scheduling needs?” The answers were as follows: (see fig.4) 
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Fig. 4: Scheduling satisfaction with course availability that fits students’ scheduling needs 

 The satisfaction rates show that beyond the 16.7 percent that reported that they 

were “very satisfied”, 83.3 percent could be happier with their scheduling options. 

When examining the responses and omitting the “very satisfied” and “somewhat 

satisfied”, the remaining 41.6 percent of respondents reported that they were not 

satisfied by their scheduling options.  Among those who were dissatisfied or very 

dissatisfied, the majority of respondents said that they would like to have more 

evening, weekend or on-line class options. 

 When asked specifically about class formats and schedule types, the researcher 

asked two questions about the student’s preferences. First, when asked about a variety 

of scheduling options, they selected any and all formats that they would be interested 

in. The students’ responses were as follows: (see table 5) 
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Mason is considering a variety of course delivery models.  If 
offered, which of the following would you be most likely to 
choose?    Select all that apply. 

Answer Options Response 
Percent 

Response 
Count 

• 3-hour classes that meet once a week in-
person 72.1% 310 

• Online courses with at least one Saturday 
face-to-face meeting requirement 50.7% 218 

• 90-minute classes that meet twice a week 
in-person. 45.8% 197 

• Courses that meet half-days on Saturday 
for several weeks 43.7% 188 

• Courses that meet twice as often, but for 
fewer weeks (e.g., 8 weeks instead of 16). 31.9% 137 

• Courses that meet all day Saturday for 
several weeks 28.6% 123 

• One week all-day courses that meet right 
before the fall or right after the spring 
semester. 

25.8% 111 

• One week of all-day courses that meet 
right before the fall semester in August. 24.0% 103 

• 1 hour classes that meet three times a 
week in-person. 14.0% 60 

• Three weeks of all-day courses that meet 
right before the spring semester in January 15.1% 65 

• Courses that meet at 10:00 PM 12.1% 52 
Table 5: Course options ranked by preference  

 When they were asked again for their top four preferences, the responses lined 

up in a similar fashion. The top four preferences among the respondents are: 3-hour 

classes that meet once a week in-person (52.3%), On-line courses with at least one 

Saturday face-to-face meeting requirement (37.9%), 90-minut e classes that meet 

twice a week in-person (34.2%), Courses that meet half-days on Saturday for several 

weeks (28.6%). In addition, when given an opportunity to voice any comments or 
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concerns to Mason administration via the survey, thirty two percent respondents left 

comments about scheduling.  

 Another predominant theme found in survey responses was centered around 

administrative processes, services, including advising, and the level of bureaucracy that 

students felt could be more convenient, efficient and more personable. Many students 

remarked that they have a hard time making appointments that bring them to campus 

during normal business hours for advising, financial or other student services. Their 

comments also stated a wish for Mason services to be extended into the evening. In 

addition, some students stated that Mason had a form for everything and every form 

they submitted was returned for revision before it could be processed.  Several 

respondents felt that Mason needed to over-haul its paper friendly forms and more 

automation including electronic approvals was needed.  

 A related theme, classified as “Caring” was also recurrent among the survey 

responses. This theme often overlapped other codes. It was clear among the responses 

that students had felt that they were “disconnected”, “not a priority” among faculty and 

staff. Respondents said they felt as if staff thought they were a “bother” and did not 

often receive good service. One student said that “Mason administration is worse than 

the DMV.” 

Recommendations:  
 After reviewing the survey results, thoughtful consideration was given to areas 

where students were less satisfied. While some things like scheduling are enormous 

sized problems, there are some areas that can be improved without tremendous cost. 
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The researcher notes that communication is an over-arching theme and a factor in 

comments from students and submits the following recommendations by topic, based 

on survey findings.  

Administrative:		
Extending student services hours on a limited basis, one or two evenings a week 

will be appreciated by non-traditional students and will help improve the perception of 

caring by Mason’s administrative offices. This extension of hours should include 

advisors, financial services and Registrar’s offices. Implementation of this plan should 

not incur additional costs as departments are already staffing positions. A change in 

hours may or may not impact the staff in a non-favorable way. The change in hours 

would be promoted on web pages, voicemails and email signatures.  

This recommendation for a change in student services hours is not 

unprecedented. Northern Virginia Community College has advising by chat or email, 

Monday through Thursday, 6:00pm-8:00pm. In a speech on October 27, 2014, Dr. 

