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Strategies for Success

In California and nationally, millions of adults have some
postsecondary experience but are no longer enrolled in college,
often referred to as adults with “some college, no credential”

(SCNC) (Causey et al., 2023; Taylor, 2000). California is home to

over 6.3 million adults with SCNC—the highest share in the nation
(16.4 percent). This large population represents a critical opportunity
for meeting California’s future workforce needs for jobs that

require postsecondary training. By reengaging adults to complete

a credential, California can address labor market demands and
empower adults to earn higher wages and become upwardly mobile.

To address this need, the California Adult College Completion
partnership brought together leaders from six northern California
higher education institutions including five community colleges
(Shasta College, Sierra College, College of the Siskiyous, and the two
colleges in the Yuba community college district—Yuba College and
Woodland Community College), and two California State Universities
(Chico State and Sacramento State), along with researchers from
the Regional Educational Laboratory West (REL West). Over a two-
year collaboration, partner institutions reviewed institutional data
and tabulated the number of adults with SCNC, implemented adult
reengagement and support strategies, measured their progress,

and identified successful strategies that can be scaled across the
California State University and California Community Colleges.

This guide summarizes key insights and strategies from their
reengagement and support efforts that can be adopted or adapted
in higher education institutions across the nation.




Identify the Population of
Adults With SCNC

The first step in reengaging adults with
SCNC is to identify this population in
institutional data. The definition of the
population of adults with SCNC and the
data gathering process varied across
institutions due to differences in data
systems, the size of the population,
and staff capacity. Despite institutional
differences, college and university
partners shared several similar
experiences and recommendations:

COLLABORATIVELY DEFINE

DATA PARAMETERS

Partners stressed the importance of
working closely with institutional
researchers from the project onset to
fully understand the data elements
within existing systems and agree on the
parameters that define the population

of adults with SCNC. The applied data
parameters—such as the number of
terms since the student was enrolled,
type and number of units completed,
and age range—help shape the definition
of “adults” and “SCNC.” Institutions
could expand or restrict the parameters
based on outreach capacity and the
institution’s ability to support re-enrolled
students. Collaborating with institutional
researchers helps ensure accurate
identification and tracking of students
with SCNC, strengthening the institution’s
ability to monitor their communication
with students and measure the impact of
their reengagement efforts over time. One
partner noted that as college leadership
became more aware of the population

of adults with SCNC, they were granted
access to institutional data, enabling

a more precise understanding of the
students in this group.

INSTITUTIONALIZE DATA
DEFINITIONS AND COLLECTION

The partners emphasized the importance
of institutionalizing both the parameters
used to define adults with SCNC and

the process of compiling the data.

They also recommended writing clear
documentation and developing a tag in
the data system for adults with SCNC.
Using consistent definitions and processes
enables institutions to compare trends
over time. One partner explained that
they “do things differently year-to-year,
and we don’t really know whether the
numbers are different just because the
process wasn’t consistent. With this
partnership we established consistency
in our internal process.” Another partner
institution worked with admissions to
automate the process of identifying
adults who have previously enrolled but
not graduated, enabling them to “move
from evaluating hundreds of students to
thousands of students.” This automation
process allowed the partner institution
to review student records of adults with
SCNC each term.

Secure Institutional Support
to Prioritize Adults With SCNC

Developing and strengthening
initiatives to reengage and support
adults with SCNC requires institutional
commitment. One partner described
this process as “moving from the
periphery to being embraced more
broadly.” Institutional leaders can
provide approval to write grants,
allocate staff time, facilitate cross-
campus partnerships, and ideally,
allocate institutional funding to
reengage and support adults with
SCNC. The partner institutions
identified the following strategies to
help secure institutional support:

HIGHLIGHT THE NUMBER OF
ADULTS WITH SCNC

Partners reported that sharing data on
the local population of adults with SCNC
with institutional leaders helped secure
support. For example, one partner
presented data showing a high proportion
of adults with SCNC in their community

“Supporting adult
learners and the SCNC
population requires
true university-wide
buy-in to create the
coordinated, adult-
ready ecosystem our
students deserve.
Data can fuel
university-wide buy-in.
By naming, counting,
and intentionally
tracking our adult
learners and returning
students, we shine a
light on their journeys.
Because once we
measure something, we
can improve it, support
it, and ultimately
change outcomes at a
generational scale.”

— Jenni Murphy, EdD

Dean, College of

Continuing Education,
Sacramento State
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to illustrate potential enrollment gains.
Another partner explained that her
board and colleagues were supportive
after learning that their population of
adults with SCNC exceeded that of the
state and national average. Partners
recommended to initially use existing
data sources (such as the U.S. Census
Department’s American Community
Survey) to make their case for
enrolling prospective adults students.
After gaining institutional support for
their effort, program administrators can
use internal resources to gather precise
data about adults with SCNC in their
specific institutional context.

