ABSTRACT

JONES, CHRISTOPHER BRIAN. Adult Learners Transition from Community College Student
to the Workforce. (Under the direction of Dr. Audrey J. Jaeger).

In 2019, MyFutureNC set an ambitious goal that by the year 2030 North Carolina would
have 2 million residents between the ages of 25-44 that attain a postsecondary or industry
recognized credential (Steering Committee of the MyFutureNC Commission, 2019). NC
Reconnect was established in 2021 as a mechanism to support the 2030 MyFutureNC goal, by
aiding community colleges in attracting adult learners that have some course credit, but have not
completed a college credential (Breeden et al., 2022; Thomas, 2021a). Five North Carolina
community colleges were selected by NC Reconnect in the initial cohort in 2021. Since that
time, three additional cohorts of five institutions each have been added for a total of 20
community colleges. This basic qualitative study interviewed 10 recent graduates from three NC
Reconnect colleges in Cohorts 1 and 2 to learn about their college experiences and their school-
to-work transition.

Much attention has been paid to adult learners and the services that community colleges
provide to recruit and retain this population of students. Less research is available on adult
learner graduates and if they are leveraging their college credential into the workforce. Utilizing
the Psychology of Working Theory as the theoretical framework, semi-structured interviews with
the participants provided rich data to determine if the graduates had attained decent work
following completion of a postsecondary credential at a NC Reconnect community college. The
findings suggest that six of the ten participants had attained all five components of decent work,
while the other four expressed fulfillment as self-employed workers or a family caregiver of
young children. It was determined that a variety of campus resources such as academic tutoring,

writing centers, office hour times with instructors, counseling services, knowledgeable advisors,



and student success coaches contributed to the participants successful completion of an academic
credential. Additionally, more attention to career services with a focus on adult learners at NC
Reconnect community colleges should be considered moving forward. This study provides
insights into the experiences of adult learners as they return to college, complete a postsecondary

credential, and enter the workforce following graduation.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

As education has experienced various shifts over the past 100 years, community colleges
have been asked to meet the evolving needs of the student (Cohen et al., 2014). The proximity
and affordable tuition of community colleges place them in a position to support the work force
needs in a variety of economic fields (Wyner, 2014, p. 1). However, the needs of the economy
are greater than the trained workforce, leaving a gap that is projected to be hundreds of
thousands of jobs short of what is necessary in North Carolina by 2030 (Steering Committee of
the myFutureNC Commission, 2019). Additionally, high school enrollment is continuing to
decline nationwide, with experts expecting colleges and universities to face an “enrollment cliff”
in the upcoming years (Campion, 2022; Friedman, 2022). These factors highlight the growing
need to educate adult learners on the value of attaining a community college credential

(Antoszyk et al., 2018).

Career and Technical Education programs through community colleges provide students
with the necessary skills to obtain a livable wage (Haviland & Robbins, 2021). A livable wage is
what individuals within a household must earn to support themselves or their family (Living
Wage Calculator, 2023; Nelson, 2022). In fact, employees that are paid a livable wage are often
highly motivated, healthier, and less likely to change jobs (Nelson, 2022). Individuals that attain
decent work, which includes a livable wage, can create a positive impact on an entire community
(Nelson, 2022). The Psychology of Working Theory (PWT) incorporates aspects of a livable
wage within the concept of decent work that supports all, including adult learners, who are
striving to support the financial and interpersonal needs of their family (Duffy et al., 2016).

The PWT centers around the work experiences of all individuals, especially those on the

margins of society (Duffy et al., 2016). It focuses on the concept of decent work. The foundation



of decent work in the PWT is taken from the International Labor Organization (Duffy et al.,
2016). Duffy et al (2016) suggest that decent work consists of five key components (1) physical
and interpersonally safe working conditions, (2) hours that allow for free time and adequate rest,
(3) organizational values that complement family and social values, (4) adequate compensation,
and (5) access to adequate health care (Blustein et al., 2016; Dufty et al., 2016). Studies have
shown that the attainment of decent work is frequently influenced by the person’s level of
education (Rossier & Ouedraogo, 2021; Vilhjalmsdottir, 2021). This is also demonstrated by
data which indicates that an education beyond high school can reduce the likelihood of
individuals living in poverty by 20-30 percent (Walizer, 2017). The research in this paper
focuses on the opportunity for adult learners to obtain decent work following completion of a
postsecondary credential and how community colleges offered them support in this effort. One of
the key components for adult learners to obtain decent work can be found through campus
strategies that enhance a successful school-to-work transition (Johnson, 2022; Masdonati et al.,
2022; Walker et al., 2022).

The school-to-work transition (STWT) is typically considered “The movement from
school toward full-time employment and role transition from student to worker” (Masdonati et
al., 2022, p. 43). STWT can be challenging to individuals, especially for those that are
marginalized in society (Masdonati et al., 2022). Factors such as family background, age, gender,
documented disabilities, and limited English proficiency can negatively impact student success at
STWT (Johnson, 2022; Masdonati et al., 2022). Therefore, colleges need to provide additional
support beyond the classroom to prepare students for the workforce (Johnson, 2022). Job
shadowing, mentoring, and internships are three opportunities that colleges can provide their

students to support the transition from higher education to the job market (Johnson, 2022).



Colleges should also consider incorporating career development activities such as soft skills,
critical thinking, problem-solving, and conflict resolution within their coursework to provide
students with the preparation that can lead to decent work (Walker et al., 2022). Community
colleges incorporating these actions complement the mission of MyFutureNC to increase the
educational attainment of adult learners ages 25-44 in North Carolina by 2030 and prepare these
students to acquire decent work (Steering Committee of the MyFutureNC Commission, 2019).
In 2019, MyFutureNC set an ambitious statewide goal of increasing the number of North
Carolinians between the ages of 25-44 that have a high-quality credential or post-secondary
degree from 1.3 million to 2 million by 2030 (Steering Committee of the MyFutureNC
Commission, 2019). MyFutureNC was first organized in 2017 as a commission to address the
educational needs of North Carolina. This ensued in a series of meetings in 2017 and 2018
featuring professionals from education, business, faith-based and non-profits, the North Carolina
General Assembly, and the Governor’s Office (Steering Committee of the MyFutureNC
Commission, 2019). The committee used the findings of various surveys and listening tours
across North Carolina and concluded that the state must significantly increase the educational
attainment of its citizens to meet future economic needs (Steering Committee of the
MyFutureNC Commission, 2019). This piloted MyFutureNC into presenting a call-to-action goal
in 2019 of having two million 25-44-year-olds complete a high-quality credential or
postsecondary degree by 2030 (Steering Committee of the MyFutureNC Commission, 2019).
Pursuing this ambitious goal is vital for North Carolina to remain economically competitive in
the decades to come (Steering Committee of the MyFutureNC Commission, 2019). However, in
2019 no one imagined that a seismic pandemic was about to dramatically impact the worldwide

economy (Blustein et al., 2022; Saenz & Sparks, 2020).



The 2 million credential goal set in 2019 was launched prior to the worldwide COVID-19
pandemic that started in early 2020. This unforeseen occurrence not only significantly impacted
the health and well-being of millions worldwide, but it significantly impacted the economic
workforce available to meet industry demands (Jiskrova, 2022). Employment for older adults
dropped noticeably more than was expected prior to the pandemic (Goda et al., 2022).
MyFutureNC projected in 2022 that the state was 44,000 individuals below target of the 2
million credential goal for 2030 (Holden, 2022). The significance of this shortfall becomes clear
when considering that 2022 projections forecasted that 2028 jobs, which require an industry
recognized credential, or some college, will increase by 8.1% (Holden, 2022). An increased
trained workforce is therefore necessary to meet the future demands of the state’s economy. The

NC Reconnect Program is a strategic initiative designed to accomplish this goal.

The NC Reconnect program was developed through the John M. Belk Endowment in
early 2021 with five initial community colleges (Thomas, 2021a). This first cohort of colleges
consisted of Blue Ridge Community College, Durham Technical Community College,
Fayetteville Technical Community College, Pitt Community College, and Vance-Granville
Community College (Breeden et al., 2022; Thomas, 2021b). NC Reconnect was established to
identify adults who had completed some college, but who had not earned a credential, and
reconnect them to a community college (Breeden et al., 2022; Thomas, 2021a). NC Reconnect
partnered with InsideTrack, a member of the non-profit Strada Education Network, to enhance
the recruitment of former students back to college through phone, text, and email correspondence
(Breeden et al., 2022; Thomas, 2021a). InsideTrack’s coaching model includes over 20 years of
engaging both prospective and enrolled students through coaching services (InsideTrack, 2023).

The summer of 2021 saw InsideTrack reach out to 12,000 students via phone, text, and email



from the first cohort of colleges who had previously enrolled but not yet completed a credential

(Breeden et al., 2022).

In the fall of 2021, five additional community colleges joined the second cohort for NC
Reconnect (Thomas, 2021b). These institutions included Caldwell Community College and
Technical Institute, Central Carolina Community College, Forsyth Technical Community
College, Lenoir Community College, and Wilkes Community College (Thomas, 2021b). NC
Reconnect’s goal focueses on supporting employers across North Carolina that need a skilled
workforce, while improving the economic opportunities and quality of life for adult learners
(ncreconnect.com, 2023). In November 2022, five additional community colleges created cohort
three, bringing the NC Reconnect total to 15 institutions across North Carolina. Cohort three
included Brunswick Community College, Catawba Valley Community College, College of
Albemarle, Davidson-Davie Community College, and Edgecombe Community College
(Thomas, 2022). The 15 colleges frequently share best practices that enhance the services offered
to adult learners so they can attain a postsecondary credential that supports MyFuture NC 2030

goal (NC Reconnect, 2023; Thomas, 2022).

A college education provides individuals of all ages an opportunity for economic and
social mobility (Andrews, 2022). However, obstacles to completing a college credential can vary
greatly among students (Turcotte, 2015). Adult learners face challenges that are different than
their younger classmates and some experts suggest that higher education does not do enough to
support this population (Pelletier, 2010; Turcotte, 2015). These challenges often include family
responsibilities, an immobile work schedule, financial struggles, learning anxiety, and advanced
course work after many years outside of the academic pipeline (Monje-Paulson et al, 2019;

Pelletier, 2010; Sutton, 2016; Turcotte, 2015). As a result, many adult students must take a part-



time course load which results in more time to complete a credential and enhances the likelihood
of dropping out prior to completion (Kim & Baker, 2015). Additionally, adult students who have
taken a variety of courses at various institutions over many years, face challenges and delays in
transferring credit that often impedes the students’ progress (Pelletier, 2010). To combat these
barriers, community colleges need to provide wraparound services that meet the specific needs of
adult learners (Hyslop, 2011; Specht-Boardman et al., 2021). NC Reconnect colleges each
identified specific resources that they could add to broaden their support for the adult students
they serve. Some of the services established at NC Reconnect community colleges include
success coaches for adult learners at Blue Ridge, an Adult Learning Center at Pitt, and having
staff available to assist students during holiday breaks at Durham Tech (Barkin, 2022; Breeden et

al., 2022). These support services assist adults in their transition back to college.

Adults often consider a return to college to be an opportunity for social mobility (Kim &
Baker, 2015). Most employees that seek upward mobility in the workforce see education as the
key to attaining this goal (Merriam et al., 2007). Although research is common from the
academic perspective of adult learners, there are far fewer studies on their workforce placement
following college graduation (Kim & Baker, 2015). This basic qualitative study focuses on adult
graduates from NC Reconnect community colleges by examining if they have attained decent

work and what resources colleges provided to support them.

Statement of the Problem

In North Carolina nearly 67% of jobs require a postsecondary degree or credential
(Steering Committee of the MyFutureNC Commission, 2019). However, fewer than half of
North Carolina residents ages 25-44 possess a high-quality credential or postsecondary

degree (Steering Committee of the MyFuture NC Commission, 2019). Therefore, if North



Carolina is unable to reach 2 million adults between the ages of 25-44 with college
credentials by 2030, the prospects decrease for the state to attract high-wage jobs that

produce economic growth (Steering Committee of the MyFutureNC Commission, 2019)

North Carolina is not alone in facing a skills gap shortfall. In 2019, the National
Association of Manufacturers estimated that over the next 10 years, 3.5 million jobs will be
created, with 2 million of them going unfilled due to a shortage of skilled workers (Stockard,
2019). Remaining competitive in a global economy requires a trained and skilled workforce
is necessary to meet employer demand. Increasing the number of North Carolinians with a
college credential or degree can best be obtained through intentional comprehensive
strategies (MyFutureNC, 2023). MyFutureNC (2023) states the following ways forward to

collectively reach the educational goals on its homepage:

“Engage local, regional, and statewide stakeholders to communicate the need for greater
attainment and eliminate the gap between the skills the employers require and the education

’

and training available throughout the state.’

“Better align and coordinate systems to support students at all levels, from pre-K education

1

on up through high-quality certificate, associate, and higher education programs.’

“Catalyze innovative, effective ideas, and identify best practices that can be applied from the

mountains to the coast, in our cities, towns, and rural areas.”

“Monitor progress and improve our efforts each and every year.” (MyFutureNC, 2023)

These suggestions demonstrate needed cooperation through various entities in the

corporate, non-profit, and academic arenas. It also demonstrates a collective recruitment and



marketing strategy that focuses on potential adult learners, especially those that stopped-out
with only a few credits remaining to graduate (Sutton, 2023). Institutions of higher learning
must provide resources that enhance student success through retention and graduation.
Articulation agreements between colleges and employers through internships,
apprenticeships, and hiring pacts can connect trained students with employment upon
graduation (Lutton, 2019). Programs such as NC Reconnect serve as a catalyst to reenrolling
adult learners at community colleges that can eventually meet industry demand. Identifying
strategies to reenroll adult learners now will support the mission to meet the needs of 2

million North Carolinians with college credentials by 2030.

Purpose Statement

This qualitative study will identify how NC Reconnect community colleges are
preparing adult learners for careers that lead to decent work. In doing so, this research is
supporting MyFutureNC’s goal of 2 million additional college graduates between the ages of
25-44 by 2030 who have a high-quality degree or credential. This goal was established to
meet the projected demands of business and industries in North Carolina (MyFutureNC,

2023).

Research Questions

Broad research exists on the benefits of adults continuing their education, ranging from
quality of life to decrease in the adult mortality rate (Montez et al., 2012; Schwartz et al., 2020;
Yasuda & Kinugasa, 2022). The researcher has chosen to study what impact receiving a college
credential has made on adult graduates within two years of completion. More specifically, it will

qualitatively examine what resources and supports colleges are providing to help adult graduates



of community colleges attain characteristics of decent work such as a livable wage, health
insurance, paid sick and vacation leave, and safe working conditions. The study models decent
work as defined by the International Labor Organization and the Psychology of Working Theory

(Duffy et al., 2016). As a result, the following research questions have been determined:

1.) How have self-perceptions of adults graduating from NC Reconnect community
colleges changed prior to re-enrollment and after graduating?

2.) What resources and supports did colleges provide to prepare students for
employment and are adult graduates of NC Reconnect colleges attaining decent
work upon completing an academic credential?

3.) How has returning to college as an adult learner proved beneficial for graduates of
NC Reconnect colleges from a financial and/or self-fulfillment perspective?

Theoretical Framework

A theoretical framework connects a study with previous research, provides direction
in developing questions, and gives guidance in how the research is designed (Punch, 2016).
This dissertation will utilize the Psychology of Working Theory (PWT) as its theoretical
framework. PWT is a theory that was first published in 2016 (Duffy et al., 2016). It centers
around the idea of decent work as defined by the International Labor Organization (ILO).
According to the ILO, decent work includes organizations providing (a) safe working
conditions, (b) adequate pay, (c) hours allowing for free time and rest, (d) organizational
values that align with personal and community values, and (e) access to employment that
provides a livable wage, health insurance, job security, and additional benefits (Duffy et al.,

2016).
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The COVID-19 pandemic has broadly changed employees’ perception toward labor
conditions and has influenced what has been termed The Great Resignation (Montaudon-
Tomas et al., 2023; Weinstein & Hirsch, 2023). This period of frequent employment
transition is often acquainted with the COVID-19 pandemic, but labor market trends were
heading in that direction for years prior to 2020 (Fuller & Kerr, 2022). Employees have
recognized that working conditions are important and that flexibility can be obtained through
remote work (Fuller & Kerr, 2022). A survey of 10,000 Americans conducted in the summer
of 2021 revealed that 36% of workers would look for an alternative job if not given a hybrid
or remote option (Fuller & Kerr, 2022). To combat these trends, corporate businesses such as
McDonald’s and Walmart are offering added incentives to retain their employees.
McDonald’s has increased their hourly wage and has improved their benefits package, while
Walmart has guaranteed to pay 100% of college tuition and books for their associates over
the next five years (Fuller & Kerr, 2022). Employees are desiring decent work and the

corporate world appears to be recognizing this paradigm shift.

Examination of the PWT suggests that researchers can use this theory to understand
community college students transition from school to work (Maldonado, 2020). The PWT’s
concentration on attaining decent work, especially among the most marginalized, fits the
status of many adult learners (Duffy et al., 2016; Kenny et al., 2019). Marginalization is
loosely defined in the PWT as a lowering of people to less powerful positions in society
(Duffy et al., 2016; Maldonado, 2020). It is suggested that those with a higher level of
marginalization and financial limitations are less likely to attain decent work (Duffy et al.,
2016; Maldonado, 2020). Adults that return to college are seeking skills that better positions

themselves to meet their personal and professional goals (Chen, 2017). However, these



students face a college environment that caters towards an 18—24-year-old scholar whose
identity is largely based on being a student, thus creating greater marginalization among the
adult learner population (Chen, 2017; Duffy et al., 2016). Although college can be seen as an
opportunity to attain a livable wage job that will support their families, it often includes
adult-life responsibilities while they pursue postsecondary education (Chen, 2017). As these
adults transition into new employment following graduation, a desire for safe working
conditions, access to adequate health care, and paid vacation time seems reasonable (Duffy et
al., 2016). Data also indicates that companies with a vision to offer flexibility and benefits to
their employees will have the best opportunity to retain talent in a post-pandemic work
environment (Fuller & Kerr, 2022). The PWT provides a framework that measures the level
of satisfaction in employment for adult graduates of NC Reconnect community colleges. It
harvests opportunities to further understand how meaningful employment positively impacts
those who have experienced marginalization as adult learners and what colleges have

provided to support these students in their endeavors to acquire decent work.

Significance of Study

11

According to the Pew Research Center, college graduates earn $550,000 more than those

with only a high school degree (Monje-Paulson et al., 2019). Additionally, since 2011 the United

States economy has added 11.5 million net jobs that require a postsecondary education versus

only 80,000 new positions requiring a high school degree or less (Bird et al., 2022). Therefore,

adult learners are often aspiring to higher education as a means to gain economic mobility, with

the hope of expanding job opportunities (Monje-Paulson et al., 2019). As community colleges

remove barriers by enhancing success strategies to support adult learners, more opportunities are

available for this population to be academically successful (Sutton, 2016; Sutton, 2023).
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Removing barriers is necessary because it is anticipated that there will be an 8.1% increase in
jobs requiring some college or a recognized credential by 2028 (Holden, 2022). In 2022, the
North Carolina Labor Market was the tightest it had been in two decades, as there were only 0.8
job seekers per each job vacancy (Holden, 2022). As highly-trained skilled-labor vacancies grow
in North Carolina and across the United States, it is critical that adults receive the advanced
training required to support new in-demand industries, which often includes jobs that do not yet

exist (Holtz et al., 2015).

Overview of Methodology

The purpose of this basic qualitative study is to determine if adult graduates from NC
Reconnect community colleges attained decent work and to share best practices that the
institutions used to support them. Qualitative interviewing highlights the significance of
investigating experiences and perspectives of those questioned to gain a better awareness of
their social reality (Doringer, 2021). It provides the what, how, and why of the subject being

studied (Lichtman, 2014).

Data was collected through one-on-one semi-structured interviews with adult graduates
of NC Reconnect community colleges. The research shared the experiences of 10 adult
graduates of NC Reconnect institutions to provide an in-depth study on their perspectives.
Purposeful sampling took place to select participants, which included individuals that graduated

between 6 months and 24 months prior to the interviews.

The interviews were conducted with participant consent in a video-conferencing
platform. Following each interview, data was transcribed and coded. Next, data was coded by

using Values and Pattern Coding. Values Coding was used in the first cycle to allow the
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researcher to access the participants’ integrated values, attitudes, and beliefs (Saldana, 2021, p.
159). Pattern Coding was used during the second cycle where it groups summaries into a smaller
number of condensed categories, themes, or concepts (Saldana, 2021, p. 322). An electronic
database was used to store and organize data hosted on a password-protected cloud-based

platform.

Assumptions

The following assumptions may exist in this qualitative study: (1) Interview participants
will provide honest and complete feedback to the questions, (2) Adult learners return to college
with the aspiration of attaining decent work. (3) Adult learner graduates of NC Reconnect

community colleges are looking to attain decent work.

Organization of the Study

The research of this study is conducted in a five-chapter format and organized in the
following manner: Chapter 1 highlights the introduction of the study including the problem and
purpose statement, research questions, theoretical framework, significance of study, and
methodology. Chapter 2 provides a comprehensive literature review of adult learners,
community college resources, and the intention of graduates attaining decent work. Gaps in the
literature is presented and information given on how this study will provide necessary
connections to the identified gaps. The theoretical framework is also further explored in this
chapter. Chapter 3 provides details on the research design, participant selection, data collection,
and data analysis. Chapter 4 includes a presentation of the research findings from interviews
conducted with adult graduates of NC Reconnect community colleges. Chapter 5 concludes with

relevant findings, implications for theory and practice, and recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 2 — Review of Literature

Introduction

This chapter introduces the literature as it relates to a qualitative study of community
college graduates who were adult learners and their attainment of decent work following
graduation. The literature review begins by introducing the concept of decent work and The
Psychology of Working Theory as the theoretical framework. Next, information is shared on the
importance of adult learners and the economic impact they provide to the workforce. This is
followed by broad information on community colleges, how the focus has shifted to completion
of credentials, and how they prepare adult learners for the workforce. Additional literature is
shared specifically regarding North Carolina community colleges, NC Reconnect, and how
short-term and long-term certificate programs can support adult learners. Next, the financial
impacts that adult learners face and receive are evaluated. This is followed by the school-to-work
transition that college graduates encounter as they enter the workforce.
Theoretical Framework

The term decent work is defined by the International Labor Organization (ILO) as
“productive work for women and men in conditions of freedom, equity, security and human
dignity” (Employment and Decent Work, 2023). Work is considered decent when it pays a fair
income; guarantees a secure form of employment and safe working conditions; ensures equal
opportunity and treatment for all; includes social protection for the workers and their families;
offers prospects for personal development and encourages social integration; and workers are
free to express their concerns and to organize (Employment and Decent Work, 2023).
Individuals who are marginalized without marketable 21% century skills struggle to attain decent

work (Blustein et al., 2016).
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The Psychology of Working Theory (PWT) centers around decent work (Duffy et al.,
2016). It is designed to study those who have experienced some sort of marginalization in their
work lives (England et al., 2020). The PWT recognizes that decent work has been challenging to
attain for employees since the Great Recession of 2008 (Duffy et al., 2016). Fewer jobs are full-
time with benefits (such as health insurance and retirement), as temporary work has flooded the
employment market, thereby limiting individual opportunities to attain decent work (Duffy et al.,
2016). Marginalization has also negatively impacted adults who lose their jobs at a pivotal
moment in their lives, impacting the income and accessibility of resources for entire families
(Kossen & Mcllveen, 2018). Qualitative studies indicate that severe economic restraints result
for these families, as part-time work is often the only type of employment opportunities they
receive (Kossen & Mcllveen, 2018).