Ángel Cabrera said, “NOVA students account for more than half of the 2,700 transfer 

students arriving each year at Mason…almost equaling the number of freshmen who 

start each fall at the university.” (Kamath) 

 Additionally, the researcher recommends that forms be automated where possible 

to increase efficiency. Electronic processing of student requests would benefit both 

students and staff. Not only would this save time, the change would make the 

University seem less bureaucratic and hence, more customer friendly. Departments that 

require physical copies could print and retain for their records.  
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 In a similar fashion, administrative departments should review the forms that are 

required for relevance. For example, there are antiquated forms such as “Diploma 

Accent Mark Request” required to have a graduate’s name printed correctly. This seems 

at odds with the University’s mission to be a “University for the World.”   

Web	Communications	
Updating web pages and making information as clear, concise and as inclusive as 

possible will help non-traditional students get the information they need when they 

need it. For example, information on graduation ceremonies is spread across multiple 

pages. The Colleges and Registrar’s sites have information about the academic and 

administrative process to graduate, but not information about how to participate in the 

ceremonies. Further, it is not featured or highlighted on the Mason homepage. To find 

information about convocation and commencement, students must visit several pages 

and piece the information together themselves.  

As SCHEV recommends, Mason has a page dedicated to adult learning, but 

finding the page is difficult. When the researcher searched the Mason website for the 

name of the page, “OASIS”, news stories about the site came up, but not the actual 

site. Therefore, the researcher recommends providing a link to Mason’s OASIS site for 

adult learning from the Academics tab on Mason’s homepage.   
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Further recommendations include some changes to the Oasis page itself. The 

researcher suggests the following edits to the page:   

o Renaming the “Engaging in the Community” tab to “Academic and 

Student Resources.”  

o Having a FAQ link to common things such advising, finding your way 

around campus, where to park, where specific locations are. An 

interactive map that would be ideal if it were feasible. 

Marketing	and	PR		
 The researcher recommends two marketing /public relations campaigns to help 

change the culture and perceptions about the “Caring” component. First, the researcher 

recommends initiating a “Making a Difference” campaign where students could 

nominate faculty or staff for outstanding service for their work with students. This could 

be a monthly or quarterly award much like the “Employee of the Month” award but 

specifically for making a difference in the lives of Mason students. This award should be 

publicized on the Mason web page, each college’s and or department’s webpage and 

could be promoted by tabletops, and Orca TV. 

 In addition to the “Making a Difference” campaign, the researcher suggests 

initiating a “One Mason” public relations campaign which could be promoted to all 

student groups, faculty and staff. The significance of this campaign would be to 

promote the feeling and perception of inclusiveness for adult students and ultimately 

the whole of the Mason community. The campaign would run in print and via electronic 
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media including webpages and social media, physical promotion giveaways like tee-

shirts and cups. 

 The visualization of the “One Mason” campaign includes all student demographics 

including but not limited to non-traditional students. This campaign supports the 

“University for the World” mission of the university. If Mason wants to promote the idea 

that it is accepting, tolerant and welcoming to the world, then being “One Mason” helps 

reinforce the perception of Mason’s relationships between administration and its 

students and the sense of belonging for its various student populations.  

Scheduling	
 Scheduling is a large-scale problem that needs support from Mason’s executive 

level. Mason provides a scheduling matrix to the colleges and their various academic 

units to help manage the logistics of traffic flow, parking and classroom use. The 

researcher suggests that the administration should require more on-line, hybrid, or 

weekend classes as part of the scheduling matrix. This recommendation would allow for 

more flexible scheduling for non-traditional students and would not impose any burden 

on space use.  

 The researcher acknowledges that the mix of scheduling options will never be 

able to please all of the students at any time, but any improvement in student 

satisfaction rates would be a step in the right direction.  

Limitations:  

 The survey was limited in size and scope and may not be an accurate 

representation of entire adult student population at George Mason. Further, because it 
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was anonymous, there were fewer controls as to survey access and the researcher 

found that graduate students had also responded. The researcher could have 

benefitted from the collection of personal data and academic data such as grade point 

average or the specific programs of the respondents.  Additionally, the researcher 

could have benefitted from a longer period to analyze the relationships among the 

data.  