LINK THE SUCCESS OF ADULTS
WITH SCNC TO INSTITUTIONAL
FUNDING AND ENROLLMENT GOALS
To meet the state’s future workforce
needs, California’s community college
and state university systems have

aligned their funding formulas with

their system goals related to credential
completion and credential completion.
Framing adult reengagement and support
with these goals resonated with leaders
across institutions. Referring to their
college’s adult reengagement program,
one partner noted, “With the...funding
formula [that incentivizes completion]
and the push to increase enrollment and
the various populations to target, the
college understands that the program

is contributing.”

BUILD ON EXISTING INITIATIVES
AND ACTIVITIES

Partners reported that they seized
opportunities to engage in dialogue
with college staff and leadership

about reengaging adults with SCNC

and aligned their programming with
ongoing institutional initiatives. A
partner described how “Second Start,” a
California State University system-level
initiative that supports re-enrollment
and degree completion for students with
SCNC, no credential, provided them the

forum to deepen their discussions within
and across institutions. Ultimately, the
conversations led to the development

of a task force charged with identifying
and eliminating institutional barriers to
completion. Another partner reported
that leaders’ awareness of the population
with SCNC is heightened when their
Admissions and Records office regularly
shares data on the reasons why students
leave before completing a degree. This
ongoing data sharing exercise also

helps to emphasize the institution’s
responsibility to make structural reforms
to improve retention by supporting
students to complete their degrees.

COLLABORATE WITH OUTSIDE
EXPERTS FOR LEGITIMACY

Partners found that collaborating with
REL West, a program that focuses on
generating and applying evidence, added
credibility to their work with populations
with SCNC. A partner at a small college
expressed gratitude for the support given
their limited capacity, emphasizing that
“we need as much support as humanly
possible, and when we’re working with
someone else; it gives more legitimacy to
the efforts.”

PROVIDE INSTITUTIONAL LEADERS
WITH EVIDENCE OF SUCCESS

For some partners, the journey to
reengage adults with SCNC began with
minimal institutional support. Without
formal backing, institutions emphasized
the importance of regularly sharing early
results and successes with leadership. By
demonstrating progress and impact, they
kept the initiative visible, steadily built
buy-in, and ultimately fostered broader
support for SCNC engagement.

One partner’s strategy was to establish

a “transcript audit” designed to identify
students who had completed all necessary
credits but had not officially applied to
receive their credential. Students who

do not apply to graduate may have faced
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structural and administrative barriers

in accessing information about how

to finalize their credentials. Awarding
degrees retroactively to students who had
already earned them enabled the college
to recognize all completed credentials,
contributed to the college’s funding, and
underscored the institutional value of
reengaging adults with SCNC.

Compared to granting degrees that were
previously earned, there is a longer
runway to generate evidence of success
for adults with SCNC who return to
complete their credentials. Despite the
extended timeline, institutions found that
demonstrating early indicators of success,
such as persistence and completion,
among re-enrolled adults was especially
compelling for leadership. One partner
noted that “simply seeing how well
students are doing has shown why it’s

so important.”

In some instances, the evidence of
success led to the allocation of additional
resources. For example, one institution
received funding to hire a full-time
counselor to work exclusively with
students with SCNC. “After many years,
we no longer need to ‘sell’ the concept of
the importance of adult reengagement,”

remarked one partner. “We have
operational integrity because we can say
that we’re already doing that. Everyone
has bought in.”

Reengage Adults With SCNC

Once adults with SCNC were identified,
partners used several approaches to
successfully reengage them:

REACH OUT QUICKLY

The timing of outreach to adults was
critical to the effectiveness of their efforts
to reengage and re-enroll students.
Partners found success when reaching
out to students soon after their last
enrollment because students’ contact
information is more accurate and the
institution remains familiar to them.
Partners reported that attempting to
reengage students several semesters after
their departure was less effective than
reaching out within one to two semesters
after they leave.

“After many years,

we no longer need to
‘sell’ the concept of the
importance of adult
reengagement. We have
operational integrity
because we can say that
we’re already doing
that. Everyone has
bought in.”

— Kate Mahar,

Associate Vice President
of Innovation and
Strategic Initiatives,
Shasta College
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USE MULTIPLE COMMUNICATION
CHANNELS

The partners observed that former
students rarely check their college

email addresses, so email was not always
an effective means of messaging for
student outreach. Instead, partners found
that a combination of communication
modalities yielded better responses.
Most integrated college and personal
email messages, text messages, and/or
telephone calls in their outreach efforts.
Some partners also used social media to
communicate to the broader community
while others asked industry partners to
encourage adults with SCNC among their
workforce to re-enroll.

INCORPORATE A PERSONAL TOUCH

To personalize outreach and make college
staff accessible, partners recommended
one-on-one telephone, in-person, or
videoconferencing conversations. Phone
calls, in particular, allowed staff to
connect with students directly, answer
questions in real time, and address any
uncertainties or logistical concerns
students had about re-enrollment. One
partner noted, “The people I connect
with are overwhelmingly grateful. I
think people feel seen and supported.
Sometimes it’s a simple conversation to
get the ball rolling.”