The COVID-19 Pandemic has had further impact on decent work (Blustein et al., 2022;
Saenz & Sparks, 2020). Millions of Americans were laid off in 2020 due to the sudden seismic
shift that shattered the world’s economy (Saenz & Sparks, 2020). This resulted in precarity
among many within the workforce (Blustein et al., 2022). Precarity references how uncertainty,
loss, disruption, and anxiety, can vastly impact people across contexts (Blustein et al., 2022). The
pandemic created employment disruptions such as increased remote work, unemployment,
underemployment, and unsafe work conditions. (Blustein et al., 2022). Unemployment, along
with a myriad of additional COVID factors, also contributed to an increase in poor mental health,
especially among those who previously were struggling with low-wage jobs (Guerin et al.,
2021). Even those that maintained their job often were anxious about the future of their position
(Blustein et al., 2022). The pandemic especially impacted immigrants, minorities, and those with

less education (Kim et al., 2022). This is shown through both a higher death rate and higher
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unemployment rate among minorities (Saenz & Sparks, 2020). It produced a financial instability
for immigrants, combined with a hostile political climate, that seriously impacted opportunity for
decent work within this population, even those with higher educational backgrounds (Kim et al.,
2022). This also reinforced the challenge that many women face in the workplace in regards to
lower pay and various forms of discrimination (England et al., 2020).

Women in the United States have commonly faced a broad range of discrimination and
negative experiences at their places of employment (England et al., 2020). A 2017 survey by the
Pew Research Center revealed that 42% of US women have experienced various forms of
discrimination “such as receiving smaller earnings, being treated as incompetent, receiving less
support, and experiencing insults at work” (England et al., 2020, p. 251). These findings suggest
that women are about twice as likely as men - among employed adults - to experience gender
discrimination at work (England et al., 2020; Parker & Funk, 2017). This is seen most
prevalently in the area of income as 25% of women indicate that they make less than a male
doing the same job, versus only 5% of men who say they earn less than females in similar
positions (Christophersen, 2020; Parker & Funk, 2017). Women with higher education levels,
such as graduate degrees, indicate an increased amount of workplace discrimination compared to
females with less academic credentials (Parker & Funk, 2017). Establishing workplace
protections is seen as an opportunity to limit discrimination that impacts work volition, job
satisfaction, and meaningful work (England et al., 2020). This can also provide an important
positive sociological influence that can create holistic impact on an employee beyond monetary
value (Blustein et al., 2016).

PWT recognizes that decent work has a positive sociological effect on individuals that

reaches beyond income (Blustein et al., 2016; Duffy et al., 2016). Research indicates that those
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that experience job satisfaction are more likely to have an enhanced form of well-being and
psychological health in other areas of their lives (Bluestein et al., 2016). Research indicates that
“working has the potential to fulfill three fundamental human needs — the need for survival and
power; the need for social connection; and the needs for self-determination” (Duffy et al., 2016,
p. 128). The PWT notes that in addition to adequate compensation, decent work provides safe
employment conditions, organizational values which complement family values, opportunities
for paid leave time, and access to adequate health care (Blustein et al., 2016; Duffy et al., 2016).
Decent work produces a social connection that provides access to building relationships with
other individuals (Blustein et al., 2016). This can produce a fulfillment for the employee by
connecting them to new ideas at multiple levels related to employment (Blustein et al., 2016). As
individuals gain successful employment experiences, “they are more likely to develop a sense of
self-determination in the realm of work” (Blustein et al., 2016, p. 7). The PWT demonstrates
how decent work can enhance the lives of individuals and their families in a variety of ways
(Duffy et al., 2016). It helps to explain why many adults choose to gain new skills by pursuing
academic credentials at a community college.
Adult Learners

Although additional publicity has been generated in recent years, adult learners have
always been students in higher education since the early beginnings of the United States
(Kasworm, 2018). Despite this fact, college services have historically been designed to support
traditional students that are ages 18-24 rather than adult learners (Chen, 2017; Monje-Paulson et
al., 2019). The literature defines an adult learner by the economic dependency that a student has
on their parents and guardians (Kachur, 2020). In postsecondary education, adult learners are

largely defined as students who are at least 25 years old (Collom et al., 2021; Turcotte, 2015).
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Additionally, Chen (2017) notes that nontraditional adult learners (NAL) can also consist of
students under age 25 that have adult responsibilities such as single parents, non-spousal
dependents, full-time employees, or are financially dependent on themselves. MacDonald (2018)
states that the majority of these students are females. Students considered NAL comprise of
38.2% of the postsecondary population in the United States (Chen, 2017). A large factor in adult
learners continuing their education is to improve their knowledge to be more marketable in a
growing workforce that requires further advanced skills (Bird et al., 2022; Kim & Baker, 2015;
Xu, 2013).

A primary reason for investing in a college education is to enhance career and
occupational options (Bullington et al., 2021; Kim & Baker, 2015; Xu, 2013). The US economy
has added 11.5 million net jobs since 2011 for employees with a postsecondary education versus
only 80,000 positions with a high school degree or less during the same time frame (Bird et al.,
2022). This supports why adult learners see college as an opportunity to receive upward mobility
for themselves and their families (Klauth & Garza Mitchell, 2023). Older students are optimistic
about attending college because, “adult learners are motivated by the perceived level of value
and significance of what they are learning and its impact on their careers” (Bullington et al.,
2021, p. 48). Attending college can provide additional options for improved career choices that
can have lasting impacts both financially and socially (Kim & Baker, 2015). Other adults choose
to further their education as a means to enhance personal ambition and goals that they set for
themselves (Saccomanno, 2017). Kim & Baker (2015, p. 512) note that “adult learners’ decision
to pursue college enrollment is inherently a more informed decision than their traditional learner
counterparts.” This is important since adult learners typically face a multitude of obstacles to

achieve success in the classroom (Klauth & Garza Mitchell, 2023).
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To successfully complete college, adult students must often overcome multiple barriers
due to a variety of personal responsibilities ranging from employment to family (Klauth & Garza
Mitchell, 2023). Statistics show that adult learners who are age 24 or older have a first-year
persistence rate that is 25.5 percentage points lower than those who are 20 years old or younger
(Bird et al., 2022). Some of the obstacles adult learners face include work, family
responsibilities, finances, cost of college, obligations, time to complete the rigors of the
classroom, transportation, technology limitations, delayed enrollment, part-time attendance, and
location (Deggs, 2011; Kachur, 2020; Ross-Gordon, 2011; Sabri et al., 2022). These
responsibilities highlight how adult learners have different support and engagement needs than
traditional college students (MacDonald, 2018; Spitzig & Renner, 2022). It also demonstrates
that teaching practice and career support at postsecondary institutions should better
accommodate the adult learner (Chen, 2017; Monje-Paulson et al., 2019).

Studies show that a variety of personal interactions by college personnel can have
positive impacts on adult learners (Klauth & Garza Mitchell, 2023; Monje-Paulson et al., 2019).
Building relationships with students through tutoring can play a significant role in supporting
adult students (Klauth & Garza Mitchell, 2023). Klauth & Garza Mitchell’s (2023, p. 255) study
indicates that tutors who provide a “caring and understanding attitude towards the learners,
friendship relationships between the tutors and learners; and the tutors’ use of individualized
interventions for their learners were vital in shaping their positive learning experience.” Another
effective practice to support retention among all community college students, including adult
learners, is the implantation of success coaches (Valentine & Price, 2023). Results from a
collaboration of 10 North Carolina community colleges that participated in a First in the World

grant centered on success coaching, found that longer-term retention increased by 4% among
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students that had a success coach while enrolled in classes (Valentine & Price, 2023). This helps
to support effective instruction that takes place within the classroom through teaching and
learning (Bourke et al., 2020).

Classroom interactions by the instructors can enhance the learning experience of adults
(Anderson, 2020). One promising teaching method to support adult learners is the use of subtle
humor by the instructor in the lecture (Anderson, 2020). This method is most effective through
developing relationships with the adult learners that encourages the student to persevere when
life challenges occur (Anderson, 2020). Classroom engagement that creates a successful learning
community is also a key component to academic persistence for adult students (King-Spezzo et
al., 2020). This strategy is also necessary and important to implement for both in-person and
online instruction (Rabourn et al., 2018).

Online instruction has dramatically increased the opportunity for students to attend
college by removing scheduling and location conflicts, despite some limitations that continue to
face adult learners (Bryant, 2021). As adult learners become more familiar with technology, it
opens avenues for greater accessibility to higher education (Bryant, 2021). This could result in
increased completion rates in the coming decade (Gardner et al., 2022). However, a segment of
adult students possesses limited technology skills that translates into new barriers for this
population (Bryant, 2021). Since adults highly value interaction among their peers and
instructors, it is important that faculty provide virtual availability to their students in online
classes to help overcome the different learning styles (Rabourn et al., 2018). Community
colleges should strive to remove barriers for adult learners in order to increase completion rates

and produce a better trained workforce (Sabri et al., 2022; Sutton, 2023).
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Community Colleges

Community colleges in America began over 100 years ago during the early parts of the
20" century (Cohen et al., 2014). These institutions, originally known as technical colleges, were
created to expand access to higher education and train workers to run the nation’s expanding
industries (Cohen et al., 2014; Topper & Powers, 2013;). Over the decades these technical
colleges evolved into community colleges that provide a mixture of degree seeking, short-term
workforce training, remedial education, and college transfer programs (Cohen et al., 2014;
Miller, 2022; Topper & Powers, 2013). In the current decade, there are over 1,000 accredited
community colleges in the United States (IPEDS, 2021). These colleges offer affordable tuition
for 11-13 million students annually from a variety of diverse backgrounds, which equates to
approximately 4% of the nation’s population (Topper & Powers, 2013; Wyner, 2014).

Historically community colleges have provided students with various skills an
opportunity to receive career-focused education at an affordable price (Miller, 2022). It is
believed that post-secondary education delivers a pathway for success because “all students are
hoping to improve their lives, to earn a living wage, provide for their families, and be productive
members of their communities” (Philips & Horowitz, 2017, p. 3). In the 21 century, the focus
on student success has shifted from equitable access to equitable access and completion (Bailey,
2016; Kachur, 2020). This is a result of poor completion rates among community college
students that has historically been in the low-to-mid 20% range nationwide (Bailey, 2016; Eddy
et al., 2023; Weiss et al., 2019). This shift is reflected by the aspirations that the Aspen Institute
(2018) highlights while defining student success. Aspen identifies four elements to student
success for community colleges: completion and transfer; learning; labor market outcomes

among graduates; and integrating equity for both access and success for underserved populations
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(Aspen Institute, 2018, p. 12; Eddy et al., 2023). Accomplishing these performance measures
requires community colleges to make data-driven decisions that create a culture of continuous
improvement (Kachur, 2020; Phillips & Horowitz, 2017).

Although completion percentages for community college students historically have been
low, there are several other data measures that suggest more successful outcomes. Eddy et al.
(2023) state that workforce transfer, four-year university transfer, and community development
all provide a broader picture of student success. The Aspen Institute notes that labor market
measures can also demonstrate success for community colleges (Eddy et al., 2023). An excellent
community college ensures “that graduates find and maintain employment that provides a family
sustaining wage after completion of a degree or credential, and using labor market outcomes to
improve programs” (Aspen, 2018, p. 12). Community colleges should strategically strive to
assist adult learners in developing vocational self-concepts and career aspiration (Monje-Paulson
et al., 2019). This can include programs that consider prior work history, as adult learners can
benefit from previous employment experiences while learning skills to prepare for a new career
(Monje-Paulson et al., 2019). North Carolina, among other states, are emphasizing the
importance of training adults for the workforce by providing funding for community college
programs that best support economic development (Davis et al., 2022).

North Carolina Community Colleges

According to an Emsi Burning Glass report titled The Collective Economic Value of
North Carolina Community Colleges (2021), North Carolina community colleges produce a $19
billion annual impact on the state’s economy. As the third largest community college system
behind only California and Texas, the 58 North Carolina community colleges support more than

320,000 jobs, which is one out of every 19 positions in the state (The Collective Economic Value
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of North Carolina Community Colleges, 2021). In the 2023 spring semester, adult learners ages
25 and older consisted of 26% of the curriculum enrollment at the 58 North Carolina community
colleges (NC Community Colleges, 2023). Among continuing education students, adult learners
25 and older were 83% of the statewide enrollment in the same semester (NC Community
Colleges, 2023). Many adult learners are previous stopped-out students that colleges incorporate
various measures to strategically reenroll them (Sutton, 2023). This complements initiatives like
NC Reconnect, which provides strategies and collaboration to reenroll stop-out students and
enhance support of current adult learners at 15 North Carolina community colleges (NC
Reconnect, 2023; Thomas, 2022). Providing adult learners with the skillset to prepare them for
the workforce is complementing the state funding model for the 58 North Carolina community
colleges.

Funding for the North Carolina colleges comes from a base allotment, performance
funding, and enrollment, all which can be strengthened by adult learners enrolling in college
(Davis et al., 2022). The system has used a four-tiered enrollment funding model to promote
economic development since 2014 (Davis et al., 2022). Enrollment tiered funding consists of
83% of the revenue colleges receive from the state (Davis et al., 2022). This model “uses data
and unit cost studies to pinpoint the costs of particular courses or programs to figure a proper
distribution of dollars” (Davis et al., 2022, p. 548). Courses that are taught in high-cost areas
such as health care and technical education receive more funds (Davis et al., 2022). This
incentivizes individual community colleges to create programs (short-term and long-term) that
provide adult learners with skills to perform in high demand industry sector that produce better

paying salaries (Davis et al., 2022).
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Studies indicate that adult learners benefit from certificate programs that quickly lead to
workforce credentials and potential higher incomes (Xu & Trimble, 2016). Short-term (less than
one-year) and longer-term (less than two-year) certificates are credentials that many community
colleges offer (Belfield & Bailey, 2011). These programs largely focus on courses that are
directly related to the student’s desired trade or licensing certification, mostly without the general
college-level English or mathematics requirements (Belfield & Bailey, 2011). This allows the
certificate programs to be shorter in length than a traditional associate degree (Xu and Trimble,
2016). Some of the certificate programs offered at North Carolina community colleges include
Nurse Aid, Breast Sonography, Musculoskeletal Sonography, Early Childhood, Natural Hair
Care, Basic Law Enforcement Training, and Truck Driver Training, among others (North
Carolina Community Colleges, 2023).

Financial Impact on Students

The literature suggests that there are many benefits for adults to earn a postsecondary
degree (Maldonado, 2020; Oreopoulos & Petronijevic, 2013). College graduates have higher
employment rates and increased wage differences compared to their high school educated peers
(Oreopoulos & Petronijevic, 2013). Those who attain a community college credential have an
opportunity for social mobility, while increasing their overall quality of life (Spitzig & Renner,
2022). These students may be hoping to gain entrance to the workforce for the first time, seeking
a career change, or advancing their occupational status (Gardner et al., 2022; Sisselman-Borgia
& Torino, 2017). Community colleges are a popular destination for adult students due to being
easily accessible, cost-effective, supporting family lifestyles, and offering practical programs

(Kachur, 2020). The education attained by adult learners at these institutions can improve
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regional economic needs, while individually improving the prospect of gaining valuable
employment (Belfield & Levin, 2007; Hoffman & Reindl, 2011; Spitzig & Renner, 2022).

Belfield and Bailey (2011) conclude that compelling evidence exists indicating that
significant earning gains occur from simply attending community college. Xu and Trimble’s
(2016) research also indicates increased salaries among adult learners. This is highlighted
specifically in health-related and career technical training fields (Xu and Trimble, 2016). Xu and
Trimble’s (2016) study of the 58 North Carolina Community Colleges and 23 Virginia
Community Colleges indicate that adult learners comprised a larger percentage of certificate
earners than associate degrees. Among adult long-term certificate completers in North Carolina,
graduates had a $953 increase in quarterly earnings (Xu and Trimble, 2016). The same study
indicated that adult learners who finished short-term certificates increased their quarterly
earnings by $278 in North Carolina (Xu and Trimble, 2016). Among short-term certificates with
the highest return was the Basic Law Enforcement Training (BLET) program. Overall Xu and
Trimble (2016) suggest that both short-term and long-term certificates are valuable academic
credentials for adult learners desiring to switch jobs or enter a new industry. This continues the
trend that over the past four decades the proportion of jobs that expect postsecondary education
has doubled (Weiss et al., 2019). A major challenge for adult learners is making the financial
sacrifice to return to school and gain the academic skills required for the labor market (Andrews
et al., 2022).

Although attaining a college credential provides a pathway to decent work, attending
college can also create negative financial impacts on students, such as accumulating student debt
(Andrews et al., 2022; Kim & Baker, 2015; Gardner et al., 2022). Economic inequality also

produces negative consequences such “that college students are responsible for an increasing
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portion of their college costs and are personally responsible for closing the gap between tuition
costs and the shrinking financial resources available to pay for college” (Andrews et al., 2022, p.
1). Some employers also frown upon employees returning to school due to a perception that they
will provide less dedication to their job due to stress from school and are less likely to perform
overtime work (Kim & Baker, 2015). Additionally, many adult community college students are
only employed part-time while enrolled in school as reflected by data indicating that 37% of
students make less than $20,000 per year (Andrews et al., 2022). This means adult students must

navigate through severe financial limitations while pursuing a workforce credential.

The financial benefits of a college credential can vary by the type of academic program
pursued, the individual’s socioeconomic background, and the personality traits of the student
(Okay-Somerville & Scholarios, 2022). STEM programs typically produce a strong return on
investment due to higher-demand jobs, but students from low socioeconomic backgrounds often
do not pursue STEM programs (Latiolais & Hu, 2022; Okay-Somerville & Scholarios, 2022).
Kim & Baker (2015) note that non-cognitive traits can influence job placement in the labor
market. Non-cognitive ability is considered a group of productive behaviors and features such as
personality traits, self-esteem, and motivation (Kim & Baker, 2015). Individuals with high self-
esteem are more likely to pursue and obtain a higher status job, which leads to higher wages
compared to their counterparts with lower self-esteem (Kim & Baker, 2015). Structural factors
such as marginalization in society and various economic restraints can also negatively impact
individuals’ employment attainment of livable wage positions (Duffy et al., 2020). Employees
with less volition and adaptability are also less likely to attain decent work (Duffy et al., 2020). It
is believed that “maximizing awareness by providing information on any hidden risks may help

contribute to mitigating the barriers to expanding educational opportunities for adult learners”
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(Kim & Baker, 2015, p.511). Therefore, it is necessary to better understand the short-term and
long-term impacts that adult learners receive both financially and socially from attaining a
community college education or advanced credential. This is important to recognize as students
enter the school-to-work transition.

School To Work Transition (STWT)

Studies show that a successful transition from school to work has long term implications
for career and personal development (Steiner et al., 2022). Scholars have indicated that
transitioning from education to the labor market can be challenging (Krahn et al., 2015;
Masdonati et al., 2022). Although individuals often start postsecondary education to meet the
increased labor market demands, some commonly drift from job to job once entering or
reentering employment (Krahn et al., 2015). Masdonati et al. (2022) note that the school to work
transition (STWT) is historically considered the movement that occurs when a student transitions
from a school into full-time employment as a worker. It is suggested that “a successful STWT
involves finding a job, performing well at the workplace, and developing a positive work
attitude” (Masdonati et al., 2022, p. 43). This is a pivotal occurrence since this conversion is the
first major transition into a future career that many individuals, including adult learners, face
(Masdonati et al., 2022). Therefore, STWT differentiates from other work transitions such as
mobility job changes within the field after becoming established inside a profession (Masdonati
et al., 2022). It is necessary that the STWT results in decent and meaningful work that leads to a
livable wage with benefits, in contrast to underemployment which includes low salaries and
limited hours that prevents employees from having the ability to meet various psychological

needs (Kim & Allen, 2019).



28

Scholars indicate the importance of employees finding meaning in their work (Kim &
Allen, 2019; Steger et al., 2012). People who indicate that their work is meaningful typically
report positive psychological adjustment and provide desirable work qualities for employers
(Steger et al., 2012). In contrast, when individuals accept a job that is outside of their field of
study, it can lead to a gap between the level of education and the occupational status (Kim &
Allen, 2019; Masdonati et al., 2022). This results in a crucial form of underemployment that can
have negative impact on an individual’s self-worth (Kim & Allen, 2019). Steger et al. (2012, p.
322) states that, “many people want their careers and their work to be more than simply a way to
earn a paycheck or pass their time; they want their work to mean something.” Kim and Allen
(2019, p.77) write, “underemployment may also deprive people of latent benefits, and therefore
access to psychological needs, which could in turn harm meaningful work.” Meaningful work is
considered subjective, but is largely recognized when an individual’s job has positive meaning to
them personally and contributes to the greater good (Steger et al., 2012; Kim & Allen, 2019).
This relates to various physical and psychological influences that impact a successful STWT.