Conclusion: 

 In the fall of 2014, Mason’s undergrad population was 22,343 of which 6,023 

lived on campus. Thus, 73 percent of undergraduate students at George Mason were 

in some way non-traditional. Examined by age 4,900 of those students, or 21.9 

percent of Mason’s undergrad population, were age 25 or over. (Director, Institutional 

Reporting Office of Institutional Research and Reporting George Mason University) 

Understanding the wants and needs of those students is critical to the success of 

Mason’s mission for the long term.  

 The survey findings indicated several themes in which communications play an 

important part. From advising, to administrative office hours, to the attitude of faculty 

and staff, Mason can improve their relationships with their non-traditional student 

population. The recommendations suggested in this paper were all communications 

based and not cost prohibitive.  

Managing the perceptions of caring and efficiency will benefit Mason in both the 

short and long term. First, in the short-term, existing students will feel better about 

Mason’s administration caring about them as busy adults as well as students. It is the 
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hope of the researcher that retention rates and student graduation numbers would 

improve as a result.  

In the long term, managing the relationship with their students and whole of the 

Mason community will increase the perception that Mason is a desirable place to 

attend school. Further, as existing students graduate and consider further education, 

Mason would benefit by not eliminating themselves from future graduate school 

contention by invoking the emotions of caring, trust and positive memories.  
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Appendix:		

Survey Questions: 
1) What is your age group?  

 25-34 
 35-44 
 45-54 
 55+ 

2) How many classes do you take on average per semester?  
 1 
 2 
 3 or more 

 
3) How satisfied are you with course availability that fits your scheduling needs?  

 Very Satisfied 
 Somewhat satisfied 
 Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 
 Somewhat Dissatisfied 
 Very Dissatisfied 

4) If “Somewhat Dissatisfied” or “Very Dissatisfied” please 
explain:______________________________________ 

 
5) When choosing Mason as your school, what was the most important factor?  

 Cost 
 Location 
 Specific Programs 
 Reputation 
 Length of Time to Completion 

 
6) If specific programs, which program did you choose?____________ 

 
7) Did you consider other schools/programs?  

 Yes 
 No 
 If yes, which school? And what was most appealing about that school?  

8) If you answered “yes” to question 7 above, which schools did you consider? 
What was most appealing about the 
school(s)?___________________________________ 
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9) What is your primary motivation for completing your degree?  
 Personal satisfaction  
 General Career goals and education needed 
 Specific Career /Job desired  
 Employer is requiring it 

10) If you have a specific career objective that is your primary motivator, what is the 
position that you are looking for? _________________________ 
 

11) Mason is considering a variety of course deliver models. If offered, which of the 
following options would you likely to choose? Select all that apply. 
• 3-hour classes that meet once a week in-person 
• 90-minute classes that meet twice a week in-person. 
• 1 hour classes that meet three times a week in-person. 
• Three weeks of all-day courses that meet right before the spring semester 

in January 
• Online courses with at least one Saturday face-to-face meeting 
requirement 
• Courses that meet at 10:00 PM 
• Courses that meet all day Saturday for several weeks 
• Courses that meet half-days on Saturday for several weeks 
• Courses that meet twice as often, but for fewer weeks (e.g., 8 weeks 
instead of 16) 
• One week all-day courses that meet right before the fall or right after the 

spring semester. 
• One week of all-day courses that meet right before the fall semester in 
August. 
 

12) Of the above, which would you be MOST interested in? (Select  up to 4) 
• 3-hour classes that meet once a week in-person 
• 90-minute classes that meet twice a week in-person. 
• 1 hour classes that meet three times a week in-person. 
• Three weeks of all-day courses that meet right before the spring semester 
in January 
• Online courses with at least one Saturday face-to-face meeting 
requirement 
• Courses that meet at 10:00 PM 
• Courses that meet all day Saturday for several weeks 
• Courses that meet half-days on Saturday for several weeks 
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• Courses that meet twice as often, but for fewer weeks (e.g., 8 weeks instead 
of 16). 
• One week all-day courses that meet right before the fall or right after the 

spring semester. 
• One week of all-day courses that meet right before the fall semester in 
August. 
 

13) What do you find most challenging in attending school?  
 Managing the work load 
 Managing my schedule to attend class 
 Finding classes at convenient times 
 Finding classes that I would like to take 
 Class start times 
 Transportation to classes 
 Family commitments 
 Work Commitments 
 Other: ( Please explain)_________ 

 
14) Are University Services available when you can use them?  

 Yes 
 No 
 What University Services?  

 
15) Have you met with your Academic Advisor?  