LEVERAGE STUDENTS,
GRADUATES, AND COMMUNITY
PARTNERS FOR OUTREACH
Re-enrolled students, graduates, and
partners within and outside the college
can also become valuable outreach allies.
Their experiences and connections can
expand awareness about the benefits of
returning to college, building a network
of advocates that effectively encourages
re-enrollment for potential students with
SCNC. One partner institution with a well-
established adult learner program noted
that their informal outreach is so strong
that they no longer use program-specific

marketing. A partner there described that:

“Most participants hear about it
through word of mouth from current
students or graduates, internally
through admissions and records,
financial aid officers, and counselors;
externally when ...the local...school
district shares program information
with parents/guardians, and through
a collaboration with a local university
that combines apprenticeships with

academic training.

This layered outreach—from students,
college departments, community
connections, and professional
partnerships—creates a sustainable

cycle of awareness, trust, and enrollment
growth.

Improve Retention
and Completion

Students leave college without
completing a credential for a range of
reasons, including financial need, work
demands, family obligations, limited
access to childcare, and personal health
issues. When adults with SCNC re-
enroll in college, partners found that
their chances of credential completion
are greater when institutions provide
supportive structures tailored to their
specific needs. One partner stated, “If
we reengage students, the institutions
need to change to accommodate
them.” The partners identified several
strategies that they found critical to the
success of reengaged adults with SCNC:

PROVIDE FINANCIAL SUPPORT

AND REFERRALS TO SERVICE
PROVIDERS

Even with federal and state grant
eligibility, the financial needs of adults
with SCNC frequently exceed available
funding. To bridge this gap, partners
implemented financial and basic need
support measures to address the total cost
of college. For instance, one institution
offers re-enrolled students a fixed stipend
of $500 for taking five or more units.
Another institution manually reviews
scholarships for eligibility and directly
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encourages students to apply. In addition,
several partners use a case management
approach to refer students to resources
addressing essential needs, such as
housing assistance, childcare support,
mental health counseling, and food
security programs. Holistic approaches

to financial assistance provide adults with
SCNC with the support they need to focus
on completing their studies.

IMPLEMENT PROACTIVE AND
INFORMED COUNSELING

Use intrusive counseling methods.
Adults with SCNC often face structural
and institutional barriers to seek
information and often hesitate to seek
guidance, tending instead to assume,

for example, that they are ineligible

or resources like financial aid or that
taking two years of coursework will
automatically earn them an associate
degree. The partners found success

with “intrusive counseling,” a proactive
approach that anticipates students’ needs
and helps them avoid potential issues
that slow their academic progress. As one
partner explained, “We take counseling
to the students rather than waiting for
them to come to us.” Timing is crucial;
partners noted that reaching out and
providing support before the term begins
is especially impactful. “The biggest

shift we made is to try to do proactive
counseling and put support in place
before the semester starts.”

Guide re-enrollees toward efficient
course-taking. Returning adults with
SCNC often aim to complete their
degrees as quickly as possible, making

it important for counselors to help

them map out efficient paths to their
credentials. At institutions that conduct
transcript audits, counselors can easily
identify completed credits and align them
with degree requirements. By providing
students with a clear academic plan
based on their completed coursework
and current goals, counselors can help
students avoid taking unnecessary classes
and stay on track for a timely graduation.

IDENTIFY EFFECTIVE
COMMUNICATION MODALITIES
Effective communication is essential
to supporting adults with SCNC,

and partners emphasized that each
institution should assess and adapt its
communication practices regularly.
Partners discovered that institutional
email addresses are not the best way

to reach returning adults with SCNC.
One partner explained, “Students don’t
like using their college emails. It’s like
pulling teeth.” Instead, adults with SCNC
responded more reliably to personal
emails, phone calls, and text messages.

Understand why communication is
failing. Partners learned that sometimes
communication barriers go beyond the
channel itself. In one instance, despite
multiple efforts to inform students

of scholarship opportunities, few
applications were submitted. When
partners investigated, they discovered
that the application was overly complex,
so they worked with the funder to
improve the process.

DEVELOP PROGRAMMING
SPECIFICALLY FOR RETURNING
ADULT STUDENTS

Colleges developed flexible, accessible,
and tailored programming to serve
returning adults once they were re-
enrolled. Some colleges made small but
impactful changes, such as identifying a
specific support staff member to serve
as a liaison for adults with SCNC, while

others offered entire credential programs

geared toward serving adult students.

“If we seek to fully
reengage students,
institutions must adapt
to meet their needs.”

— Bobby Gosal,

Dean of Student Sevices,
Sierra College
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Commit to Data-Informed Improvement

The institutions in the partnership are committed to regularly collecting and analyzing data to
refine reengagement efforts and support services for adults with SCNC. They track data about their
engagement and support efforts such as the number of students who respond to outreach efforts,
the number of re-enrollees, and the number of credential completers. Some partners also learned
why students initially left and what inspired them to return through student surveys. As one
partner explained, “We continually assess our services so we’re offering everything a student could
need to be successful.” Another institution emphasized that maintaining an evolving understanding
of the needs of students with SCNC helps them adapt and better support returning students as
their circumstances and challenges change. Through using data to continually review students’
experiences and outcomes, institutional partners can improve their practices for supporting adults
with SCNC, offering them a chance to complete credentials and increasing the number of college
graduates in California.
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