A variety of studies have noted different factors that lead to a successful STWT (Kim &
Lee, 2022; Lo Presti et al., 2022; Marciniak et al., 2020; Sawitri & Creed, 2022; Steiner et al.,
2022). Marciniak et al. (2020) suggest that happiness, health, and productivity are major
influences in a successful transition. Early job search behaviors also demonstrate a positive
STWT (Sawitri & Creed, 2022). Identifying potentially attractive employment opportunities
while in college improves the likelihood of a smooth transition to the career upon graduation for
adult learners (Kim & Lee, 2022; Sawitri & Creed, 2022; Steiner et al., 2022). Also, the positive
and negative emotions of the job seeker play a significant part in the end results of a STWT (Kim

& Lee, 2022; Steiner et al., 2022). Lo Presti et al. (2022) identify that college students, including
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adult learners, who possess career competencies at graduation result in job success six months
following graduation (Steiner et al., 2022). Graduates that are strongly satisfied with the
academic program they chose are more likely to produce enhanced fulfillment in their new job
(Lo Presti et al., 2022; Steiner et al., 2022). Conversely, graduates that are unsatisfied with their
choice of academic programs often also feel unsatisfied with their job placement (Lo Presti et al.,
2022; Steiner et al., 2022). Other studies demonstrate that positive peer influence can shape
students career goals by motivating and encouraging one another that these targets are attainable
(Ruschoff et al., 2022; Steiner et al., 2022). Xu (2013) notes that positive career outcomes occur,
such as better income and greater job satisfaction, when an individual’s occupation closely
matches to their college major.

Okay-Somerville and Scholarios (2022) looks at the variance of STWT between arts,
humanities, and social science (AHSS) majors compared to science, technology, engineering,
and mathematics (STEM) programs. STEM students typically benefit from predefined career
routes and a labor market that is more positive for recent college graduates (Okay-Somerville &
Scholarios, 2022). AHSS graduates often face a job market that has a significant surplus of
potential employees, with limited number of positions available (Okay-Somerville & Scholarios,
2022). This frequently results in graduates responding to job offers that are not in their chosen
field of study (Okay-Somerville & Scholarios, 2022). In contrast, STEM graduates have a more
defined job search that sometimes is focused on a certain group of employers (Okay-Somerville
& Scholarios, 2022). Studies indicate that a more focused job search is beneficial for AHSS
students; whereas STEM graduates aid from fully exploring all opportunities to select the best

match for long-term sustainability (Okay-Somerville & Scholarios, 2022; Steiner et al., 2022).
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Community colleges that provide career awareness and trainings could vastly benefit adult
learners as they enter the STWT process (Walker et al., 2022).

Community colleges should prepare their graduates for decent work by aligning their
degree programs with job projections for their regions (Wyner, 2014, p. 96). This occurs by
maintaining strong relationships with employers and examining data trends of the local labor
market (Wyner, 2014, p. 98). It is also necessary that institutions show their students how
credentials from various academic programs can lead to jobs with a wide-range of salaries
(Wyner, 2014, pg. 102). A 2017 Gallop poll of students at four-year colleges found that only
one-third of them believe they will graduate with the necessary skills to be successful in the labor
market (Walker et al., 2022). However, the same poll noted that the students who speak regularly
with college faculty or staff regarding job placement feel more confident that they are prepared
for the workforce (Walker et al., 2022). Walker et al. (2022) suggest that community colleges
should incorporate career development into course work. This can be done by arranging course
assignments to mimic employer identified skills and competencies (Walker et al., 2022). One
example is to include performance reviews by instructor and classmates to prepare for job
interviews and employment expectations (Walker et al., 2022). These techniques support the
guided pathways model which is designed to help students enter academic programs based on
their career interests, with components of the learning outcomes focus on success in finding
employment (Walker et al., 2022). It is necessary to further study the transition that adult
learners face from college to the workforce. Gaps in the literature exist on adult learners’
satisfaction with their community college experience and if their schooling led them to obtain
decent work. More research is needed to determine how adult graduates perceive their time in

community college prepared them for their chosen career field.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

The purpose of this basic qualitative study is to examine the views of adult graduates
from multiple NC Reconnect community colleges in relation to obtaining decent work.
Qualitative methodology is appropriate for this study due to the exploratory nature of the
research questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Conducting a qualitative study is generally
performed because there is limited information about the topic (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Creswell and Creswell suggests, “this usually means that not much has been written about the
topic or the population being studied, and the researcher seeks to listen to participants and build
an understanding based on what is heard” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 27). Collecting
qualitative data allowed me to gather detailed responses from adult graduates that added more
depth than what could be collected through quantitative data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This
basic qualitative study addresses these research questions:

1.) How have self-perceptions of adults graduating from NC Reconnect community
colleges changed prior to re-enrollment and after graduating?

2.) What resources and supports did colleges provide to prepare students for
employment and are adult graduates of NC Reconnect colleges attaining decent
work upon completing an academic credential?

3.) How has returning to college as an adult learner proved beneficial for graduates of
NC Reconnect colleges from a financial and/or self-fulfillment perspective?

To discover the answers to these questions, this chapter identifies the rationale behind the
methodology and demonstrates why a basic qualitative study was most appropriate for the

research. Later, information on the research method, participant selection, and data collection
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will be highlighted. The chapter will close by addressing the trustworthiness of the data and
ethical considerations since I am the primary instrument (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Research Design and Rationale

Qualitative research provides the best method to study how recent adult community
college graduates perceive their experience returning to school and if it has led to obtaining
decent work (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Studying a situation in one’s natural setting allows the
researcher to find greater meaning through the lens of those that experienced it (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2011). Qualitative research almost always collects data through interviews (Butina,
2015). Therefore, I used open-ended interview questions to gather meaningful data, in place of
providing a questionnaire or survey (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This semi-structured format
includes predetermined questions with the flexibility to switch prepared questions with others
that emerged from the interview (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021).

This study centered around the perception of how adult community college graduates feel
about their return to the classroom and if it has served as a catalyst to obtaining decent work.
Conducting this basic qualitative study provided the researcher with an understanding of the
adult learner decision to return to college, the support that they received at the college, and if that
support prepared them to attain decent work.

Researcher Positionality

While completing qualitative research, it is important for the researcher to recognize how
their personal, cultural, and historical experiences influence how they interpret data (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018). I was a traditional-age college student that completed
my undergraduate degree from a four-year liberal arts college. Less than a year after earning my

bachelor’s degree I started working at a community college. Although the quality of the
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education was equal, it was noticeable that a higher number of students at the community college
were first-generation, Pell recipients, and adult learners. Since that time, I have spent over 20
years working within student services at two North Carolina community colleges. This
experience has shaped my awareness of the barriers that many students face. It has also increased
my awareness of how community colleges provide adults with meaningful opportunities to
pursue an education that can transform the trajectory of a family. My personal experience of
continuing my education in this doctoral program as a working adult with a family has further
shaped my understanding of the challenges that many adult learners face. I also recognize that
my challenges are largely insignificant compared to many community college adults that are
first-generation and who come from low socio-economic backgrounds. All of these experiences
help make me aware of my own biases and how they may inadvertently influence my research
(Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Research Setting

The first two cohorts of NC Reconnect institutions consist of 10 geographically and
demographically diverse community colleges. These include three in the west region, five in the
central region, and two in the eastern region of the state (Breeden et al., 2022). Four of the
campuses are within the top 12 most populous institutions among the 58 North Carolina
community colleges. The other six are mid-size campuses located in rural regions with multiple
county service areas (North Carolina Community Colleges, 2023). Each institution offers high
school basic skills, continuing education/workforce development, and curriculum programs to
students. These programs include health sciences, career and technical prep, and university

transfer degrees (North Carolina Community Colleges, 2023).
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Participant Selection

Those interviewed for this project included recent graduates from three of the ten NC
Reconnect first and second cohort campuses. These are adults ages 25+ that started or returned to
college as adult learners to further enhance their professional careers. Participants of the study
included those from a variety of academic backgrounds. This basic qualitative study allowed
those interviewed to provide honest feedback on their college experience and if or how it
resulted in attainment of decent work. Upon receiving NC State University Institutional Review
Board (IRB) approval, a recruitment email was sent to adult graduates from a subset of
institutions willing to support my research. Interviews were collected until themes and answers
given were repeated, leading to a point of saturation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

Data Collection

Data for this research was collected through one-on-one semi-structured interviews.
Interviews have been noted by scholars as essential tools for data collection in qualitative studies
(Barrett & Twycross, 2018; Elhami & Khoshnevisan, 2022). Semi-structured interviews are
completed as natural conversations instead of written questionnaires (Elhami & Khoshnevisan,
2022). These interviews were conducted virtually via video conferencing. Questions were open-
ended with the intent to extract views and opinions from the participants (Creswell & Creswell,
2018; Elhami & Khoshnevisan, 2022).

Adult learner graduates from NC Reconnect colleges were contacted via email to request
participation in this study. Those that express interest in participating were emailed an informed
consent document highlighting how confidentiality and data will be protected. Interviews were
conducted using a video-conferencing system. Permission was requested from the participants

for me to digitally record the interviews (Denny & Weckesser, 2022). Using video conferencing



35

provided an opportunity to engage with the participants while also having the benefit of
recording the interview for transcription purposes (Denny & Weckesser, 2022; Thunberg &
Arnell, 2022). To prevent technical difficulties, I tested the technology with the volunteers prior
to beginning the interview (Thunberg & Arnell, 2022). This limits unexpected technical glitches
and helps build a rapport through casual conversation with the interviewee prior to the interview
(Thunberg & Arnell, 2022). I also explained to the graduates that their participation was
voluntary and that they could withdraw from the process at any point. In addition, before the
interviews were conducted, I asked if they have any questions and requested their verbal consent
prior to starting. Compensation was an option for complete participation in the interview in the
form of a $20.00 Walmart gift card.

The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured interview format. My theoretical
framework, The Psychology of Working Theory (PWT), guided the interview questions in this
basic qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I strived to engage in best practices that
produced insights into the interviewees’ experiences, such as asking probing questions, avoid
leading inquiries, and withholding my impressions (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Interview data was
transcribed, and I removed any potentially identifying information. Pseudonyms were used to
protect the confidentiality of those interviewed and data was stored in a cloud-based password
protected program.

Data Analysis

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) indicate that the data analysis phase is a complex process that
is ultimately used to answer the research question(s). It is important to include a systematic
approach while analyzing and interpreting the data to bring order and understanding to the

research (Lichtman, 2014). A best practice is to begin analyzing the data at the onset of the data
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collection process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). It is suggested that following each interview, data
should be reviewed and organized through transcription (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Pseudonyms
replaced individual names and colleges to reduce the chances of reidentification. Analytic
memos were written following each interview to increase my critical thinking and challenge my
own assumptions (Rogers, 2018). The analytic memos then became data as well, allowing me to
use the coding process to categorize each one (Rogers, 2018). Each memo was password
protected in a cloud-based program that is organized by date and keywords.

To begin the data analysis process, I reviewed the transcripts, recordings, and memos
immediately following the interview. This approach allowed me to quickly find similarities,
discrepancies, and omissions within the data (Thomas, 2006). I then took marginal notes that
could be relevant to the research. However, I made sure these notes remained separate from the
reflections and ideas that were captured during the interview (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Segments of the data that are responsive to the research questions was then identified and
organized into units of data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). These units of data ranged from a single
word to several pages of field notes describing a certain situation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I
then began comparing the various units to look for similarities in the data that divided into
multiple categories (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Eventually the data within these categories were
intensively analyzed where “tentative findings are substantiated, revised, and reconfigured”
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 204).

Creswell and Poth (2018) note five focal approaches to qualitative research as
phenomenological, narrative, grounded theory, case study, and ethnographic. This basic
qualitative study, using semi-structured interviews, follows a phenomenological tradition since I

am interested in the personal experiences of the graduates being studied (Lichtman, 2014). In a
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phenomenological tradition, “the research focus is on a concrete situation in which the
participant has directly experienced the phenomenon under investigation” (Englander & Morley,
2023). The interviews provided a detailed description of the graduates’ life, college, and work
experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Prior to the interview I explored my own experience to
be aware of any personal prejudices, viewpoints, or assumptions (Englander & Morley, 2023;
Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I incorporated a thematic analysis that helped identify workable
themes and emerging conclusions (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). This prepared the data to be
coded.

Coding is an essential step in qualitative research by helping to reduce significant
amounts of data and make it more accessible to analyze (Younas et al., 2022). Coding connects
the themes back to the data and the data back to the themes (Parameswaran et al., 2020).
Incorporating the coding system enhances validity and certainty of the findings (Morse, 2015).
Semi-structured interviews produce a desirable format to use a coding system and for live coding
(Morse, 2015; Parameswaran et al., 2020). Live coding is a newer phenomenon that “allows for
simultaneous manual coding while listening or watching audio or video recording”
(Parameswaran et al., 2020). Items that are often missed during transcription such as the tone of
voice, body language, or lack of eye contact can be created during live coding (Parameswaran et
al., 2020). Younger technology (such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams, and Google Meet), provides
qualitative researchers with accessible resources across a variety of disciplines (Parameswaran et
al., 2020). Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) preserves the
voice of the participants to allow video and audio data to be analyzed, providing a rich data

collection experience (Parameswaran et al., 2020).
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I used Values Coding and Pattern Coding as part of the transcription process. Values
Coding was used in the first cycle and it allowed me to gain insight into the inner cognitive
systems of participants (Saldana, 2021, p. 159). It allows the researcher to access the
participants’ integrated values, attitudes, and beliefs (Saldana, 2021, p. 159). This is a method
that centers on how to analyze data that measures the worth of programs and policies (Saldana,
2021, p. 159). Pattern Coding was used in the second cycle where it groups summaries into a
smaller number of condensed categories, themes, or concepts (Saldana, 2021, p. 322). This
coding is explanatory which identifies a theme, configuration, or explanation (Saldana, 2021, p.
322). All of these resources enable information to unify from the first cycle into more
meaningful units of analysis (Saldana, 2021, p. 322).

Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness in qualitative research is a level of confidence in the findings of a
research study (Andrews, 2022). Trustworthiness is a term that is used to ensure rigor during
qualitative research (Morse, 2015). Establishing qualitative rigor and trustworthiness are
essential criteria during qualitative research (Nowell et al., 2017; Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). If
research occurs without academic rigor, then it loses its usefulness (Saunders et al., 2018).
Therefore, the researcher needs to be clear when describing how the data is analyzed and what
assumptions informed the analysis (Nowell et al., 2017). Some of the measures used to establish
trustworthiness in qualitative research include credibility and dependability (Morse, 2015;
Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). Credibility relates to the believability of a study and “is determined
when coresearchers or readers are confronted with the experience, they can recognize it” (Nowell
et al., 2017). Dependability is obtained “when researchers can ensure the research process is

logical, traceable, and clearly documented” (Nowell et al., 2017, p. 3).
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To establish credibility for this qualitative research project I used multiple sources of
data. I interviewed adult graduates from multiple NC Reconnect community colleges to gain a
deeper understanding of their postsecondary experience and if it led to decent work. After
completing the interviews, I emailed participants questions that needed more explanation to
provide them with an opportunity to add clarification if necessary. Additionally, I used memos
to monitor any bias or assumptions I may have had to assure credibility (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016).

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) refer to dependability as reliability within qualitative
research. If the reader can examine the process of the study then they can better judge the
trustworthiness of the research (Nowell et al., 2017). Three strategies to enhance the
dependability of the research include triangulation, monitoring the researcher’s position, and
using an audit trail (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I incorporated these strategies in my research.
Triangulation occurred by selecting adult graduates from multiple NC Reconnect community
colleges that produced a rich and diverse data pool. I monitored my position by using memos to
identify any bias or assumptions I developed. Finally, I kept my own audit trail by writing in
detail ways that I conducted the study and how the various findings are gained from the data
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

Ethical Considerations

I completed the North Carolina State University IRB approval process. Consent was
obtained from all participants of this qualitative research study. Participants and the community
colleges that they graduate from were assigned a pseudonym to protect confidentiality. A
password protected cloud-based platform digitally stored all recordings, memos, and transcripts

to assure security of the participants and research.
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Summary
This chapter presents the methodology that was applied for this research project. Using a
basic qualitative study, I conducted semi-structured interviews with recent adult graduates from
NC Reconnect community colleges. These interviews determined if and how the participants
college experiences led them to attain decent work upon graduation. Data was collected,
analyzed, and coded to produce transparency and trustworthiness to the reader. All themes and

recommendations that surfaced are presented in Chapters 4 and 5.



41

Chapter 4: Findings

The purpose of this basic qualitative study is to determine if adult graduates from NC
Reconnect community colleges attained decent work and what the colleges provided to support
them. Data were collected by adult learner graduates participating in semi-structured interviews
to address the following research questions:

1.) How have self-perceptions of adults graduating from NC Reconnect community
colleges changed prior to re-enrollment and after graduating?

2.) What resources and supports did colleges provide to prepare students for
employment and are adult graduates of NC Reconnect colleges attaining decent
work upon completing an academic credential?

3.) How has returning to college as an adult learner proved beneficial for graduates of
NC Reconnect colleges from a financial and/or self-fulfillment perspective?

I conducted this study to gain an awareness of the experiences of a variety of adult
learners that attended and graduated from NC Reconnect community colleges. The study was
designed to learn about the participants reasons for returning to college as an adult learner, their
experiences while attending college, and if their school-to-work transition upon graduation
resulted in them attaining decent work as defined through the Psychology of Working Theory
(PWT). My intent behind the study was to gain a more comprehensive understanding of adult
learners’ post-graduation experiences as it pertains to their careers, and how colleges supported
their transition from student to the workforce. Four themes emerged following data analysis. The
four themes were (1) Decision to Return as an Adult Learner is Multifaceted with a Predominate
Impact on Family; (2) Success of Adult Learners Graduates at NC Reconnect Community

Colleges were Experienced in Different and Unique Ways; (3) A Variety of Experiences Shaped
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Adult Learner Graduates in the School-to-Work Transition; and (4) The Personal and Financial
Benefits of Returning to College Were Meaningful for Adult Learner Graduates of NC
Reconnect Community Colleges.... “It Was Hard Not to Cry.”

This chapter presents the research findings of interviews conducted with adult learner
graduates from three NC Reconnect community colleges. Each participant had graduated from a
NC Reconnect college within the last 24 months. I engaged with ten different adult learner
graduates from across North Carolina. They each had their own unique but similar experiences
as highlighted in this chapter. The participants ranged in current ages from 26-60. Three of the
graduates are in their 20’s, four in their 30’s, one in their 40’s, one in their 50’s, and a 60-year-
old. The current average age of the participants is 38 years old (See Table 1). Each participant
took part in one semi-structured interview conducted virtually via video conference lasting
approximately 45-60 minutes. The interviews took place at various days and times that best fit
the participants busy life schedules. Direct identifiers of the college were removed to reduce the
likelihood of re-identification. Pseudonyms were given to each participant as outlined in Table 1

on the next page.



Table 1
Participant Profile

Graduate Community | Current | Gender | College Current Job

Pseudonym | College Age Identity | Degree
Pseudonym

Candice Eagle 48 Female | AAS Business | Finance Specialist
Community Administration | for Charter School
College

Charlie Tiger 60 Male AAS Office Manager
Community Accounting
College

Ginger Tiger 33 Female | AAS Accountant for a
Community Accounting & | Non-Profit
College Finance

Jacob Cardinal 26 Male Associate in Home Healthcare
Community Arts Provider; Small
College Business Assistant

Manager

Michael Tiger 38 Male Associate Hospital
Community Degree Registered Nurse
College Nursing

Pam Tiger 29 Female | AAS Landscaper and
Community Horticulture Housekeeper
College Technology

Ruth Cardinal 58 Female | Associate in Project
Community General Coordinator for
College Education Large Retail

Agency

Sadie Tiger 27 Female | AAS Freelance Project
Community Interpreter Manager
College Education

Shane Tiger 32 Male Associate Registered Nurse
Community Degree at Dialysis Center
College Nursing

Tonia Tiger 33 Female | AAS Criminal | Stay-at-home
Community Justice mom/family
College caregiver

43
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Participants of the Study

During this research 10 graduates from three different NC Reconnect community
colleges participated in the study. Pseudonyms were given to both the participants and
community college that they attended to provide anonymity to the graduates. Below is a short
synopsis of each participant’s story.
Candice

Candice worked in sales and retail for 22 years, coming and going to college during that
time. This included being a student at a community college and a university. In 2022, she
received a message from Eagle Community College (ECC) through the NC Reconnect initiative
that encouraged her to return to college and finish her degree, which she did. She completed her
associate applied science in business administration in May 2023 and in January 2024 returned to
the university that she had previously attended to complete her bachelor’s in business
administration. Upon graduating from ECC in 2023 she changed jobs and went to work at a
charter school as a payroll specialist, where she received a $7,000-$8,000 pay raise from her
previous job.
Charlie

Charlie had attended college in another state when he was in his early 20’s where he
double majored in accounting and business management. He was unable to finish his degree at
that time due to working over 50 hours a week. Later he established a career as a truck driver.
He did this for 15 years when he experienced a roll-over accident that left him on disability.
While recovering from this accident, he decided to enroll at Tiger Community College (TCC) to
once again study accounting. Personal challenges occurred for Charlie during his time at TCC,

which included a divorce and cancer diagnosis. These obstacles forced him to take a semester
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off, but he was determined to finish what he started, so he returned to TCC and completed his
AAS in Accounting. This led to him gaining employment at an attorney’s office where he is now
serving as the office manager at age 60.
Ginger

Ginger was home schooled as a child and graduated high school at 16 years old. She
enrolled at two four-year universities over the next three years, before dropping out of school at
age 19. She was a stay-at-home mother prior to going through a divorce at age 30. This forced
her to pick up various jobs such as a janitor and receptionist. During this time, she decided that
she needed to secure a more stable position and decided to attend Tiger Community College
(TCC) as an adult learner majoring in accounting. While being a single mother, she took all
online classes during her two years at TCC and graduated in 2022. Upon graduation she
leveraged her degree to receive a title promotion at her place of employment before receiving a
pay raise at another job just a few weeks later.
Jacob

Jacob enrolled at Cardinal Community College after graduating high school. He went to
college for two semesters before deciding to stop out because he was uncertain about what career
field to study. He then became a substitute teacher at age 19 where he served in a variety of
different grades and schools. Later he began working multiple jobs at a restaurant waiting tables
and a local bookstore as an assistant manager. In 2022 he learned about the NC Reconnect
Program through Cardinal Community College. He had been considering returning to college,
but learning that free tuition was offered gave him the extra motivation to reenroll. Jacob took
online classes for three consecutive semesters and graduated in August 2023 with an associate in

arts degree. He now works multiple jobs as a home healthcare attendant and an assistant
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bookstore manager. In the future he hopes to transfer to a four-year university to pursue a
bachelor’s degree.
Michael

Michael attended a Bible college in the western United States for one year after
graduating high school. The high tuition forced him to transfer to a small private 4-year college
in North Carolina. During his senior year, one semester short of graduating, he maxed out on his
college loans and could no longer afford to attend school. He dropped out and entered the
workforce, where he served seven years in a sales manager role before his position was cut. At
this time, he decided to pursue a career in nursing. Initially he completed the Nurse Aid I
program at a non-NC Reconnect community college to gauge his interest in the field. He then
finished the prerequisites for nursing, before being accepted into the Associate Degree Nursing
(ADN) program at Tiger Community College (TCC). While a student, he worked as a CNA at a
regional hospital. Upon graduating from TCC, he was hired as a registered nurse at the same
hospital that he was working at as a CNA.
Pam