 Yes, in person 
 Yes, on the phone 
 No 
 I don’t know who my advisor is 
 

16) Do you spend time on campus when not in class? For example, do you spend 
time on campus to do any of the following?  (check all that apply) 
 To study 
 To attend in academic events, like speakers 
 To attend athletic events 
 I do not spend time on campus when not in class.  
 

17) Select all the statements that sound like you.(Check all that apply) 
 I come to campus for class(es) only and leave 
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 I occasionally eat on campus 
 I feel supported and encouraged by the majority of my instructors 
 I have made friends in my classes 
 I feel connected to Mason 

18) What do you feel has helped make you most successful in completing your 
classes?  
 Faculty  
 Academic support services 
 Specific Programs 
 Other:_____________ 

 
 

 
19) Do you plan to pursue a graduate degree?  

 Yes, at Mason 
 Yes, but not at Mason 
 No 
 Undecided 
 

20) If I could make one suggestion to Mason’s Administration about what is 
important to me as a student it would be:_________________________ 
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Informed Consent Form 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 
This research is being conducted to identify the wants, needs and expectations of adult 
students at George Mason University. If you agree to participate, you will be asked to complete 
an online survey/questionnaire. This survey/questionnaire will include questions about your 
personal educational experiences, gaps in education, career goals, your confidence level about 
your course work and about your perseverance to completion. Additional topics will include how 
you feel about different learning environments (online learning, hybrid classes, weekend 
classes, etc.) and how you feel about how connected you are to the University, and how the 
University might serve you better. It should take you approximately 15 minutes to complete.  

RISKS 
There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research.  

BENEFITS 
You may not directly benefit from this research; however, we hope that your participation in the 
study may identify gaps in services or offerings to George Mason students and that future adult 
students may benefit in the future. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 
The data in this study will be confidential. However, as with any online related activity the risk 
of a breach of confidentiality is always possible. To the best of our ability your answers in this 
study will remain confidential. We will minimize any risks by keeping password protecting our 
survey account and deleting the survey once the data has been analyzed. Any identifying 
information such as IP or email addresses that may be collected by the service provider, will not 
be collected or used as identifiers in the survey. Personal information such as names and email 
addresses will not be used as identifiers for the study. 

PARTICIPATION 
Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time and for any 
reason. If you decide not to participate or if you withdraw from the study, there is no penalty or 
loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. There are no costs to you or any other 
party.  

CONTACT 
This research is being conducted by Tracy Shevlin, 703-993-1929at George Mason University. 
Tracy can be reached at 703-993-1929 for questions or to report a research-related problem 
This research has been reviewed according to George Mason University procedures governing 
your participation in this research.  

CONSENT 
I have read this form and I agree to participate in this study. 
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Recruitment	Procedures:	
I will be reaching out to academic units to see if they can promote my study via their advisors 
or faculty. The proposed departments and service units are: BIS, Nursing, Criminology, the 
Office for Off-Campus Student Programs and Services, and the Office of Military Services. 
If permissible, I will make a 5 minute presentations to staff or faculty to help promote my 
survey and recruit participants. 
 

Speaking Copy:  

I would like to invite adult students ages 25+ to participate in a research study titled 
“Identifying Adult Student Needs and Expectations at George Mason University.” I am a BIS 
student, and I want to know if Mason is meeting the needs of their adult student population.  
The survey will include questions about your academic experiences and your attitudes about 
your classes and success at Mason. It’s a great opportunity to let Mason know how you feel 
about your educational experience.  The survey should take no more than 15-20 mins and can 
be completed anonymously. The results of the survey will be presented in May 2015 at the BIS 
Senior Capstone presentations.  The link can be found on Survey Monkey. 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/collect/?collector_id=63878604 
 
Print: (list serve announcement) 
 
Students age 25 and older are invited to participate in a research study titled “Identifying Adult 
Student Needs and Expectations at George Mason University.”  BIS student, Tracy Shevlin, is 
conducting this survey to investigate whether Mason is meeting the needs of their adult student 
population.  It’s a great opportunity to let Mason know how you feel about your educational 
experience.  The survey will include questions about your academic experiences and your 
attitudes about your classes and success at Mason. The survey should take no more than 15-20 
mins and can be completed anonymously.  The results of the survey will be presented in May 
2015 at the BIS Senior Capstone presentations. The Survey link can be found at 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/collect/?collector_id=63878604 
 