Pam enrolled at Tiger Community College immediately after completing high school
and was in the nursing program. She then decided that this was not a profession she wanted to
pursue and dropped out of college. After eight years as a CNA and working in a variety of other
jobs, she decided to return to Tiger Community College to study Horticulture. This was due to a
passion that she had developed working with plants and wanted to learn more about this field.
She was a single mother and had custody of her two younger siblings but was determined to

complete her degree. Pam now works as a housekeeper and does landscaping projects with
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various clients. She is hoping to build and operate her own greenhouse nursery business in the
future.
Ruth

Ruth furthered her education in the early 1990’s at several community colleges and a
private four-year institution, but did not complete any credentials. Over the next 25 years she
worked in a variety of different jobs across North Carolina in the corporate world while being a
single mother. She faced company layoffs on more than one occasion, despite having lucrative
paying jobs. After one layoff, she found it difficult to get an interview for positions due to not
having a college degree. In 2016, she decided to attend Cardinal Community College and major
in Business Administration. However, she was unable to finish this degree after returning to the
workforce. Then in 2022 she received a phone call from Cardinal Community College
informing her about the NC Reconnect Program. They told her that she was only short one
semester of classes from attaining an Associate in General Education degree and that her tuition
would be covered if she returned. In 2023, Ruth became a college graduate 30 years after first
enrolling in higher education. She currently works as a project coordinator for a national retail
agency.
Sadie

Sadie grew up in a neighboring state to North Carolina and went straight to a university
out of high school. She was a first-generation college student, but her parents valued education
and encouraged her to go to college. In 3 2 years, she earned a bachelor’s degree in psychology
and a minor in American Sign Language Studies. While studying American Sign Language, she
gained a great passion for the deaf and hard of hearing community and decided that she wanted

to earn an associate degree in this field. Two years after graduating with her bachelor’s, she
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moved to North Carolina to enroll at Tiger Community College and pursue an AAS in Interpreter
Education. Since this was during Covid, her classes were online synchronous at night, allowing
her to maintain a full-time job while in college as an adult learner. This enabled her to pay her
tuition out-of-pocket. After graduating with an AAS in Interpreter Education in 2022, she
pursued a position in this field, but things did not work out. Currently, she is self-employed
during the week serving as a freelance project manager and working a part-time job on the
weekends.
Shane

Shane grew up in a neighboring state and attended a private four-year college straight
out of high school, where he graduated with a bachelor’s degree in biology. He worked several
different jobs for eight years and moved to North Carolina during this span. One year after
relocating to North Carolina he started working for a dialysis center. This sparked his interest in
earning an Associate Degree in Nursing (ADN). Shane then decided to enroll at Tiger
Community College where he spent one year taking prerequisites (including earning his CNA)
and two additional years in the ADN program. Upon graduating in May 2023, he was able to
receive a promotion at his place of employment as a registered nurse. He then enrolled at a
public university where he is scheduled to complete his bachelor’s degree in nursing in May
2024.
Tonia

Tonia had attended Tiger Community College after graduating high school and
established some college credit hours. However, due to personal reasons she dropped-out short
of completing her degree. Eleven years later she decided to return to college to finish her AAS

Criminal Justice Technology when it was announced that free tuition would be offered. She then
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had a husband and three young children, but she was determined to complete her degree. Her
classes were all online and with the support of a campus student success coach plus tutorial
services, she was able to graduate in May 2023, becoming the first person in her family to
complete college. Tonia decided not to pursue a job in her field of study at this point in her life
due to being a stay-at-home-mom, plus a caregiver for her mother and grandmother. She has a
desire to continue her education at a later date to pursue a career in social work.

Each of the participants had their own unique story scattered among common themes.
The four themes identified were (1) Decision to Return as an Adult Learner is Multifaceted with
a Predominate Impact on Family; (2) Success of Adult Learner Graduates at NC Reconnect
Community Colleges were Experienced in Different and Unique Ways; (3) A Variety of
Experiences Shaped Adult Learner Graduates in the School-to-Work Transition; and (4) The
Personal and Financial Benefits of Returning to College Were Meaningful for Adult Learner
Graduates of NC Reconnect Community Colleges... “It Was Hard Not to Cry.” There were a
variety of reasons the participants decided it was time for them to return to college. Many of
them expressed that supporting their families became a major contributing factor in their
decision to return and impacted their commitment to completing their degree.

Decision to Return as an Adult Learner is Multifaceted with a Predominate Impact on
Family

The first theme that developed from the research involved the participants decision to
return to college and the predominate impact this choice had on their families. Participants of the
study returned to college for a variety of reasons, but they also had many parallels. Their
background all consisted of some previous college education, but each were looking for

additional schooling for a variety of reasons. Tuition assistance along with the hope of a better
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future were motivating factors. The graduates were a mixture of single parents, married with
children, and solo dwellers. Their decision to return to college as an adult learner meant
sacrifices for those that had family considerations and others that needed to continue working as
the sole income among their household. Each had a goal to complete a credential that they felt
was essential to a better future. This theme is divided into two sections, Reasons for Returning to
College as an Adult Learner and Family Commitment Leads to Family Support.
Reasons for Returning to College as an Adult Learner

The educational backgrounds of the participants demonstrated similarities and
differences. Two of the participants already had bachelor’s degrees, but sought out a specific
academic program at a NC Reconnect college. Coincidentally, these two participants both grew
up in neighboring states where they received their bachelor’s degree before relocating to North
Carolina as adults. The others each had some previous college experience, but had not yet
completed an academic credential. Life circumstances then led them to the decision to reenroll.
This was the predicament that Michael faced when his position was cut as a salesperson for a
national company. It left him wanting to change career paths and he recognized that going to
college was necessary:

I was in sales for seven years as a sales manager and was laid off. Instead of going back

into sales with some other company, I decided to really help people out and go back to

school for nursing. To do that, to make sure I wanted to do that, I went and got my CNA

license, kind of a three-month step into that world....it was exactly what I wanted to do. I

decided to go back to school for an additional two years and become a nurse.
Candice also came from the retail world when she decided it was time to complete her college

degree. She started and stopped college a number of times before she received a notification
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from NC Reconnect at Eagle Community College that provided her with the motivation to

complete her associate degree:
I had a lot of experience with a mega retailer, spending 22 years with them. I got a lot of
good positions based on experience, but I was just like, I have to have some education
behind my experience. I made up in my mind that [ wanted to attain my associate’s degree.
[Previously] I would start, and I would stop because I had income. I had a good job [so I
thought], “who needs a degree. I'm already doing what someone else would do with the
degree.” And then I get to the point where I say, “You know what, I got to have the
credentials. And I can learn so much more if I get the credentials behind me.” I made up
my mind that last time, that when I sign up this time, ’'m going to take this seriously...I
started getting emails and things in the mail from a restart program, and so I reached out to
them and enrolled. They told me how many classes I had [left] because I had dropped out
and it wasn’t that many.

Much like Candice, Ruth had started and stopped college over several decades while making a

solid living working in the corporate world. In 2022, she also was introduced to NC Reconnect,

but at Cardinal Community College. They informed Ruth that she could finish an associate

degree in one semester, and they even had tuition assistance to support her education:
I got laid off....and I started researching [colleges]. Because I had made a very decent
salary that year, I didn’t qualify for [financial aid]. One of the counselors [from Cardinal
Community College] reached out to me and told me about this program for adult learners
to return and a lot of our college would be covered [financially]....They told me about the
program and that I could do it online.....I was so excited because having been laid off, even

though I made money the prior year, I didn’t make that money anymore, so I didn’t qualify
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for financial aid because it’s based on the prior year. I cannot pay for the college costs and
especially the books, so I was very excited about being able to return [to Cardinal
Community College].
Charlie had also previously attended college while in his 20’s, but never finished. Much like
Michael and Ruth, Charlie was also experienced in his career field before he faced a sudden
hardship. He was a truck driver for 15 years when he had a roll-over accident that placed him on
disability. This was the leading reason for him to enter Tiger Community College, but there were
other factors that impacted his decision as well, including serving as a foster parent:
I was in a decent job. But I would leave before the boys got up for school and I got home
and they were either in bed or getting ready to go to bed. I thought, this is not worth it.
The company wanted us to work Saturdays...... I’m missing all their soccer games and
stuff like that and I was really looking for something, whether it was just working in a
warehouse, loading trucks, or something to that effect to get on a more normal schedule
where I’d be home with the boys more often.
Although nearly half the age of Charlie, Ginger also faced personal challenges that led her to the
decision to reenter college as an adult learner due to a sudden change in her family dynamic:
I made the decision to go back to college as an adult learner because my husband at the
time left and I didn’t have a career. I was a stay-at-home mom with my daughter and I
didn’t really have any career prospects. I re-entered the workforce and happened to end
up as a receptionist. I then realized that I could take over more of the financial aspect of
the business and increase my job prospects if I went back to college and got a degree. In
the fall of 2020, I enrolled at Tiger Community College (TCC) in their Accounting

program for an AAS.
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Sadie and Ginger both entered college at young ages right after completing high school. Ginger
had first gone to college as a 16-year-old after being home schooled, but decided to stop at age
19 due to not having a clear picture about what she wanted to study. Sadie had a similar
experience when she changed her mind as a junior in college. However, Sadie decided to remain
enrolled at her university where she earned a bachelor’s degree in psychology with a minor in
American Sign Language:
I did an infographic report on mental health struggles within the deaf and hard of hearing
community. My junior year when I realized maybe I wanted to be an interpreter, I looked
up all the programs for interpreting....and landed on Tiger Community College (TCC) to
do my interpreting degree....There’s a higher number of bachelor degree programs [in
interpreter education], but I didn’t want to pay for another bachelor’s. I think the biggest
thing that was a benefit was that I paid for my entire associate degree out of my own
pocket and I was able to because it was affordable. Once I had lived here [North
Carolina] for a year I qualified for in-state tuition, so it really helped.
Much like Sadie, Shane had previously earned a bachelor’s degree in his home state. His degree
was in biology and he had worked several different jobs before becoming employed as a dialysis
technician when he relocated to North Carolina. After two years in this profession, it sparked an
interest in him pursuing a nursing degree:
I’ve been working at a dialysis facility as a technician. I started there in 2018 and then
around 2020 (a friend said) “maybe you should try to work your way up the career ladder
a little bit.” I started thinking about nursing school and how as an RN I would have more

responsibilities....and feel like I’'m making a little bit more of an impact.
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While Ginger, Sadie, and Shane started their postsecondary education at four-year universities
immediately after high school, Pam stayed local and attended Tiger Community College after
completing twelfth grade. Pam started in college as a nursing student out of high school, but like
Ginger and Sadie, she became uncertain on what degree she wanted to pursue. Therefore, Pam
decided to stop attending college. After eight years of working various jobs, she chose to return
to Tiger Community College to study horticulture technology:
I first started community college right after high school...... Then I became a mother and
I wasn’t working as a CNA anymore. [ started just doing odd jobs, working with family
and friends, just doing things for myself. I found that [ was very intrigued by native
plants. I had never even really noticed them before until I had the time.... I started in
2020 in the horticulture program because my career goals are to have a nursery and I
already do landscaping and gardening jobs. I didn’t have a lot of confidence.... I wanted
to have more information and I like to learn.... I can start charging more money with my
clients if [ have an associate’s degree in horticulture technology and that would look
better on me.
Tonia’s story had a similar path as Pam’s as she started at Tiger Community College straight out
of high school. However, a variety of life circumstances prevented her from finishing. Eleven
years later she decided to return to college when an opportunity came along that she could not
pass up:
I started attending Tiger Community College right after I graduated high school. Then I
made some foolish choices and my GPA dropped.... I had gone through a bit of a toxic
relationship.... Whenever I found out about the free college [in 2021], I really wanted to

take that opportunity to go back and finish my associates, because I was super close to
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being done. I figured, “Why not take that opportunity?” I felt like God put it in my sight
so | was really excited to go back. I worked really hard with the help of my husband and
my three children to make sure that I succeeded.
Meanwhile at Cardinal Community College, Jacob’s story was mirroring Tonia and Pam’s in
many ways. He had enrolled at Cardinal straight out of high school but was uncertain what he
wanted to do. Therefore, he withdrew from college, worked several jobs, before returning to
Cardinal after learning about the NC Reconnect program:
I started college directly out of high school and had no real plan of what I wanted to do as
a career. | went for a couple of semesters and dropped some classes. I figured it wasn’t
worth it to keep going, since I didn’t have a strong ambition to work towards. I started
substitute teaching as a job while I tried to figure out what I wanted to do. When I
received emails [in 2022] about how I could come back to Cardinal Community College
for free to finish my degree, that’s what made the decision for me.
The participants of this study all found themselves at a crosswalk in life. They had each gone to
college before, but either did not finish, or were not completely satisfied with where their
education left them. This forced them to ponder a return to college as an adult learner. The
majority of them had to also consider how continuing their education would impact their family.
This led to the second section of the theme, Family Commitment Leads to Family Support.
Family Commitment Leads to Family Support
Family responsibilities became a common theme for the participants as they reflected on
their college experiences. Simultaneously, family assistance also had a profound impact on
academic success. Michael noted the challenges that he faced as an adult learner and the support

he received from his family:
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Going back to school after being out for so long was an eye-opening experience, because
there are lots of commitments. Now you have to juggle work and kids and all these other
things. A lot of the schedules involve scheduling conflicts. It was an experience...I
received a lot of support from family which was a big aspect of it. When I got enrolled
into the nursing program, we actually sold our house so that wasn’t a commitment and
moved in with my mother for a year to tie down roots near my college.... I think right out
of high school, I was not ready for any kind of school. So going back into school with a
new mindset of this is what I need to do to support my family gave me more focus to get
through.

Candice faced similar circumstances as Michael by returning to college while being a parent and

spouse, along with other family commitments. She discussed the responsibility that was involved

in being an adult learner and the balance between school and family:
I had to learn how to balance my life. I’'m married, I have a daughter, I take care of my
mom when she needs to go to the doctor or get groceries. I had to have a life balance too.
But if you have a goal, you have to stick with it. You got to make it work for you.... 'm
older than the 18-19 year old going to school. The technology and all, I needed some help
with this. They had a computer lab. They have tutors you can go reach out to. They
respond to me; they answer my questions. And they have everything that you need. It’s
up to you to take advantage of the resources that’s available for you.... I work 8-5, 7-4,
but meal prep your dinner so you just have to walk-in. You know I had to make sure to
still keep my household going. So then about 6:00 I would shut myself up in my room, do

my work, study. Most of my tests and stuff had to be done by Sunday, so what I would do



57

is I would have mine done by Saturday, because anything can happen with time and life
and things like that. I don’t ever want to miss the deadline of doing my assignments.
As a single parent, Ginger’s family responsibilities were slightly different than Michael and
Candice. However, she had aspirations for a better career path in mind when contemplating
college. Ginger saw returning to college as an opportunity to gain a job that would provide a
more consistent work schedule so she could spend time with her daughter:
I started back as a janitor....and then moved from a janitor to a receptionist, and then
from that to an assistant business office manager at a nursing home. And then through
that experience realized that I could increase my earnings potential and be able to support
my daughter and have weekends off to spend with her.... A lot of it was honestly
necessity. I knew I wanted a career that would be stable and wouldn’t need me to rely on
anyone else to help provide for me. I needed something that’s going to be lucrative and
stable.... You are always going to need accountants.... I knew I needed to get good
grades. I needed to be able to maintain my financial aid. That was a critical piece for me.
Ginger and Charlie both went through divorces that impacted their family dynamics as parents.
These situations occurred while colleges and secondary schools world-wide were facing remote
learning due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Charlie’s foster children were also taking classes at
home the same time that Charlie was in online courses. It created a time where they all did their
schoolwork together:
The boys had their school laptops and that’s how they did their classes. I said, you do
your school at the kitchen table and I'll sit in the recliner in the living room so I can hear
it. They saw me for two years before coming home from work, spending time with them,

getting the baby to sleep, and then sitting at the kitchen table with my laptop, doing my
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homework. They would see me and when they were done they would ask me a lot about
my schoolwork....Now they would see me everyday, Tuesday and Thursday or Monday
and Wednesday sit there and take notes, do my homework. It kind of instilled in them
that same work ethic.
Similar to Ginger and Charlie, Pam was also a single parent going to Tiger Community College
as an adult learner. However, not only was she raising her young son, but she was also providing
for two of her younger siblings while attending college:
My son was young at the time, so he would come into my room and aggravate me, but it
was okay though. I still find myself saying, after we get home from school or we have
school tomorrow, because I would say that all the time when I was going to school. I
would say [to my siblings], I might be a little late picking you up today because I have to
drive home from school.
Michael, Candice, Charlie, and Pam’s stories on family commitment and support each had their
own unique but similar dynamics. Their love for family and their families love for them was
evident in their voice. Tonia also attended college while continuing to provide for her large
family. She expressed how commitment to family had to come first due to her many
responsibilities. “We are a family of five and my husband is the one working. It was during
Covid, so I was home with all the kids.... I am a stay-at-home mom.... I take care of my kids,
my mom, and my grandma.”
Ruth is a grandmother of four who also has family responsibilities. She found that
graduating from Cardinal Community College is also inspiring her children to continue their

education as adult learners:
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My daughter is actually going to school now. She’s a single mom and I help her with her

kids.... I told her that it’s never too late to go back to school. When she saw how old I

am, she said “Hey I can do this.” I have been really proud of her... She will be done this

summer... My son was laid off. I told him about a program [at Cardinal Community

College]. He said, “Mom, I’m too old to go back to school.” I told him I’'m over 50 and

you are in your 30’s. I think [graduating from college] showed my kids that you can do it.

It doesn’t matter your age....it will help you emotionally.
These family stories were engrained in the conversations that I had with the participants. It was
evident that everyone in their household sacrificed while they attended college, but it was also
noticeable that the families were very supportive of the participants pursuit of higher education
and the future opportunities that it could present. The family responsibilities of the adult learners
also highlighted the importance that colleges provide a strong academic and personal support
system for their students.

Success of Adult Learner Graduates at NC Reconnect Community Colleges were
Experienced in Different and Unique Ways

The participants return to college ranged from full-time students to part-time status. It
involved navigating family responsibilities, work schedules, and studying. Along the way,
several students faced strong personal challenges. It took dedication, patience, and hard work to
achieve their academic goals. Every participant was a success as they all ultimately graduated
with an associate degree. Many different factors played a part in these success stories, and this
included various support systems that the colleges put in place to better serve the students. Six
separate sections, beginning with Support Systems in College, highlight the participants

successes and their experiences in achieving these results.
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Support Systems in College

Participants recognized that college support systems were valuable to their success as
adult learners. Several shared how their instructors went the extra mile to support them. Others
shared how they benefited from tutoring, counseling, and a campus writing center. Charlie
highlighted a program at Tiger Community College that helped him be successful:

They had a program where if you have a paper or resume to write, you can email it. [

don’t know if it’s other students or other professors there, but they’ll look at it and

critique it and say you may want to change this or may want to add that before submitting

it and so that’s what I did. They were very helpful with that...
Charlie and Candice were two of the more senior participants that I interviewed. Similarly, they
both emphasized the importance of the academic support systems that their colleges offered. At
Eagle Community College, Candice noted that they had a tutoring program in place that helped
her academically. She also spoke about a separate grant that she was able to attain which helped
pay for classes and books:

I took advantaged of tutoring. Math isn’t my favorite subject and [as a business major] I

had some demanding classes, like Principals of Finance and Financial Accounting.... I

did have one-on-one tutoring and I was successful in those classes.... You have to want

this. They’re not going to pass my test for me, they’re not going to do the studying. You

have to have a made-up mind....you are going to ask for help, you’re going to read, you

are going to study, and what you take in is what you are going to get out of it.... [The

college] provided a grant that I was able to get a class paid for that helped me out a lot. It

also helped me pay for books if needed. It was helpful.
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In addition to tutorial support, providing student success coaches for adult learners is a practice

that some NC Reconnect community colleges implemented. Tonia found that her campus

assigned student success coach provided academic and organizational assistance:
I had a student success coach.... She was a lifesaver. Anytime I was struggling with
something, I just reached out to her. She provided me with resources for how to do MLA
citations. I think I was needing help with my expository writing class, that class and me
did not get along. She helped me get in touch with a tutor to help me make sure I
succeeded....[The Success Coach] would reach out to me once a week to make sure I was
meeting my goals. When I had projects due, she’d help me create a timeline on what to
work on during that week.... I had to do a 10-12 page paper, where I had to create my
own city and my own police. | had to have a mission, value, and vision statements. And |
had to elaborate on each of those and why they were important. [ was super overwhelmed
with that project. She helped break it down so it didn’t seem like a big task for me. When
I was younger, I was really bad at procrastinating because of my ADD and I’d get
overwhelmed real easy. She [Success Coach] made sure that I met each of my goals each
week. She’d check-in to make sure that I’ve already worked on my tests online or done
[my discussion board posts].

Success coaching is one of several one-on-one services that participants shared. Shane utilized

the resources that counseling services provided at Tiger Community College to support him

while pursuing his nursing degree:
At one point...in the middle of my two-year nursing program, I had a lot going on in my
life that were stressful and overwhelming. I attended the counseling services around that

time that Tiger Community College offered me. They offered me three counseling
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sessions. That was helpful by talking about things....and getting to some resolutions and
feeling a little less overwhelmed.
While colleges offered a variety of necessary academic and personal support services, the most
frequent benefit that the participants shared centered around a caring group of instructors who
would go beyond the classroom to help students succeed. Michael shared that his instructor’s
constant availability played a key role in his academic success as a nursing student:
The instructors for the nursing program were always available night or day via text or
anything. They made that perfectly clear. They themselves had kids. I would say that
about 70 percent of the class were adult learners and about 30 percent were right out of
high school. You have the combatants between older learners and newer learners. The
support was right on as far as academics.
Michael’s positive experiences with his instructors were also a common theme among other
participants. Sadie had an instructor that went the “extra mile” to assist since her home, job, and
college were a significant distance apart. Although Sadie lived 50 minutes from campus, her
instructor came to her hometown to get some paperwork completed:
Every semester I had to sign a form in my program. One of my teachers would say, “I’'m
coming to [Sadie’s hometown] to run an errand.” We would meet at [a grocery store] and
I would sign it. He brought the form to me to get signed because that was how I was
getting my credits. It’s things like that, that were super helpful.
The campus instructors were frequently praised by the participants for not only their willingness
to go outside the classroom to help a student, but also their recognition of life struggles that
many adult learners face. Other challenges were amplified because of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Pam mentioned that her instructors were very flexible in understanding her responsibilities as an
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adult learner and were willing to extend deadlines. This support led her to significant academic

success:
We had some good teachers. They were lenient when they could be. I was late on a
couple of things and the teachers were very understanding.... It was Covid and they knew
everything was crazy. [ was able to turn things in late and that was helpful. I was
extremely busy. On top of being a mom, I also had custody of two of my younger
brothers [who were 8 and 10 at the time] .... It was probably the hardest point of my
life.... I look back and I can’t believe I did that, because I couldn’t imagine doing that,
but I did. I think I just love to learn.... I got one ‘B’ in college, the rest were ‘A’s’. We
had really good teachers.

Jacob also mentioned how some of his instructors were helpful with students that had life

experiences and their willingness to provide academic assistance during their office hours.
I had an English teacher that was phenomenal in recognizing that not everybody at the
college is a teenager fresh out of high school. He knew that people had lives and jobs and
obligations. There were some students in my class that had kids. One student became a
father during the class and [the instructor] was extremely willing to work with anybody
that had life events come up. I feel that’s the model of how a college professor should
be.... I took advantage of one-on-one time with my professors during their office hours if
I didn’t understand something. I did that for my biology and computer classes...My
advisor was great. She was very open to letting me decide what I could handle or if |
needed to take a break from college. She said if you’re overwhelmed, it’s better to be

fully onboard with what you are doing than to go in with half the amount of effort you
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need...The biggest things that were helpful were the abilities to take classes online from

home and teachers that would work through your life events.
Support systems that NC Reconnect colleges provided students were identified and appreciated
by the participants of the study. These additional services and extra attention by the instructors
proved to be valuable to the success of the participants. Another key factor to success that some
graduates highlighted led to the second section of this theme, Online and Evening Classes.
Participants shared that the colleges providing these flexible course offerings better supported
their work and family schedules.

Online and Evening Classes

A common practice that many participants noted was that most of their classes were
online. Others discussed the importance of having classes in the evening to better assist with
their busy schedules. Tonia and Jacob recognized that online classes provided them with an
avenue to take classes in a cost-effective manner and enhance success. Tonia stated, “I think all
of my classes were online. I think that is what also helped me [be successful],” Jacob appreciated
the opportunity to take online classes due to his work schedule and living 30 minutes from
campus:

I didn’t want to take too many classes at a time. I think if I had taken more classes, it

would have been overwhelming with work. I was working two jobs at the time...The

college is about 30 minutes away, an hour round trip. If I was just going for one class it

would take gas and three hours out of the day...As an adult working a job or multiple

jobs, it is much easier to do everything virtually.
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Sadie also lived a significant distance from campus and taking online courses gave her more

flexibility with her time. Her classes in the interpreter education program were unexpectedly all

online synchronous in the evening, which allowed her to work full-time during the day:
[The interpreter education program] were all night classes, which was huge. I would not
have been able to do the program had it been only day classes.... Night classes were
huge, because that was the only way I was able to attend class. The really funny thing
was that I moved out here thinking I would have to attend class in person, but I think I
attended a total of five classes in person because of Covid.... Once they went virtual,
they found it very difficult to go back to in person. Selfishly I (was) very happy about
that because I’m living about 50 minutes away from Tiger Community College and that
would have been kind of a haul to get out there. Night classes and virtual classes really
helped.

Ruth also only took online classes when she returned to Cardinal Community College with NC

Reconnect due to her work responsibilities. She felt like online classes were a significant

contributing factor to her academic success:
I think being able to take my classes online allowed me to not have to miss work.... [The
teachers] would have a lot of videos that you could watch on your own time. Even one of
the math teachers, even though you couldn’t be in the classroom, would take a couple of
the problems and show you how to do it. Each one of the teachers had [the instructional
videos] online. The most difficult was the biology class. She still had her lectures online
[to review] ....I might go back 12:00 at night and look at a lecture. It helped out a lot....

Each one of these teachers were amazing.
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Online classes were a fixture for many adult learners in order to fit school into their busy life
schedules. It also resulted in students rarely meeting their instructors face-to-face. Ginger noted
that online learning meant that she did not meet her school support staff in person until nearing
graduation. “The first time I met my advisor and professor was the day I went to sign what I
needed to sign to get my degree at the end of my program,” Ginger said. These flexible course
offerings enabled the participants to be earn income for their families while enrolled as adult
learners, leading to the next section of this theme, Employed While in College.
Employed While in College

Most of the participants found that they needed to remain employed to provide for their
families and themselves while attending college. This consisted of a mix between full-time, part-
time, weekend, and remote hours on the job. As a single person household, Sadie recognized that
moving to North Carolina to start her Interpreter Education program would also require her to
have a job to live:

I knew that I wanted to start the program at Tiger Community College (TCC), but I knew

that [ needed a job to be able to move out here. I started at TCC in May 2020 and I started

a job at (a non-profit) in July.... I was working full-time at a very rigorous job.... non-

profit work is very demanding.....but I made it work.
While Sadie worked full-time weekdays and attended school in the evenings, Michael worked
full-time on the weekends as a CNA as he pursued his Associate Degree in Nursing:

They [employer] really helped me out with scheduling. Schools really don’t schedule

well for people who are full-time parents, full-time work, and they also want school to be

full-time. I remember my last semester was five days a week where every day you are

committed to being there at one point or another because we have clinical at different
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places, where those can be six-to-twelve-hour shifts, therefore I had a lot of
commitments-
Michael’s story of working full-time while in college to support his family was similar to
Ginger’s. However, Ginger worked full time in two separate jobs as a single parent while at
Tiger Community College to provide for her and her daughter:
When I started back to college, I was the assistant business office manager at a nursing
home. Then about halfway through my degree, I switched and became an APAR
Accountant at a manufacturing company. The reason I switched jobs was mainly because
it offered remote hybrid work. Then I could work from home which makes it a little
easier to take care of schoolwork at the same time and be able to balance more of that....
I always had full time enrollment status in school and had full time employment as well.
Work flexibility also became a noted theme among the adult learners interviewed. This meant
that sometimes participants would cut back work hours during peak schooling periods or switch
to the weekends. Shane continued to serve as a dialysis technician while being a student in
nursing school. He found that time management was a key to his success:
I cut back on my hours. Before I was working four days a week, then I switched it down
to two for most of the semesters. I’d work pretty much every Saturday and then one day
during the week. The final semester we had class and clinical Monday through Friday. I
would only work one day a week during that final stretch for a couple of months.... I
guess the biggest thing for me was time management. Having to plan out when I needed
to do certain things, when I need to study, when I need to go to clinicals, when I need to

go to class, and work and everything. I was definitely busy pretty much every day, even
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on my days off.... I was catching up on doing all the other things I needed to do in this
busy life.
It became very clear that all the participants had busy lives that they had to navigate through.
Family, work, and school commitments required discipline and organization. It also reinforced
the advantages of colleges offering online class sections. Candice continued to work while in
college, which meant that she needed to take online classes to meet her work schedule:
When you are in retail, the hours are so demanding. Nights and weekends [working].....
Scheduling and prioritizing (were necessary for success), because without those there is
no way I could make it.... I am busy, I got a lot of demands on my life. If you don’t
prioritize your time and time management (she wouldn’t be successful) .... This last time
I went to school they were all online.... I prefer to be in class, but my schedule doesn’t
allow me to.
Being employed while in college became a way-of-life for most of the participants. This was also
the case for Ruth as she continued her full-time remote work position while completing her
degree at Cardinal Community College. “[My employer] was good to me. While taking a work-
based learning program, my counselor sent the papers to my supervisor, so I was able to work
[and go to school].” Adult learners face a multitude of responsibilities while navigating through
college. Most participants of this study were employed while pursuing their education. However,
some participants had to overcome obstacles that were beyond their employment duties. These
obstacles included a major health scare for Charlie. This led to the fourth section of this theme,

Personal Obstacles Defeated by Perseverance.
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Personal Obstacles Defeated by Perseverance
Most of the participants in my study were attending college during parts of the COVID-
19 pandemic. This resulted in uncertainties and challenges that the adult learners had to face. In
2020 as classroom delivery methods were changing due to the pandemic, Charlie faced another
obstacle in his life:
I was able to get a doctor’s appointment in and it turned out that I had stage 4 Non-
Hodgkin’s Lymphoma. I enrolled in a Marketing class for that summer and I finished it.
Then I did not go that fall of 2020 because I was between my first and second rounds of
chemo. I did that and radiation. And then in the spring semester of ‘21, I enrolled again. I
went back to finish, because by then I was in recovery mode, where I was still too weak
to work. But I could get up and sit at a table to take some classes. I just took like one
class to see what I would do. I took the summer off, then I returned in the fall and by that
time I only had a couple of classes left to go.
Although other participants did not experience the health scare that Charlie faced, many still
overcame a number of obstacles before graduating. Candice was a single mother that enrolled
and stopped out of college at least four different times, but she remained committed to earning
her degree:
It was always a goal that I wanted to complete a degree. That was something that I
always owed myself. If [ started something I felt like I needed to finish it.... [ was a
single mother.... I would just work, work, stop, stop. When I first got out of college in
1993, I might have tried four more times before then to get my associates. I just didn’t
have the willpower.... keep stopping and going. But that last time, I had a made-up mind

that this is it.
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Pam also went to school as a single mother and while raising her two younger siblings. She
shared the challenges that she faced in navigating her different responsibilities:

I feel like I had to neglect them a little bit to do the online work, because I would be up

until 2:00 in the morning trying to get the final paper written, especially with the English

class. We had to write a paper everyday it seemed like. I feel like I couldn’t give them

(family) as much attention as I would have liked to, but they knew that I was in school,

and they respected that.... It impacted me the most with my energy level and how much

time [ was able to spend with them. I got through it though. It was really hard, but I did

do it.

Much like Candice and Pam, Ginger was also a single mother that had numerous responsibilities
outside of the classroom. She noted a number of personal challenges that she faced while
enrolled but she did not allow these to prevent her from continuing her education. “I’ve been
working full-time and in school full-time during a pandemic while getting a divorce and being a
single mom.”

Although Tonia was not a single mother, she was still a mother of three that had many
different responsibilities in her immediate and extended families. This meant that finances were
limited and the free tuition that Tiger Community College offered made college possible. As a
first-generation college student, Tonia shared the obstacles that she overcame as one of the first
in her family to attend college. “A lot of my family either struggled with disabilities or financial
assistance to go to school. So not having the burden of finances and then having the resources
that the school provided me with in order to succeed was really beneficial to my success.”

Shane and Michael both graduated with an Associate Degree in Nursing (ADN) while

working and being in school as an adult learner. Shane discussed the busyness of his life while
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taking classes in the nursing program. “[Nursing] is a challenging program.... with everything
else.... catching up on things around the house. Trying to work enough hours to pay the bills and
everything. It was definitely a very busy and stressful two years of my life.... but I made it
through to the end.”

Michael was very intentional about spending quality family time, even while
participating in the nursing program. He and his wife raised two boys while working full-time
and being enrolled in college. He noted the importance of intentionally incorporating family
time:

We try to keep school life and home life separate. Fortunately, a lot of my schooling was

while they were in school. I tried to keep my studying down to when they were in school.

When they get off the bus or I pick them up, that’s family time.... One of the things I

focused on was vacationing. I feel like when we did have congruent schedules that

allowed time off that we weren’t just sitting at home doing stuff. I’ve planned some

pretty awesome, memorable vacations. We did Disney a couple of times.... We drove

around 2,100 miles in nine days...I hope I impressed upon them (his children) that even

though it was a big transition period and I was stressed out and we had a lot of busy

schedules. I hope that they still made some memories and remember it as a good time.
Jacob worked two to three jobs at different points in time while in college. He noted how it was
sometimes challenging to juggle his various responsibilities:

The biggest things about being an adult going back to college is trying to balance your

life and your work, not to mention your family and relationships.... I didn’t have free

time. I only had one or two hours [of free time] a couple of days a week. The rest of the

time [ was either at work or doing homework or [in class].
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Despite battles with cancer, raising families, limited personal time, and struggles with finances, it
was common to hear the participants share that they would not allow obstacles to block their
dreams of graduating. It was also noted that most participants not only graduated from college,
but also finished the academic program that they started when they returned to their NC
Reconnect institution. This leads to the next section of the theme, Graduating From the Program
They Started as an Adult Learner.

Graduating From the Program They Started as an Adult Learner

The participants largely graduated from the same program that they started as an adult
learner. This was due to a variety of different reasons, but it was apparent that their
determination to finish what they started was a motivational factor. Several noted that life
experiences helped them better understand what they wanted to do.

Jacob started attending Cardinal Community College after graduating high school. Since
he was not sure what career he wanted to pursue, he registered for the college transfer track to
allow him more flexibility. He dropped out a year into college before returning to school five
years later as a NC Reconnect adult learner. When told that he was one year from finishing his
associate in arts degree he took advantage of returning and taking classes in a format that best fit
his learning style:

I took mini-semester 8-week courses when I returned to college. I felt like that worked

better for me because you are covering more ground in the topic due to having to do it in

a shorter time.... In a few weeks you are already halfway done, so you can just knock it

all out. It makes me feel more motivated to be able to be done in a quicker time period,

especially as an adult. I feel like I am already a little behind the curve with how fast
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people normally finish college. I could have taken a full semester and had a lighter

workload, but I would rather focus on fewer subjects so I can understand them better.
Much like Jacob, Michael did not know what he wanted to do immediately after high school but
used his life experiences to prepare him for college as an adult learner. This meant that when he
returned to college, he knew he wanted to be a nurse and was focused on achieving this goal. “I
think right out of high school, I was not ready for any kind of school. So going back to school
with a new mindset of this is what I need to do to support my family gave me more focus to get
through....it all fell into place and I am happy where I am right now.”

Michael and Tonia both returned to college with families after being out of postsecondary
education for over 10 years. The concern for family once caused Tonia to consider changing her
major from Criminal Justice. Instead, she decided to complete what she had started, even though
she realized this was no longer the career path that she planned to pursue:

I had my footwear and tire tracking, printing, and some stuff like that completed. I had

started to change my major to sociology, but then I [decided] I’'m going to go ahead and

finish out my criminal justice and then I will start working on something new.... I wanted
to go to Tiger Community College and do BLET (Basic Law Enforcement Training). But
my husband kind of deterred me from doing that. He was like, what’s going to happen if
something happens to you and who’s going to take care of our kids if something
happens...so that’s a good point.
Charlie originally started out as a full-time student, however his work-life balance meant he
needed to switch to part-time at Tiger Community College. Much like Michael and Tonia,

Charlie had young children at home that required attention, which originally impacted his grades.
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However, after a memorable conversation with his advisor, Charlie stayed with the accounting
program all the way to graduation and earned some additional credentials along the way:
I was really distraught over getting my grades. I got a D and a F. [His advisor] pointed to
his diploma, he said that takes about a year and a half to get. He pointed to the other wall
and said those are my two sons I raised while getting that. He said it took me four years
to get that diploma. He said, “I don’t see anywhere etched in stone where it says (you)
have to graduate in two years. Cut your classes in half, take two. If you can only take one,
take one, but just keep at it.” .... It took me six years to get this done, but I got it done-
Charlie and Ginger were both accounting majors at Tiger Community College. Ginger had a
similar story about gathering some stackable credentials while pursuing her accounting degree:
I realized that accounting was my strength...They had a payroll certification that you
could do as part of that. I did that and I did a QuickBooks certification too.... [ never
pictured myself as an accountant (growing up), but it is something I really enjoy and I’'m
good at it. It’s able, it’s lucrative, accountants always work Monday through Friday. It’s
consistent.
Like Ginger, Pam found a field of study that she was passionate about as an adult. When Pam
returned to college as an adult learner, she started as a horticulture major. Although she began
the program in an unconventional manner, she quickly adjusted to the rigor of the coursework:
I started in the horticulture program because my career goals are to have a nursery and I
already do landscaping and gardening jobs.... My first semester was the spring of 2020
and the way I did the degree was a little unconventional. It wasn’t recommended how I
went about it, because usually it’s recommended to start in the fall, start with the

horticulture classes, and then have your electives mixed in with it..... Then the summer
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semester I started in at the third level plant materials class, the advanced class. That

wasn’t recommended either because the classes do build on each other. And I said, “I can

do it, I’'1l pay attention, I can learn fast.” I ended up with a 100 in that class.
The adult learners interviewed in the study came to college for various personal reasons. Some
were looking to earn a degree strictly to enter the workforce, while others pursued their
education for personal satisfaction. Either way, participants noted that the instruction they
received increased their knowledge of the field and better prepared them for a future career in
their chosen major. However, several participants did share some areas of improvements that
colleges should consider to better support adult learners moving forward. This provided the
premise for the final section of this theme, Improvement Colleges Could Make for Adult
Learners.

Improvements Colleges Could Make for Adult Learners

Although the overall college experiences of the adult learners were positive, suggestions
were made that institutions could implement to enhance support systems for adults. Candice
noted that tutoring times at Eagle Community College were not always conducive for the work
schedules of adults:

I had called and wanted a tutor for a class. But guess what, they didn’t allow you to

schedule past 3:30 pm or something like that. If you are getting off work at 4:00 pm, why

not make it accessible for someone like me that’s learning? That’s something that the

community colleges need to work on as well as being more flexible for adult learners that

work.
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As Candice noted the challenge of working during the day and being able to participate in
tutoring after work, Ginger noted that the job prep programs which Tiger Community College
had in place were not conducive to an adult learner with employment experience:
The struggle that I found was that a lot of the jobs that they had, the piece that was
missing was that they didn’t seem to understand that as an adult learner I already had job
experience. A lot of the opportunities that they had were very entry level. I understand
that [ am in school to get a degree. But they didn’t recognize that I may have had job
experience before that. There was a lot of unpaid internships and that’s not going to work
for me, [ have a mortgage. The opportunities to kind of build out your resume weren’t as
present because they really kind of seem to think I didn’t have any job history, which I do
get, but does make that a little bit more challenging.
Much like Ginger, Sadie expressed frustration with having to find an internship in her program,
while having to work fulltime to support herself. Sadie encountered a challenge with the
internship that was required for her interpreter education program. Although she recognized the
importance of the internship, her work schedule did not allow her to find an employer or
schedule the hours necessary to complete it:
I was really nervous about it [the internship] .... [ was very familiar with the demands of
my job and how inflexible it was. Sometimes I would have to drive 200 miles a day.... |
was really nervous about the idea of finding basically an additional 10 hours a week,
which we’re now talking 50-60 hours a week.... I was getting really nervous. I don’t
know if I’m going to be able to swing this. 'm not hearing back from any of the people
that I’m reaching out to about internship opportunities.... I think that was one blind spot

that Tiger Community College has is knowing that most of their people are adult
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learners.... I do all these things by myself and I was not the only one. You have to work
probably full-time to be able to afford to live, how are you going to do an internship?
While Ginger and Sadie expressed irritations about the internships offered, Tonia noted that the
career fairs were not conducive to an adult learner with young children. Tonia said there were
some career fairs offered at Tiger Community College, but the timing was not convenient for her
to attend:
They had a couple of career fairs, but I didn’t make it to it just because I didn’t have
anyone to watch my kids and I did not want to take three kids to that. I wish they would
offer the fairs in the morning time, while kids are at school.... I think every once in a
while they had a couple during the daytime, but I would miss it because of one thing or
another.
While the timing of internships and career fairs were a concern for several participants, Ruth
expressed a challenge that she faced in the classroom as an older adult learner.
I think there needs to be something for all students where you have extended testing and
things like that. You have to have some kind of time limit, but having those time limits
prevented me from getting a second degree because they [college] weren’t willing to
work with me. This was frustrating.... [The college] didn’t take into account for older
people. People that are older cannot take a test in 30 minutes. You shouldn’t have to go
spend $200 at a doctor’s office to get a letter that may or may not be fake. I can’t fake
that [ am older and that I can’t think as fast anymore.
Similar to Ruth’s experience, Jacob felt that courses were not always designed with the adult
learner in mind. He noted that some of the college classes were more considered for a student

straight out of high school and not necessarily with the intentionality of serving an adult learner:
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One thing I noticed with the professors was that I had was that a lot of them built the

course entirely around students fresh out of high school. Students that are living with

their parents and don’t have to work to provide for themselves. I think a lot more

professors should [recognize] that everybody in college is at different stages in their life.
The constructive feedback that the participants shared is something that all colleges should
identify and work towards improving in the future. Reconsidering requirements for adult learners
and including course designs to meet the needs of this population are first steps in implementing
a system that provides for the ever-changing needs of the student body. These steps could
provide a mechanism to enhance the school-to-work transition for adult learners as they enter the
workforce postgraduation.

A Variety of Experiences Shaped Adult Learner Graduates in the School-to-Work
Transition

All participants wanted a college degree to better enhance their job prospects following
graduation. While some participants see their college education as key for a long-term
investment, others were looking to provide an immediate opportunity for a better job. This meant
learning the material in their chosen field of study, having a smooth school-to-work transition,
attaining decent work, and continuing their education at a four-year university as needed. These
experiences resulted in four different sections within this theme, College Courses Preparing
Students for the Workforce, School-to-Work Transition, Decent Work, and Continuing Education
to Pursue a Bachelor’s Degree. The first necessary step meant that the college courses they took

in their program of study needed to prepare them for the workforce.
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College Courses Preparing Students for Workforce
The participants overall felt like the classes that they took in college helped prepare them
for their future career following graduation. This included both graduates that entered the
workforce in the area of their chosen field of study and those that did not. Charlie reminisced on
how the instructors in his business program had field experience which was valuable in helping
him transfer academic knowledge into workforce skills:
I have nothing but good things to say about the staff and everybody at TCC. One thing I
like and I am sure a lot of community colleges do.... they got people that were
[employed] in that field. The business statistics class, she’s a math teacher, so she knows
how to do this.... My statistics class had an instructor who worked for several major
companies. So when [the instructor] speaks, he’s speaking from experience, I’ve done
this in the real world.... And he would bring that into the class. He’s like, “I remember
when I worked for this company and here’s what happened.” He would make a lot of the
formulas interesting as far as we’ve got to learn this and here’s how this applies to real
life. “’You know you want to buy a car. What’s your down payment? What’s your interest
rate? How much you borrowing? And I can show you how to figure out your monthly
payment. How long it’s going to take to pay it off.... It’s the same with the accounting
instructors, they were all the time saying they did taxes for so and so, they did this and
they shouldn’t have done this and it’s going to cost them. They did this and it was the
right thing to do.
While Charlie found it helpful to have instructors that had experiences in the business field,

Candice recollected on how her job experience limited her knowledge of newer technology.
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Candice feels her schooling prepared her for her current job as a finance director at a charter

school:
My education definitely prepared me on the path that I am on now. [She learned] to be
able to navigate spreadsheets and Google docs and things like that. If I did not have that
experience in college [she would not know it.] I spent 22 years in the retail world, we
were behind on technology and things like that. Had I not learned this stuff in college,
[such as] sending and attaching files, my work online, I wouldn’t know how to navigate
and be successful.

Candice is now using her business administration degree as a finance director for a charter

school. However, Sadie has not yet applied her interpreter education degree into the workforce.

Despite this, Sadie expressed that she gained significant knowledge of the field while at Tiger

Community College and has the skillset to enter this career field if she chooses to:
My experience at Tiger Community College was overall positive. I enjoyed my teachers
and felt like I was getting a pretty good education. I definitely learned a lot more in terms
of interpreting in American Sign Language than I had ever before. I had already taken up
to Level 4 of American Sign Language before I even got to Tiger Community College.
There was part of me that was wondering how much more is there to learn? But it turns
out that there was a lot!

Another important piece in preparing students for the workforce is providing connections to

employers in the community. Michael noted how as a nursing student, he and his classmates

were in high demand by several local and regional hospitals. “[Tiger Community College] did a

lot of outreach into the programs around. We have three major hospitals that hire new grads. I



81

mean nursing is definitely a need. The outreach of people that wanted to come and see us, get a
hold of a new grad to feel a void in their company is tremendous.”

An additional way for colleges to connect students to local employers is offering work-
based learning programs. Pam participated in a summer work-based learning program that
provided her with hands-on experience working in a greenhouse, inspiring her desire to open her
own one day:

What I would do is basically take care of the whole greenhouse over the summertime...I

could see myself doing that in the future because I want to have my own greenhouse and

run my own nursery.... We had evergreen azaleas and deciduous azaleas. It’s supposed to
be almost impossible, if not difficult for sure, to propagate deciduous by cuttings. The

[instructor] said you can try, it’s a good way to just see what happens. Every single

cutting I did survived....and they took root. I transferred them into bigger pots.... [ was

successful with the work project that I did.... I really enjoyed doing [work-based

learning]. I had a lot of fun doing that.
Participants of this research project overall were very pleased with the rigor of the coursework
that they experienced at their NC Reconnect college. They found that the classwork provided
them with the skillset necessary to meet industry demands. Participants expressed confidence
that they were prepared and ready to get a job in the workforce upon graduation. Next, the
graduates needed to navigate the second section, the School-to-Work Transition.

School to Work Transition

The participants in my study had a variety of perceptions on the school-to-work transition

that they faced as adult learners. Most already worked while in college and several continued at

their same place of employment, while others leveraged their new degree to enhance their career.
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The school-to-work transition for Michael as a nurse was both simple and challenging. He had
the benefit of an inside track to a job at the hospital that he already worked at as a CNA. Still, as
a registered nurse he needed to go through a six-week intensive training, titled Star RN, that the
hospital required before being offered a contract. Once that training was complete, he was given
an offer that he could not refuse:
The company did an additional training course called the Star RN Program.... The Star
RN Program, which is about a six-to-eight-week course, it’s pretty grueling. It covers
everything that you need for hands-on nursing experience, to make sure that you’re
capable and knowledgeable about doing this job...you’ve got people’s lives in your
hands so pretty important to be prepared.... with nursing you have to understand that
you’re always going to be an adult learner, there’s never going to be a moment where you
are complacent and stop learning.... I had already been working weekends as a CNA. My
manager opened it up to me to work weekends as a nurse and be what’s called a relief
charge nurse. Therefore, just making sure that you are keeping the flow of things on the
floor, making sure that medicines are getting processed to the right person at the right
time. And handling any issues being on that floor. It’s been almost eight years now [as a
CNA and RN], so I kind of know the in and out’s, even though I’'m a new graduate
technically. I can still facilitate a lot of things that people who have been there for three
or four years still have questions on. As part of the weekend program, the compensation
was $40 more an hour.... | remember my manager calling me to say, “Hey we got this
weekend schedule approved, is it something you would like to do?” I just spent the past
three years of my life working just weekends [while in college], I’'m going to have to

think about that. And then I started doing the math as I’'m driving home from work. I
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called her back two minutes later, I said, “Yeah of course I’'m going to do that.” .... It all
fell into place and I’'m happy where I am right now.
The other nursing student in the study, Shane, had a similar school-to-work transition as
Michael. Both remained employed at their same healthcare location, but both gained a
promotion with their new-found degree:
I’m still there [dialysis agency] now, so it was a pretty easy transition for me.... I did
have to apply, but my manager helped me fill out the forms I needed to do to escalate it
up and get it approved... It wasn’t too hard of a process on my end, I was guided through
it the whole time.... I'm already familiar with the staff and the building and all the in and
outs of everything. I just had to learn the nursing aspect of everything, like giving
medications, doing assessments, things like that. It has been challenging sometimes, but I
felt like for me it was better to.... go up in a role at the same place where I’'m already
comfortable rather than being fresh out of school and then going to work at a hospital.
Ruth also remained with the same employer after graduation that she had while a student at
Cardinal Community College. Although she has not yet changed positions, her degree has
provided her with an opportunity for advancement if she so chooses to do so:
I’ve decided to remain here [with employer] because it is convenient. My manager has
come to me and said, “You are already a manager and you have your degree now.” |
haven’t seen a lot of openings, but he did talk to me about going into management with
[current employer]. I don’t yet know if I’'m interested.
Like Michael, Shane, and Ruth, Ginger initially stayed with her same employer immediately

following graduation. However, she approached her new degree in a different manner by using
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her AAS in Accounting & Finance to leverage a job title promotion that quickly led to an

advancement position with a new company:
When my graduation date was nearing, [ was able to go to my employer and basically
leverage my degree and say, “Hey I’'m about to graduate with this degree, I’ve been
working at this company and have all this kind of historical knowledge of the company
and you don’t have to train me because I already have it. [ want this title change and pay
increase and leverage that, without having to necessarily change jobs.” My employer did
not take me up on that offer. They gave me the title change, but not the income change.
Then I was able to leverage that title change and degree and switch to my now current
employer, who gave me the same title and a pay bump. I was able to use that [degree] to
successfully move to where I wanted to go.

Candice followed a similar path as Ginger by deciding to change jobs shortly after graduating.

However, Candice recognized that she no longer wanted to work in the retail world after a career

that spanned over 20 years. She decided to use her recently acquired degree to change her career

pathway for a variety of different reasons:
In the retail world I missed out on a lot of my daughter’s [activities]. [Family functions]
like Thanksgiving dinner and things like that, I wasn’t able to be a part of.... That world
can be a tough world. I left the company I had been at for 22 years.... I wanted a new
aspect on life, something outside of retail. I took my associate degree and changed
jobs.... I applied [with the county school system] .... I graduated in May...and I started
in August. I got a raise of about $7,000-$8,000...The hours are better and shorter. I'm a
finance assistant director for a charter school.... I’'m learning and applying. That’s not

where [ want to retire from, but I want to get the knowledge and things like that. It’s been
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a journey and I do appreciate where I am and where I’ve been. You can’t take that
experience from me.
Charlie’s professional career took many twists and turns. Following his truck driving accident,
he decided to return to college to work on an accounting degree. Later he experienced cancer,
which forced him to remain out-of-work during his final few semesters in college. He noted that
having a Work Study position with the campus Small Business Center helped ease the transition
from school to work. This prepared him to get a job offer in his field of study two months before
graduating:
I had gotten a Work Study job with the Small Business Center at Tiger Community
College in my last year.....it was only 10 hours a week....but that was a big help just
transitioning after being out of work (about 18 months) initially due to Covid and then to
the cancer and the treatment, recovery, and all that.....This helped while I was going to
school transitioning back into the workforce and then I began putting resumes out. The
job I currently have right now I applied to it.... I went the first of March and
interviewed.... I ended up meeting the owner. He looked at my cover letter and
resume.... right before they started interviewing me, [the owner] stuck his head in the
door and says, let’s not let salary get in the way of anything here. They hired me
immediately. They worked around my schedule until May when I graduated.
Sadie and Pam have not yet transitioned into a position in their field of study. However, both are
similar to other participants in that they are working and recognize that their degree could still
open up opportunities in those careers in the future. Sadie attempted to get a job in her field of
Interpreting Education six months after graduating, but after passing an initial video test she was

unsuccessful in securing the position:
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I did try to get an interpreting job this year. I applied in January to work for a company
called Lamp Communications (pseudonym). They work with [interpreter education]. My
experience with them was very negative.... They did a video test where you log on and
interpret to the best of your ability static videos that they’ve uploaded. And I passed.
They hired me and asked if I would go to [another city] to train.... The training was a
week and it was not enough to polish me up enough. They told me that they were not
continuing my application anymore.... They told me I could apply again in six months.
But to be honest, if I ever get back into interpreting it will not be with [Lamp
Communications].

Although Pam has not yet reached her ultimate goal of owning her own greenhouse nursery, she

feels Tiger Community College prepared her for being able to work in this area:
My goal is to have my own nursery and greenhouse. My [work-based learning program]
definitely helped me see how much work I would really have to do because the whole
summer I spent at least 75% of the time on just azalea plants.... moving them up. In the
workforce I would be selling those, so they wouldn’t be sitting there all the time and I
wouldn’t have to keep potting them up. But that definitely helped me see how much work
it would take. I learned some neat tricks from the people that have the knowledge and
experience [in the field].

Jacob’s associate in arts degree is designed for college transfer. He has not yet transferred to a

university but is working two part-time jobs that he enjoys. Jacob discussed how Cardinal

Community College provided services that he utilized that has helped him think about continuing

his education and long-term career interests that he may want to pursue:
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I did talk with the career counselor at Cardinal. He gave me an online test that shows

career clusters. I did some exploring with that.... I have had people from the college

show me different [universities] and different careers. This includes [jobs] that can be

done from home and classes that can be taken online. I had a great [career] counselor and

advisor that helped look at those things.
The school-to-work transition for the participants had many different components that included
family dynamics and satisfaction level at their current employer. It consisted of a mixture of
satisfaction and optimism for a better future among the participants. Some advanced within their
current employer, while others changed jobs altogether. Each individual had their own unique
story, but none expressed disappointment in furthering their education. The participants post-
graduate jobs also consisted of a mixture of benefits that determine the next section of this
theme, Decent Work.

Decent Work

The Psychology of Working Theory (PWT) suggests that decent work consists of these
five components: (1) physical and interpersonally safe working conditions, (2) hours that allow
for free time and adequate rest, (3) organizational values that complement family and social
values, (4) adequate compensation, and (5) access to adequate health care (Blustein et al., 2016;
Duffy et al., 2016). The participants of my study shared information about their current
employment following graduation. Many reinforced the importance of receiving employment
benefits that qualify as decent work. As an office manager for a small business, Charlie oversees
the employee benefits which includes a 401K, paid holiday and leave time, and health insurance.

He even created the employee benefits package that is available to office staff:
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I developed an employee handbook for the office that provides guidance on paid leave

time and how that accrues. I’ve got health insurance available for employees. We’ve got

a 401K available that starts in January. There’s been lots of things that you don’t think

about in running a business. To get and retain high quality people, they are looking for

vacation time or paid time off...... They are looking to be able to purchase health
insurance if they need it. You know they may be wanting to invest in a 401K or some
kind of retirement savings plan. And from my accounting background it’s all a deductible
expense at the end of the year.
Charlie was placed in a unique position where he was given the authority to essentially establish
employee benefits for his employer, thus creating decent work for himself and colleagues.
Meanwhile, Michael was able to continue receiving employee benefits, that constitute as decent
work, at the hospital that he now serves as a registered nurse in the kidney unit. “We go through
Safety Net (pseudonym) for health insurance, which is really good. [His employer] offers a lot of
sign-on bonuses for going into the nursing program. I was able to capitalize on one of those. And
they have a lot of programs set in play that allows you to earn more.”

Charlie and Michael both recognized the importance of maintaining decent work. Ruth
also acknowledged the importance in having a job that has good employee benefits, even if the
salary is not as high as she would like. She remained in the same job that she started prior to
returning to Eagle Community College largely due to her employer providing excellent benefits:

[Her employer] has good benefits. We have the 401k, the stock options, which is

important to me.... [ stayed [at employer] because I get to work from home. [During bad

weather] I can stay home from work and not have to miss work.... They always have

these bidding hours and I was able to get the hours that I want. I work 8:00 am —4:30 pm.
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They have flex time where I can move my hours around if it’s available. I can take a day
off and work another day.... We have vacation time. We get two weeks’ vacation, plus
they give you floating vacation, so it is almost three vacations.

Ruth was not the only participant that recognized remote work and vacation time as major job

benefits. Ginger discussed in detail the great benefits that her current employer provides from

vacation time, sick leave, remote work, health insurance, and paid college tuition:
Currently I work at a [regional community health services organization]. It’s a non-profit
federally qualified health center. I work as a staff accountant.... Out of my 16 years of
job experience, this is the best job I’ve ever had. I love it a lot! I have the same kind of
hybrid remote schedule (3 days in office; 2 days at home per week), but I work for a non-
profit which is really nice, because that’s something that does matter a lot to me. It’s
really a nice feeling to know that I go to work every day and actually do something to
benefit people. My bosses are super encouraging. They are helpful and they mentor. They
have a culture of promoting from within and training people. And it’s been a joy. ....
They give me a lot of flexibility with my hours and my time off.... whatever I need to do
they are very helpful and friendly. 'm excited that I am doing this, it has been great! I get
just shy of four weeks paid time off a year, 10 holidays, and two floating holidays....
Health insurance is offered to my family... they reimburse me for all my tuition fees, my
book fees.... the benefits have been great.

Much like Ginger, Shane spoke about how his employer provided tuition reimbursement for his

college classes as well. This was one of several benefits that Shane’s employer offers and has

contributed to his decision to continue working there.
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I went with the traditional tuition reimbursement. At the beginning of the semester, I pay

for books and tuition...and then at the end of the semester, once I get my grades back...I

fill out a form and then they will reimburse me.... Every pay period we get a certain

number of hours of PTO (paid time off), based on how many hours we worked. I have

had insurance the whole time - dental insurance, health insurance, and vision insurance.
The participants shared that employee benefits that are important to them include health, dental,
and vision insurance, paid time off, remote work options, and various retirement options.
Candice shared how her job at the charter school is very rewarding to her by providing health
insurance and paid vacation. However, they do not offer a retirement plan, which she believes
will prevent her from remaining employed there long-term:

I work on the finance side, but the kids still come, and I give them encouraging words
and make sure they are doing good on their report card. I like to reward them with some
candy...I like the experience.... I don’t plan to stay there forever because they do not
offer a 401K or retirement for us. As I continue, I will have to have that. They gave me
health insurance and two weeks of vacation.... but no retirement.

Decent work can enhance an individual’s self-esteem and provide essential resources for not
only the employer, but an entire family (Blustein et al., 2016; Duffy et al., 2016). The
participants of my study that attained all components of decent work shared the importance of
how having a job with benefits is necessary to them and supports their family. Meanwhile, Jacob,
Pam, Sadie, and Tonia have also attained some components of decent work as self-employed
individuals. These components include, safe working conditions and organizational values that
complement family and social values. Each participant recognized the importance of their degree

and have either already used it towards attaining decent work or are planning to in the future.
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Others have decided that they are not yet finished with their postsecondary education, and
despite having already attained decent work, are continuing in college to pursue a bachelor’s
degree, the final section of this theme.

Continuing Education to Pursue a Bachelor’s Degree

Several of the participants are continuing their education at a four-year university in order
to attain their bachelors degree. This occurred despite none of them completing a standard
university transfer degree (Associate of Arts or Associate of Science) at their community college.
Candice said, “This is my second time attending [confidential university], but this will be the
first time going as having an associate degree under my belt. It will be a bachelor’s degree in
business administration.... I should only have two semesters left.”

Continuing one’s education at a four-year university can be motivated by enhanced pay
or other benefits on the job. Ginger continued her education by pursuing a bachelor’s degree in
accounting. She has been told that it will lead to further promotion with her employer:

I’'m now in school to get my bachelor’s. I graduate in May [2024] ....so one semester to

go! My current employer pays for my college.... they reimburse me for all my tuition

fees, my book fees, things like that. They are already aware that I am going to ask for a

title change and pay increase when I get my degree and they have already agreed to it. |

will continue to probably stay with this employer, as I will get a promotion essentially
and a raise after I finish my four-year degree.
Ginger highlighted how her employer is covering the costs for her to continue her education that
will lead to a promotion. Meanwhile, Shane is pursuing his bachelor’s degree in nursing through

a program that connects Tiger Community College with a local university:
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I’m working on my bachelor’s degree in nursing at [university].... ’'m in a program

called the Ribbon Program. It’s setup through [university] where you work on stuff at

[Tiger Community College] and take some classes at [university] here and there. Then

you take your final year at [university]. That’s where I am now, the final year.... I

finished the fall semester just recently and now I’m going to the spring semester starting

next week. Then I am done, at least for the time being.
Shane and Michael are now both registered nurses working in their career field that plan to earn
bachelor’s degrees in the future. Although Michael has not yet started his bachelor program, he
is contractually obligated to start in the next few years. “I had to sign a commitment form or a
contract form with [employer] that within five years of getting my ADN.... I have to be enrolled
in a bachelor program. They actually hire you as a bachelor program graduate and have you fill
out a commitment form.”

Jacob was the only participant that graduated with a two-year associate in arts college
transfer degree. He graduated in August 2023 and his life circumstance has prevented him from
continuing his education at a university at this point in time. He is now working a couple of part-
time jobs:

I never did figure out a job that I definitively want to pursue. Right now, I’'m working as

a self-employed home healthcare provider for an elderly woman with dementia as well as

part-time manager of a collectable bookstore. I have my hands full right now because the

person I provide home healthcare for is in need of someone at all times. Currently I don’t

have much time to attend college, but I'm thinking about going into cyber security or a

possibly a business field [when he does continue college.]
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Participants continuing their education after graduating from a NC Reconnect community
college highlights how many adult learners persist in their pursuit of learning. The personal
benefits that initially sparked their interest in returning to college as an adult learner is
demonstrated through their desire to earn more credentials that can benefit them in the workforce
and beyond. This led to the final theme of the research regarding the personal and financial
benefits of the participants completing their degree.
The Personal and Financial Benefits of Returning to College Were Meaningful for Adult
Learner Graduates of NC Reconnect Community Colleges.... “It Was Hard Not to Cry”
Looking back at their decision to go to college as an adult learner, the participants shared
how it has benefited them long-term both personally and professionally. Tonia noted how much
it meant to her as a first-generation college student to earn her degree and the raw emotions that
she felt at her commencement ceremony:
It was hard not to cry when I finally got to walk across that stage.... I’'m really glad that I
had the opportunity to go back and had that financial assistance to be able to do it.... I
had a lot of regrets about not finishing my degree. Getting that opportunity really helped.
It boosted my self-esteem and my confidence level. It made me feel better about myself.
I’'m doing this for my children, and I’m doing this for myself, and I’'m doing this for my
husband. Being one of the first people in my family to go to college...I’'m 33 years old,
the fact that I got to graduate was amazing to me.
Michael, like Tonia, expressed how earning his degree enhanced his self-esteem. He also
discussed how completing his associate degree in nursing has placed him in a position for a

successful career:
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From a personal perspective, I feel like I’'m more capable. I almost obtained my
bachelor’s degree, and I didn’t go back [to college] until I was laid off from sales. Having
a degree and being in a professional setting, you feel better about yourself. You are not
constantly trying to play catch-up or the what-if game. In nursing, people are always
going to be sick, so there’s no what-if game. You are always going to have a job and
that’s the security that comes with that line of work. Having that blanket is a huge part of
the benefit of being an adult learner.

Ginger also highlighted the benefits that came from being an adult learner. She sees how earning

her accounting degree has changed the trajectory of her career for the better, which provided

financial security and inspiration for her daughter:
I was able to take my time, 11 years, and really think about what I should go back to
school for and pick something that meant I care about the schoolwork.... it’s an
intentional thing that I want to do and I’'m doing it for a reason. I think I’m having more
success with that. I was able to be in the workforce and know what kind of job I wanted
and not just throw a dart at a board and hope.... When I was in college as a teenager, |
was a political science major. This is a very different career path than I originally
planned.... From a financial perspective my annual take home pay has more than doubled
since when I first went back to work following my husband leaving, which has been very
incredible. I do own my own home, but my mortgage payment has not increased but my
salary has increased significantly, which has helped a lot. It’s also given my daughter
some appreciation.... she just turned nine and she is aware that I’'m in college. We talk
about it a lot. We talk about how that’s something [she] can do when [she] leaves high

school.... she’s watched me do some of my homework. She knows sometimes we can’t
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do x, y, or z because I need to do a quiz, or test, or exam, or whatever. But she’s also seen
me time manage and prioritize spending time with her too.... I like to think that it’s been
helpful for her to see that you can go back to school as an adult, if she chooses not to go
immediately after high school. You can choose to go back later and it has different
challenges. Some things are easier, but it’s also much harder when you are balancing
75,000 things of being an adult. It’s been a big part of our lives, in her getting to watch
the time management piece and her getting to see me going through college and caring
about it. We will be doing our homework together because she’s in public school. All of
that has been kind of interesting.
As a single mother like Ginger, Pam noted the importance of leaving a legacy for her daughter.
Although she has not yet reached her goal of owning a greenhouse nursery, Pam recognizes how
her AAS in Horticultural Technology could prepare her and her family for a more prosperous
future:
I am very determined, when I get my mind set that I need to do something, I will do
it....One of my main goals in life is to have my own business where I don’t have to work
under someone....I want to have something for my child....all I have known is poverty
my whole life and I want to break that generational curse. So that was probably the
number one drive for me is to make more money, to have that education.
Charlie also recognizes that completing his degree has added income and provided him with a
job that allows for more flexibility. This flexibility provided him with a Monday-Friday job
which allows him more time to spend with his family:
Financially I am better off now.... I work generally 8-5, Monday through Friday.... My

seven-year-old played flag football this fall. I’'m able to coach his team, so if [ need to
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leave at 4:00 to go to practice.... it’s fine. [’'m able to be at his games and have more of a
family life and more of an impact on them.... [The degree] helped me get this job and
moving to [present location] and putting down roots here.

As a first-generation college graduate, Jacob is proud of what he has accomplished even though
he doesn’t feel he has finished his education. “I believe my mom might have done some college
but my dad did not go to college.... It feels good to have a degree under my belt. I don’t see
having an associate degree as the ending of college for me, but it does feel like a good step in the
right direction. Mentally, it’s very reassuring.”

Ruth recognized how important it is to have an education and is proud that she was able
to finish her degree. She hopes that programs like NC Reconnect can continue to expand to
provide more opportunities for adults to complete a college credential:

I think you need to have the education. If I had put all the [college courses] I have done

over the years I would have a master’s degree. I’'m very thankful that I see the focus on

the older student now. I do feel like when NC Reconnect connects older students [to
college] that it results in jobs. I would love to see North Carolina have some funding for

[adults to return to college.] If someone makes $50,000 a year and loses their job, they

will look at programs like that. [These programs] could help cover cost of living [for an

adult learner.]
Much like Ruth, Candice sees the benefit of earning her college degree as an adult learner. She
encourages other potential adult learners to pursue their dream of a college education:

My advice to any adult learner that would want to further their education, I would say, go

forward. Don’t listen to naysayers that say you are too old. Now retirement ages are

getting later and later. Experience plus education is definitely the way to go. The moment
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I graduated it made me feel so good and nobody can take that away. I learned so much at
Eagle Community College. I’'m currently going to the same state university I previously
attended because I loved [community college] so much. I’'m enrolled to get my bachelor’s
in business.
Every participant of the study was enthusiastic about sharing their story and how graduating
from a NC Reconnect community college as an adult learner is a lifetime accomplishment. The
pride that they shared in being a college graduate was very apparent. In some cases, it has led to
a career that can be considered decent work. While others have not yet attained decent work,
those graduates still displayed hope for a better future and enhanced self-fulfillment. It is very
apparent that graduating from college with an associate degree as an adult learner is a significant
milestone to all the participants.
Summary
This study was conducted to learn about the experiences of adult learners that graduated
from NC Reconnect community colleges and if they attained decent work following graduation.
Ten adults that graduated from NC Reconnect colleges between 2021-2023 participated in this
study. The researcher used purposeful sampling to select the graduate participants from multiple
academic programs at three NC Reconnect colleges, while addressing the following research
questions:
1.) How have self-perceptions of adults graduating from NC Reconnect community
colleges changed prior to re-enrollment and after graduating?
2.) What resources and supports did colleges provide to prepare students for
employment and are adult graduates of NC Reconnect colleges attaining decent

work upon completing an academic credential?
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3.) How has returning to college as an adult learner proved beneficial for graduates of
NC Reconnect colleges from a financial and/or self-fulfillment perspective?

Upon completion of the semi-structured interviews, data were transcribed, coded, and
categorized. The four themes that emerged were (1) Decision to Return as an Adult Learner is
Multifaceted with a Predominate Impact on Family; (2) Success of Adult Learners Graduates at
NC Reconnect Community Colleges were Experienced in Different and Unique Ways; (3) A
Variety of Experiences Shaped Adult Learner Graduates in the School-to-Work Transition; and
(4) The Personal and Financial Benefits of Returning to College Were Meaningful for Adult
Learner Graduates of NC Reconnect Community Colleges.... “It Was Hard Not to Cry.”

It was determined that six of the ten participants attained all components of decent work
following graduation. The other four graduates, who are either self-employed or a family
caregiver, have some components of decent work that is elaborated about in more depth in
Chapter 5. Most of these participants indicated better salaries as a result of graduating with their
associate degree. Every participant indicated a sense of self-fulfillment in completing this
credential and believe that their education has prepared them for the future. The graduates
indicated that the student support systems which the colleges provided such as writing centers,
academic tutoring, student success coaches, instructor flexibility, and counseling services helped
them complete their degree, which leads to decent work. Chapter 5 provides interpretation of the
findings. It also delivers theoretical and practical implications and recommendations for future

research.
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Chapter 5: Discussion of Findings

The problem addressed in this study is that fewer than half of North Carolina residents
ages 25-44 possess a high-quality credential or postsecondary degree (Steering Committee of the
MyFuture NC Commission, 2019). NC Reconnect was established to identify adults that had
completed some college without earning a credential and reconnect them to a community college
(Breeden et al., 2022; Thomas, 2021a). In doing so, NC Reconnect became a support agency of
the MyFutureNC goal of 2 million adults ages 25-44 earning a high-quality credential or
postsecondary degree by 2030 (Thomas, 2024). The purpose of this basic qualitative study is to
determine if adult learner graduates of NC Reconnect community colleges are attaining decent
work and what college support systems were used to help these scholars be successful. Adult
graduates from NC Reconnect colleges were recruited and participated in individual semi-
structured interviews. I used the Psychology of Working Theory (PWT) as my theoretical
framework to determine if the graduates attained decent work after graduating. The research
study addressed the following research questions:

1.) How have self-perceptions of adults graduating from NC Reconnect community
colleges changed prior to re-enrollment and after graduating?

2.) What resources and supports did colleges provide to prepare students for
employment and are adult graduates of NC Reconnect colleges attaining decent
work upon completing an academic credential?

3.) How has returning to college as an adult learner proved beneficial for graduates of
NC Reconnect colleges from a financial and/or self-fulfillment perspective?

This chapter contains a summary of the key findings, implications for theory and practice, and

recommendations for future research.



100

Discussion of Key Findings

The key findings of this qualitative research study center around four chronological
themes that the participants experienced. These themes consisted of (1) Decision to Return as an
Adult Learner is Multifaceted with a Predominate Impact on Family; (2) Success of Adult
Learner Graduates at NC Reconnect Community Colleges were Experienced in Different and
Unique Ways; (3) A Variety of Experiences Shaped Adult Learner Graduates in the School-to-
Work Transition; and (4) The Personal and Financial Benefits of Returning to College Were
Meaningful for Adult Learner Graduates of NC Reconnect Community Colleges... “It Was Hard
Not to Cry.” The findings address the research questions and support information found in the

literature.

As participants reflected on their school-to-work transition it demonstrated a variety of
results ranging from instant employment in their field of study, to maintaining work with their
previous employer, to becoming self-employed, or being a parental caregiver for their children.
All participants shared that the accomplishment of completing their associate degree produced
positive emotions. They feel that this achievement has prepared them for a brighter future for
them and their families. This positive outlook transcended all participants that included a gap of

over 30 years between the oldest and youngest graduate.

Decision to Return as an Adult Learner is Multifaceted with a Predominate Impact on Family

The participants’ current ages range from 26 to 60. Three of the participants are currently
48 or older, while the other seven are 38 or younger. This variance in ages highlights the
differences in life experiences that the participants exhibit. Two of the ten in the study had

previously graduated with a bachelor’s degree and enrolled at a NC Reconnect community
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college for a specific program. The other eight had all previously taken college classes, but none
had ever graduated with an associate degree or higher prior to reenrolling. All ten participants,
who reenrolled as adult learners, completed an associate degree in their chosen major between
six months and two years of the time that they were interviewed for this research study. One of

the influential practices that was mentioned by the participants was access to online courses.

It became apparent that online instructional methods provided participants with an
avenue to complete their courses while balancing a busy family life. Participants shared that
without online course offerings some would not have returned to college or have been able to
complete their education. Candice said, “This last time I was in school, my classes were all
online. I prefer to be in class, but my work schedule only allowed me to be online.” Taking all
her classes online also allowed Ginger to work full-time, raise her daughter as a single parent,
and be a full-time student. “I had a remote hybrid job which made it a little easier to take care of
schoolwork at the same time. I always had full-time enrollment status in college and I always

had full-time employment as well.”

The literature also supports the idea that online learning provides opportunities for adult
learners to balance work and family duties (Pham & Jahnke, 2023). Advancements in technology
offers an enhanced online learning experience through modern platforms such as virtual reality
and artificial intelligence (Pham & Jahnke, 2023). Among many strengths, online learning
provides convenience, innovativeness, and accessibility, producing an easier delivery method for
instructors and simplifies students’ ability to interact through forums and chat rooms (Wang &
Zhao, 2021). While these benefits are apparent, it is also essential that colleges consider the adult
learner when creating classes. Since older adult learners may not have the technological skills

that their younger classmates possess, it is important the professors design the courses with clear



102

and precise instructions on how to navigate the ever-changing platform (Pham & Jahnke, 2023).
This will help support the overall college experience of the adult learners. Another area that
proved influential for the participants decision to return to college was free tuition. This topic
was stated by nearly half of the participants despite it not being a question asked during the

interviews.

Free community college tuition remains a hot topic politically across the nation (Ison,
2023; Smith et al., 2023). Ison suggests that free community college tuition is a rare policy that
bridges political divides, although for different ideological reasons (Ison, 2023). Some see this as
an investment for the students that will pay off through increase in the tax base and improved
economic output (Ison, 2023). Meanwhile, other supporters believe free tuition addresses
disparities in student access due to limited financial resources, along with food and transportation
insecurities (Ison, 2023). Opponents are less receptive to the idea of free community college
(Smith et al., 2023). Some critics express concern over program sustainability and sources of
funding, while others question if equitable access is provided for students (Smith et al., 2023).
More research needs to be completed to determine which policies have the most significant

impact on students (Ison, 2023).

Although the term “free tuition” was never asked by the researcher in the interviews, it
was mentioned by three different participants as motivating factors for reenrolling in college. A
fourth participant spoke about tuition assistance that was provided after reenrolling and prior to
graduation. While NC Reconnect did not provide free tuition across the multiple cohort of
colleges, certain institutions offered financial assistance to their NC Reconnect students through
a variety of funding sources. My research suggests this financial support provided incentives to

reenroll for those that were eligible and it was also a factor in retention because the students did
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not want to lose this benefit moving forward. Jacob said, “I had always planned on going back to
college, but whenever I received the emails about how I could come back to [Cardinal
Community College] for free to finish out my degree, that’s what made the decision for me.”
Ruth shared that she had been laid off from her job, but did not qualify for financial aid due to
her income the year before. She said, “One of the counselors [at Cardinal Community College]
reached out to me to share about [NC Reconnect] and explained that a lot of our college tuition
would be covered. I was very excited.” Tonia said, “When I found out about free college [at
Tiger Community College], I wanted to take that opportunity to go back and finish my associate
degree because I was very close to being done.” Receiving free tuition was the top incentive for
these adult learners to return to college and each one was able to complete an associate degree as
a result. However, the opportunity for flexible online course offering and free tuition would have
been meaningless had it not been for the overwhelmingly positive experiences the participants

received as students.

Success of Adult Learner Graduates at NC Reconnect Community Colleges were Experienced

in Different and Unique Ways

The college experience for adult learners is different than their younger classmates for a variety
of reasons (Bryant, 2021; Bullington et al., 2021). Adult learners’ common role as providers for
their family offers them with a different perspective from the conventional college student under
the age of 25 (Bryant, 2021; Fletcher & Tyson, 2021). This was also found in my research as
participants frequently shared stories about navigating family and work responsibilities with
college requirements. The participants reflected on their college experience with pride and

admiration that they were successful in completing their degree.
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A variety of support systems provided participants with the necessary resources to be
successful. These included academic tutoring, writing centers, office hour time with instructors,
counseling services, knowledgeable advisors, and student success coaches. Participants noted
how these college functions provided additional support that enhanced their ability to learn.
Charlie emphasized how as an older adult learner being able to submit rough draft papers to the
campus writing center at Tiger Community College was extremely helpful. He said, “The
reviewers would critique the papers and make suggestions before I submitted it. This was very
helpful.” Academic tutoring was also an important component that colleges offered to students.
Candice had challenges in two of her business classes and she noted how tutoring helped her be
successful in them. “I did have one-on-one tutoring and I was successful in those classes,” she

said.

Counseling and success coaches are services that research has found beneficial to student
attainment (Gamache & Alexander, 2021; Valentine & Price, 2023). These support services were
mentioned by study participants as helpful resources as well. Research shows that campus
counseling centers produce a positive impact on student well-being that demonstrates an increase
in retention (Gamache & Alexander, 2021). As a nursing student, Shane had a high level of
academic responsibility to work through in addition to navigating his personal life as an adult
learner. He decided to utilize the college counseling services that was provided to students.
Shane said, “I attended the counseling services that Tiger Community College offered. They
offered me three counseling sessions that were helpful.” Additionally, success coaches provide
students with a more holistic approach that focuses on individualized attention, which many
North Carolina community colleges have implemented in a variety of way to their campuses

(Valentine & Price, 2023). Success coaches were used for NC Reconnect students at Tiger
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Community College. The coaches kept in contact with the students on a frequent basis by
developing relationships with them that provided support inside and outside the classroom. Tonia
raved about the importance of her success coach. “She made sure that I met my goals each week.
She would check-in to make sure that I already worked on my tests online,” Tonia said. The
accomplishments Tonia experienced matches the research that indicates success coaching
complements traditional campus services such as tutoring, mentoring, counseling, and advising
(Pechac & Slantcheva-Durst, 2021). Success coaches should also seek professional development
opportunities to best meet the students’ needs, as studies show that students who experienced in-
person connections with their coaches had higher levels of academic progress than those who
only received electronic interactions such as email or phone call (Pechac & Slantcheva-Durst,
2021). This research reflects the importance of making sure success coaches are trained to meet

the diverse needs of adult learners.

While the participants highlighted the importance of college support services to their
academic success, they also demonstrated that the most important component to their
accomplishments was excellent instruction by their professors. Research indicates that a strong
teaching presence, especially among adult learners in online classes, is a catalyst for student
success (Pham & Jahnke, 2023). Pam discussed how her instructors would be flexible with
assignments and recognized that adult learners had life complexities that sometimes interfered
with due dates. Michael and Sadie noted how the instructors would be available outside of the
normal college operating hours. “The instructors for the nursing program were always available
night or day via text or anything,” Michael said. Sadie mentioned that she once had an instructor
travel over 50 miles to make sure some paperwork was completed for her program. Jacob noted

how he had an English instructor that was willing to help any student that had life events arise.
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He also mentioned that one-on-one time with instructors during office hours proved to be

extremely beneficial when he had questions about a class topic.

Although the college experiences of the graduates were mostly positive, there were some
suggestions that the participants made to better serve students in the future. Research indicates
that a holistic approach of services by community colleges that include academic, social,
emotional, and financial assistance are best when assisting adult learners (Spitzig & Renner,
2022). My research indicated that improvements could be made by the colleges in this area.
Candice worked a daytime job and took classes online. She found that campus-wide tutoring was
not always offered at a time that was conducive to her schedule. At one point she was told that
tutoring was not available after 3:30 pm, which prevented her from being able to receive this
service. She suggested offering tutoring beyond the typical daytime hours of the college so adult
learners that work 8-5 jobs can benefit from the services. Jacob and Ruth expressed their
disappointment in the design of some courses that were not supportive of the challenges that
adult learners face. Ruth shared that taking a test as a student in her 50s requires more time than
it did for her when she was younger. She feels that timed tests should be extended for a student
her age without having to provide documentation to the campus accessibility services office.
Jacob felt like the courses were often designed for the student that was fresh out of high school
and not one that has family responsibilities as an adult learner. While these suggestions were
largely related to the classroom, there were others that had recommendations centering around

the school-to-work transition.

As students neared graduation, programs were offered or required to provide a bridge
from college into the workforce. However, it was noticed that these student engagement

practices appeared to center around the schedules of traditional students, rather than aligned
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towards adult learners as research has deemed appropriate (Spitzig & Renner, 2022). While
college job fairs were made available to students nearing the completion of their academic
program, Tonia was unable to take advantage of the opportunity due to family responsibilities.
“They had a couple of career fairs, but I didn’t make it just because I didn’t have anyone to
watch my kids and I did not want to take three kids to that. I wish they would offer the fairs in
the morning time, while kids are at school,” Tonia said. Meanwhile, Ginger shared her
disappointment in the colleges only connecting students to unpaid internships. As an adult
learner with financial and family responsibilities she was unable to work in this capacity. “A lot
of the opportunities that they had were very entry level,” Ginger said. She added, “They didn’t
recognize that I may have had job experience before that. There was a lot of unpaid internships
and that’s not going to work for me, I have a mortgage.” Sadie’s concern involved an internship
course that was required for her academic program, but she was unable to fit it into her life
schedule. Sadie said, “I was really nervous about the internship. You have to work probably
full-time to be able to afford to live, how are you going to do an internship?” These participant
experiences and recommendations should be considered when community colleges are designing
curriculum with a school-to-work focus for adult learners.

The college experience of the participants can be generally categorized as positive but
challenging at times. Despite multiple obstacles to overcome, every participant graduated from
the program of study that they started. The resiliency of the participants became evident through
the research. These obstacles included multiple family responsibilities, divorce, financial
hardships, full-time jobs, and even a cancer diagnosis. Pam overcame being a single mom and
unexpectedly raising two of her siblings, while earning a horticulture degree. She said, “I got

through it. It was really hard, but I did do it.” Tonia said, “It was hard not to cry when I finally
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got to walk across the stage.” She added, “It boosted my self-esteem and confidence level. It
made me feel better about myself.” As the participants graduated with their long-sought after
college degree, they then had to start thinking about their post-graduation plans.

A Variety of Experiences Shaped Adult Learner Graduates in the School-to-Work Transition

Research indicates that a successful school-to-work transition can have significant effects
for personal development and on a long-term career (Steiner et al., 2022). Similarly, Masdonati
et al (2022) note that the school-to-work transition can impact an individual’s entire career path.
Participants in this study faced a variety of experiences during their school-to-work transition.
Some continued to work with their same employer, others used their degree to find new
employment, while a few chose to be self-employed. This mixture of experiences provided rich
data on how community colleges can best serve all their graduates, especially adult learners, as

they transition from college into the workforce.

Three of the ten participants chose to remain with the same employer following
graduation that they were with during their time in college as an adult learner. Michael and
Shane both completed their associate degree in nursing (ADN) at Tiger Community College.
Michael had started working as a Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA) with a regional hospital
around the time that he began pursuing his ADN. He worked weekends throughout his time in
nursing school and it was a natural progression for him to continue with the same employer upon
graduation. Michael was then hired to serve in his same unit, but with more money as a
registered nurse. Shane had a similar story as he worked at a dialysis center prior to reenrolling
in college and then again during his time as a student. Upon graduation in 2023, Shane remained
at the same employer, but as a registered nurse, which provided an increase in salary. Ruth’s

story was slightly different as she worked remotely with a large corporation during her return to
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Cardinal Community College in 2022 and 2023. Upon graduating with her associate in general
education degree she continues to work in the same position without an increase in pay. Each of
these participants meet the criteria of having positions considered decent work with a livable
wage, paid vacation, and health insurance. None of them actively sought career resources from

their community colleges upon graduating due to having secured jobs on their own.

Candice, Charlie, and Ginger’s stories demonstrated how graduating with an associate
degree as an adult learner immediately led to attaining decent work with a new employer.
Candice had spent over 20 years in the retail industry and was ready to make a change. Shortly
following graduation in 2023 she took her business administration degree and switched careers.
She accepted a position as a finance manager for a charter school. In this position she was able to
get nights, weekend, and holidays off unlike what she experienced in the retail world. In
addition, she received an approximately $7,000 a year pay raise. Candice’s only disappointment
in her new position is the lack of a retirement plan. Meanwhile, Charlie used his accounting
degree to attain an office job where he can work more traditional weekday hours, allowing him
to spend valuable time with his family. He is the office manager for a local law firm. In this role
he has written policies to provide office staff with paid vacation, health insurance, and a 401K
retirement plan. Charlie also says that he is better off financially in his current job than he was
previously serving as a truck driver and other careers he entered over the past four decades.
While Candice and Charlie changed career fields, Ginger utilized her accounting and finance
degree as a way to leverage herself for a better position. After initially receiving a title change
without a pay increase from her employer, she then used the new job title to get hired by a
different entity with better pay and benefits. This has proven to be a positive move for Ginger as

she raved about how her employer has provided many perks such as remote work options and
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college tuition reimbursement. She has taken advantage of this by continuing her education at a
four-year university where she is scheduled to graduate in May 2024. Candice, Charlie, and

Ginger each have attained all components of decent work.

Jacob, Pam, Sadie, and Tonia have all pursued self-employed careers following
graduation. Jacob spends most of his days as a caregiver for a dementia patient in his
community. He also works part-time as an assistant store manager for a local small business.
Although he does not have paid vacation and other employee benefits, Jacob expressed personal
satisfaction in providing quality home healthcare to his patient. He is considering continuing his
education to pursue a bachelor’s degree in the future. Pam has used her horticulture degree to
serve as a landscaping contractor in her community. She says that completing her associate
degree has allowed her to double what she makes per hour. Pam has a plan to open her own
greenhouse nursery business one day, where she grows, maintains, and sells the plants. She said,
“I want to have my own business where I don’t have to work under someone. I want to be my
own boss and I want to have something to leave for my child.” Sadie graduated with an associate
degree in interpreter education. Her original goal was to serve as an interpreter for the deaf and
hard of hearing community. Positions in this field are limited, so she has created her own
freelance consultant business, unrelated to interpreter educations, where she has clients
worldwide. This allows her to set her own schedule during the week and grow her client base.
She works weekends at a local business to supplement her income. Tonia graduated with an
associate degree in criminal justice technology. This was the degree that she originally started
prior to dropping out in her late teens. When she returned in her 30’s to Tiger Community
College as a result of the free tuition that was offered, she was able to complete her degree. Due

to her responsibilities as a spouse and mother of three young children, she has not yet pursued a
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position in the workforce. Her plans are to continue her education in the future and enter the
labor force as her children grow older. Jacob, Pam, Sadie, and Tonia’s decisions to provide for
themselves and their families through self-employed and part-time positions has provided each
of them with self-satisfaction. This has allowed them to meet some components of decent work.
Although they do not have the benefits of employer provided health insurance or paid leave, they
each are serving others in ways that is financially and personally satisfying at this point in their

lives.

The school-to-work transition looked different for the various participants of the study.
Each of the ten expressed overall satisfaction with their time as adult learners at NC Reconnect
colleges and they all articulated fulfillment in their current professions. There was no indication
that any of them sought a tremendous amount of support from their respective college to assist
with their job search prospect. It is unclear if this is due to limited offerings by the colleges or if
the participants simply did not feel that it was necessary to utilize resources from their institution
in the school-to-work transition. While the participants post-graduation careers look different,

they overall expressed personal and financial benefits for their time in college as an adult learner.

The Personal and Financial Benefits of Returning to College Were Meaningful for Adult

Learner Graduates from NC Reconnect Community Colleges... “It Was Hard Not to Cry”

Research indicates that returning to college as an adult learner can produce financial
benefits, but it is often related to the personal skills of the graduates (Kim & Baker, 2015;
O’Neill & Thomson, 2013). The participants of this study overwhelmingly noted both personal
and financial benefits to returning to college as adult learners. Every participant conveyed

personal pride in successfully completing their program of study. Several also shared that their
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college degree empowered them to a new career that offered more financial stability for them

and their families. These benefits were portrayed in both objective and subjective measurables.

Sadie and Shane both moved to North Carolina from neighboring states after earning a
bachelor’s degree while in their early 20’s. Several years later they decided to pursue interpreter
education and nursing degrees respectively at Tiger Community College. Sadie has not yet
entered into the interpreting career field for the deaf and hard of hearing community, but she has
established a successful business as a freelance project manager. She feels that her time at Tiger
Community College has led to a brighter future. “I’m a lot happier now. I feel that I have a lot
more work-life balance, time, and flexibility. My clients are all really respectful towards me. It’s
a much more positive outcome than what I previously experienced.” Shane was able to earn his
associate degree in nursing (ADN) and continue working at the same dialysis center, but with
higher income as he transitioned from a technician to a nurse. “It’s fulfilling whether I'm a tech
or a nurse, but now I feel like I’'m making more important decisions and having more of an

impact than I did before,” Shane said.

Candice, Charlie, and Ruth were the three oldest participants in the study. They each had
a variety of life experiences that included layoffs, single parenting, and multiple attempts at
earning a college education. Persistence became a common theme for them and all three now
have a college degree for the first time while also attaining decent work. Candice said, “I worked
for a company 22 years and now | make more money with my degree [in a new job] than I did in
22 years with no degree.” Charlie shared how attaining his degree has provided him with
confidence that he will remain employable no matter what may happen in the future. He said,
“I’ve got a 2-year associate degree in accounting. I also have certificates in bookkeeping and

payroll. I’'m a certified excel and quick books online user. Should I ever need to go elsewhere, |
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feel confident that I can because I have the credentials.” Ruth emphasized how earning her
degree at this stage in her life has inspired members of her family to continue their education.
“It’s never too late to go back to school. When my daughter saw how old I am it made her realize

that she can do this. I have been very proud of her,” Ruth said.

Ginger and Michael had both started at four-year universities straight out of high school
but were unable to complete their degree. After being out of college for around a decade they
decided to continue their education as adult learners to better support their families. Ginger
shared that her salary has doubled in just a few years since before she reentered college until now
as a graduate. She has also found that her college experience has been good for her 9-year-old
daughter to witness. “Returning to college has given my daughter some appreciation. She’s
aware that [ am in college because we talk about it a lot. We talk about how she can go to college
after high school. It’s been helpful for her to see that you can go back to school as an adult.”
Michael noted that attaining his nursing degree not only benefited his family financially, but it
has also provided him with some personal satisfaction. “Having a degree and being in a
professional setting, I feel better about myself. Family and friends call me with anything and
everything concerning health. Being a resource for family and friends has definitely impacted
me.” Ginger and Michael epitomize how returning to college as adult learners has provided

financial benefits and a personal accomplishment that impacts their entire family.

Jacob, Pam, and Tonia are all first-generation college graduates who feel that their future
is bright with their associate degree in hand. As self-employed individuals, Jacob and Pam work
multiple jobs in areas that they are passionate about. Jacob serves as a home healthcare provider
and an assistant manager of a local bookstore. He discussed how attaining his associate in arts

degree is a positive step in meeting his future career and academic goals. Jacob said, “I would



114

like to own a business someday. It feels good to have a degree under my belt. I don’t feel like my
associate degree is the ending of college for me, but it does feel like a good step in the right
direction. Mentally it is very reassuring.” As Pam continues to grow her landscaping business
and eventually pursues establishing her own greenhouse, she takes great pride in attaining her
associate in applied science degree in horticulture technology. “There’s plenty of adversities in
my life, but I felt like I needed to go to school. One of my landscaping clients was really happy
for me. He said that education is one thing that can never be taken away from me. I think about
that all the time and he’s right,” Pam said. Although Tonia’s responsibilities as a mother of three
young children has delayed her from seeking employment outside of the home, she takes great
pride in completing her associate degree in criminal justice technology. “Completing college
boosted my self-esteem and my confidence level. It made me feel better about myself. I'm doing
this for my children, and I’m doing this for myself, and I'm doing this for my husband,” Tonia
said. It was noticeable that although Jacob, Pam, and Tonia have not yet reached their career
goals, they have a vision for the future, and recognize the importance in attaining their associate

degrees as adult learners as a step towards meeting their objectives.

The four themes and key findings that resulted from this research includes, (1) Decision
to Return as an Adult Learner is Multifaceted with a Predominate Impact on Family; (2) Success
of Adult Learner Graduates at NC Reconnect Community Colleges were Experienced in
Different and Unique Ways; (3) A Variety of Experiences Shaped Adult Learner Graduates in
the School-to-Work Transition; and (4) The Personal and Financial Benefits of Returning to
College Were Meaningful for Adult Learner Graduates of NC Reconnect Community
Colleges... “It Was Hard Not To Cry.” Participants have taken their education and used it in

ways that best support them and their families from a financial and self-fulfilling perspective. As
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a result, they are able to provide economic mobility to the communities where they live and
serve. The participants stories have provided the researcher a guided pathway for theory and

practice moving forward.

Implications for Theory and Practice

Using the Psychology of Working Theory as my theoretical framework, decent work
consists of five key components (1) physical and interpersonally safe working conditions, (2)
hours that allow for free time and adequate rest, (3) organizational values that complement
family and social values, (4) adequate compensation, and (5) access to adequate health care
(Blustein et al., 2016; Duffy et al., 2016). The Psychology of Working Theory provided a
foundation in measuring post-graduate employment of NC Reconnect adult learners that I
studied. It delivered a pathway to further comprehend the participants careers 6-24 months
following graduation. This theory allowed me to examine if graduates of NC Reconnect colleges
were finding employment that met the financial and personal needs of the participants and their
families. During the study I recognized that the theory gave direction for how decent work could
be classified among those that entered the workforce as a salary employee, versus a self-
employed individual. While the salary employees generally met all five standards of decent
work, the self-employed worker was only meeting two or three points. The research revealed
gaps in the theory as it pertains to the various components of decent work in regard to self-
employed individuals versus salary employees. I recommend aspects of the Psychology of
Working Theory be further advanced to consider the self-fulfillment and independent
characteristic that accompanies individuals who choose self-employment over a salary-waged

occupation.
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This basic qualitative research studied recent adult graduates of NC Reconnect
community colleges to learn about their college experiences and if they attained decent work
following graduation. In this basic qualitative study, I reviewed each of the five components of
decent work and determined where the participants post-graduation employment falls under each
classification. Nine of the participants are currently in a position of paid employment, with the
tenth choosing to be a family caregiver of three young children. Table 2 on the next page
highlights the participants, their current jobs, and which components of decent work that they

meet:



Table 2- Decent Work Status
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Participant

Current Job

Decent Work
Component Met

Decent Work
Component Not
Met

Decent
Work
Components
Met &

Not Met

Candice

Finance Specialist
for Charter School

1,2,3,4,5

N/A

Charlie

Office Manager
for a Law Firm

1,2,3,4,5

N/A

Ginger

Accountant for a
Non-Profit

1,2,3,4,5

N/A

Jacob

Self Employed
Home Healthcare
Provider; Small
Business
Assistant
Manager

1,3

2&4

Michael

Registered Nurse
at a Regional
Hospital

1,2,3,4,5

N/A

Pam

Selt-Employed
Landscaper &
Housekeeper

1,3

2,4

Ruth

Project
Coordinator for
Large Retail
Agency

1,2,3,4,5

Sadie

Self-Employed
Freelance Project
Manager;

1,3

2,4

Shane

Registered Nurse
at a Dialysis
Center

1,2,3,4,5

Tonia

Family Caregiver
For 3 Young
Children

1,3

4,5
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Below is a breakdown of Table 2 discussing each of the decent work categories and why the
participants were identified as either meeting, not meeting, or both meeting and not meeting in

each category:

(1) Physical and Interpersonally Safe Working Conditions. It was determined that all ten
participants currently meet this aspect of decent work. All ten participants are employed
or are spending their time in positions that are both physically safe and interpersonally
safe working conditions.

(2) Hours Allowing for Free Time and Adequate Rest. Six of the participants have jobs
that provide paid sick leave and vacation time to the employees, allowing them to clearly
meet the requirements of this category. Jacob, Pam, Sadie, and Tonia were all placed
under both the met and unmet component of decent work. As self-employed individuals,
Jacob, Pam, and Sadie each have the freedom to work when they choose to and to take
off whenever they would like. This allows them to meet the free time and adequate rest
component of decent work. However, as self-employed individuals they are not
compensated when they are not working, thus not meeting the full distinction of this
category. Tonia, as a family caregiver, may or may not receive opportunities for free time
or adequate rest. Thus, she was also placed in both met and unmet category.

(3) Organizational Values That Complement Family & Social Values: All ten individuals
indicated satisfaction with their places of employment as it relates to their own personal,
family, and social values. This was reflected in the interviews by comments made by
participants from public, private, for-profit, and non-profit employers. Ginger stated

about her current job working for a non-profit community health organization, “Out of
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my 16 years of job experience, this is the best job I’ve ever had... It’s really a nice
feeling to know that I go to work every day and actually do something to benefit people.”
(4) Adequate Compensation: Candice, Charlie, Ginger, Michael, Ruth, and Shane all met
the category of adequate compensation. They each have jobs following graduation that
provide a livable wage for themselves and their families, without having to work multiple
positions. Tonia was place in the not met category as a family caregiver since her position
provides meaning and necessity that is more valuable than compensation for her
household. Jacob, Pam, and Sadie were placed in both met and not met categories as self-
employed individuals working multiple jobs. All three indicated that one job was not
enough to support themselves financially. However, they all found the time in their
schedules to work a second position that enables them to meet their financial
responsibilities. As a result, they were placed in both the met and unmet column.
(5) Access to Adequate Health Care: Candice, Charlie, Ginger, Michael, Ruth, and Shane
each met this category since their employers provide them access to health insurance.
Jacob, Pam, Sadie, and Tonia each do not meet this category of decent work. As self-
employed individuals that work part-time jobs on the side, Jacob, Pam, and Sadie do not
have access to employer sponsored health care programs.
These categories of decent work highlight how the participants who are self-employed fared
differently than those who work full-time for an employer. The study reveals that additional

research is necessary to examine self-employment and its relationship with decent work.

The Question of Self-Employment

The position of self-employment became an important question in my research. Self-

employed workers often face less consistent monthly and yearly income, earnings that are not
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instant, and long working hours (Baluku et al., 2020). However, recent research is finding that
despite these obstacles, self-employed individuals are reporting higher levels of career and life
satisfaction (Baluku et al., 2020; Nikolaev et al., 2023). This is consistent with the three research
participants in this study (Jacob, Pam, and Sadie) that have decided to pursue self-employment

opportunities following their college graduation.

Most self-employed workers are extremely passionate about their endeavors beyond any
financial benefit that they could receive (Nikolaev et al., 2023). It provides an option for vibrant
personalities to pursue a different career path (Simoes et al., 2016). This enables self-employed
individuals the flexibility to rearrange work schedules to accommodate their own needs and
desires without the barriers of getting approval from an employer (Nikolaev et al., 2023). Thus,
self-employed workers have job control, meaning that they have influence over what occurs in
the work environment. This is opposite to job-demand which occurs in organizations where
employees feel the need to impress supervisors, work long hours, and navigate through high
levels of stress (Nikolaev et al., 2023). These characteristics were described either directly or
indirectly by Jacob, Pam, and Sadie while discussing their current role as self-employed

individuals.

This produces the question about how self-employed individuals should be categorized in
the decent work frame. While self-employed workers, especially younger entrepreneurs, often do
not have the characteristics of decent work such as a livable wage, health insurance, and paid
leave time, they do have control of their employment which can produce organizational values
that complement family and social values. Jacob noted how providing support for a person with
dementia as a home healthcare professional is meaningful to him. “It’s a decent paying job and

it’s enriching to me to be able to help someone like that.” Pam has dozens of clients that she
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supports in the horticulture arena as a self-employed contractor and her business continues to
grow. “This year I think is going to be a lot busier as I have picked up new clients through other
clients that have spread the word about me. I think this year is going to see growth.” Pam
believes growing her current business is an important step towards advancing her long-term goal
of owning her own greenhouse. Meanwhile, Sadie’s contracting work as a freelance project
manager has clients worldwide that is continuing to grow. She recognizes that for now she must
supplement her income on the weekends, but that she is much happier. “It’s been great. I don’t
quite make an entire living doing [contract work]. I work on the weekends at a local store, which
I really like. I’'m happy, I really enjoy my jobs. It’s a much more positive outcome than when |
previously worked for an agency.” Jacob, Pam, and Sadie are all self-employed individuals that
do not meet all the categories of decent work (see Table 2) but are each very satisfied with their
chosen career field. They have used words such as “enriched,” “hopeful,” and “happy” when
describing their careers. It suggests that all categories of decent work may not be necessary for

individuals to be satisfied with their employment status.

While the Psychology of Working Theory effectively supports salary waged employees,
further consideration should be made about those individuals that prefer the flexibility of self-
employment as it relates to the various components of decent work. As self-employment gains
popularity among a segment of the labor force, it is necessary to reexamine decent work to
determine if the theory fully embraces those that choose this career track. Further research can
determine the necessity behind needing all components of decent work and look specifically at
how self-employed workers fit into this sphere. Another question that arose from the research
was how colleges support graduates in their school-to-work transition and if the services offered

are meeting the needs of adult learners.
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Colleges Supporting Graduates in the School-to-Work Transition

Most of the participants in this study did not indicate services that their colleges provided
during their school-to-work transition. It is unclear if this is due to a limited number of services
offered by colleges or if the participants chose not to seek support in this area. Job fairs that
colleges provided were mentioned by the participants as a service, but it appears that they chose
not to attend due to a variety of reasons as adult learners. The limited research found on this
topic indicates that community colleges should do more to help students as they close-in on

graduation (Sutton, 2018).

According to Sutton (2018), only 17% of students from the California Community
Colleges System that used career services offered at their institutions found them useful. As a
result, the San Diego/Imperial County Community College Association implemented strategies
to better support their students as they transition from school-to-work. Some of the approaches
that were incorporated included soft skills training and providing industry driven digital badging
for students to demonstrate their proof of skills to potential employers (Sutton, 2018). Other
steps include bringing career services into the classroom, building guided pathways that bridge
classroom learning and professional pathways, and developing measurement metrics to check
progress (Sutton, 2018; Walker et al., 2022). This leads to North Carolina community colleges

reviewing the services that they offer to students as they near graduation.

A simple Google search of “career services” at the ten NC Reconnect Community
Colleges in cohorts 1 and 2 each went directly to a designated site for campus students and the
general public. Some colleges had easy to navigate job listings and attention getters such as “Job
of the Week” buttons. Others had career assessment tools provided on the website. Each site

listed a contact person and location for students to visit. The sites frequently referenced the NC
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Works Career Center and the College Central Network third-party vendor. NC Works Career
Center has 79 locations across North Carolina and they offer job seekers the opportunity to apply
online (NC Works, 2024). College Central Network states that they connect students to entry-
level jobs across multiple platforms (College Central, 2024). It is noticeable that services to
enhance students in the school-to-work transition are offered at NC Reconnect community
colleges, but it is unclear how many students are benefiting from the services as they attempt to
enter the workforce. In order for NC Reconnect to best support MyFutureNC’s ultimate goal of
connecting North Carolina employers with highly trained skilled workers, more strategic

implementation of career services at community colleges should be considered.

NC Reconnect and MyFutureNC

NC Reconnect continues to grow in its mission to support MyFutureNC’s goal of 2
million North Carolinians attaining a higher education credential by 2030. In late 2023, a fourth
cohort of North Carolina community colleges were selected to continue the work of educating
adult learners so they can attain a workforce credential. These five schools include Central
Piedmont Community College, Haywood Community College, James Sprunt Community
College, Robeson Community College, and Wayne Community College (NC Reconnect, 2023).
NC Reconnect now consists of 20 of the 58 North Carolina community colleges as it continues to

support MyFuture NC’s 2030 statewide goal.

On February 15, 2024, MyFutureNC marked the five-year anniversary of the 2030 goal
by hosting eight regional events across North Carolina (Hahn & Thomas, 2024). It was revealed
at these meetings that North Carolina’s overall educational attainment from 2019 to 2022
improved from 53.4% to 57.4%, but the state remains 391,900 away from the 2 million goal or

currently 24,096 behind the pace (Hahn & Thomas, 2024). A strong coordination between NC
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Reconnect and MyFutureNC is a pivotal component to overcome the current deficit in efforts to
reach the 2 million goal by 2030. Positive data was also released in a 2024 Lumina Foundation
report which reveals that North Carolina was one of only three states plus the District of
Columbia to see an increase in higher education credentials by at least two percent from 2021 to
2022 (Thomas, 2024). As NC Reconnect grows both numerically and holistically, opportunities
for additional improvements increase in the coming years. My research suggests that NC
Reconnect has already been successful at attracting adult learners to return to college, graduate,
and enter the workforce. As more data is analyzed and best practices are implemented, NC
Reconnect should continue to grow in its impact on adult learners. This has the potential to pave
the way for a more highly educated population that is prepared to meet industry demands in

North Carolina for decades to come.

There are three areas identified within this study that have implications for theory and
practice moving forward. The first is to consider how highly satisfied self-employed individuals
should be considered within the various categories of decent work. Secondly, community
colleges should evaluate their career services programs to assure that students are communicated
about the resources available and how effective they are in assisting with the school-to-work
transition. Next, NC Reconnect should continuously review and incorporate best practices as it
grows numerically in its efforts to support the 2030 MyFutureNC educational attainment goal.
The findings of this study lead to recommendations for future research in the field of adult

learner graduates and their transition into the workforce.

Recommendations for Future Research

Due to the findings and parameters of this study, future research should be considered in

five areas regarding NC Reconnect adult learners and their transition from school to work.
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Financial assistance for tuition was unrelated to the research questions asked in this study, but
was often mentioned by the participants. Tuition assistance programs were shared by nearly half
of the graduates in the study as a significant incentive to return to college to complete their
associate degree. It was a local institutional decision whether to offer tuition assistance programs
for NC Reconnect students. In some cases, funding was made available through the Covid-19
American Rescue Plan that colleges received that overlapped with the implementation of NC
Reconnect. Other funding was made available through local institutional foundations. Additional
research is suggested to determine if the colleges that offered NC Reconnect adult learners’
tuition assistance had any significant differences in graduation rates. Also, research could expand
to examine if there are differences in the school-to-work transition for NC Reconnect graduates
that received tuition assistance versus those that did not. This could provide rich data in
determining if tuition assistance for adult learners has a long-term economic impact and if

implementing this could enhance the odds of the state meeting the MyFuture NC’s 2030 goal.

Additionally, it is evident that NC Reconnect community colleges are intentional in a
desire to serve adult learners. These colleges were given the flexibility to create their own
support systems to best meet the holistic needs of this population. While some colleges provided
tuition assistance programs, others offered services such as student success coaches for NC
Reconnect students, a one-stop center for adult learners, and additional office availability during
peak holiday times (Barkin, 2022; Breeden et al., 2022). Student success coaches were
mentioned by participants in this study as one resource that enabled them to be successful in
completing their degree. Due to the flexibility that NC Reconnect colleges, as part of the
program, had in offering services that best support their adult learners, it is necessary to research

further if actions were newly initiated or if these are services that were already in place. This will
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provide a more comprehensive understanding of how impactful NC Reconnect has been on
implementing new strategies at individual community colleges to better support adult learners.
Since this study provided a small sample size of results, more research is needed to determine the
impact that these wraparound services, especially student success coaches, are making on adult
learners at NC Reconnect colleges. This may establish best practices that future cohorts could

emulate to provide enhance support for their adult learners.

Next, more research should be done on the impact that NC Reconnect is having on
specific demographics across the state. My research consisted of ten adult graduates from three
NC Reconnect colleges. It did not consider gender, ethnicity, or first-generation college status.
The only criteria for age were that the students be older than 24 and returned to college as an
adult learner. More research is needed to determine the impact NC Reconnect is making on
traditionally underserved populations such as men or women of color and first-generation college
students. This will help identify which practices have the greatest impact on the students that are
the least likely to complete their education (Hines et al., 2019; Wassmer & Galloway, 2023). It
has the potential to improve adult learners return to college and enhance their school-to-work

transition.

Additionally, it was noted in my research how the participants of the study largely did not
utilize the career services that their respective colleges provided. Although this did not appear to
negatively impact the school-to-work transition, it is important to determine if the post-
graduation to work period could have occurred more seamlessly for the participants had they
better utilize their colleges career services supports. Since this study involved a small sample
size of adult learner graduates, it is unclear if this is a true reflection on the number of adult

learners that utilize these services. My recommendation is for future studies to be conducted on
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adult learner graduates from NC Reconnect colleges that utilized career services offered at their
institution versus those that do not. It can also determine if NC Reconnect colleges need to adjust
their career services platform to better meet the needs of a population that takes more online
courses, often works full-time, and has family responsibilities. This will help establish best

practices for institutions to implement career services specifically tailored towards adult learners.

A recent trend in the sphere of adult learning is to use the term working learner to better
describe adult students that balance employment and schooling (Hahn, 2024). Adults often
encounter changes in their career trajectory that are both intended and forced upon them. This
results in some choosing to return to college to advance their careers, while others are required
by their position to continue their education (Roumell & Jabarkhail, 2023). Digital learning is
seen as a key component to the development of working learners (Sualehi, 2023). It is also
recognized that some working learners may not have the skills necessary to be successful in a
digital learning environment (Sualehi, 2023). As adults continue to learn within and outside the
classroom, education is reassessed to determine paradigm shifts that incorporates academics,
training, and continuous learning throughout adulthood (Roumell & Jabarkhail, 2023). It is
unclear if the term working learner is as comprehensive as adult learner, since not all adults are
in the workforce when they decide to continue their education. More research is needed in the
future on the use of the term working learner and if it is the best way to describe adult students in

higher education.

Finally, additional research is recommended for how the Psychology of Working
Theory’s definition of decent work reflects on individuals who are self-employed. It was noted in
this study that the self-employed graduates did not meet all five criteria of decent work.

However, it was also evident that these participants were extremely satisfied with their current
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state of employment and expressed positive feedback about completing their postsecondary
degree. Since the sample size of this research was limited to ten adult learner graduates from
three NC Reconnect community colleges, it is recommended that a broader study ensue among
self-employed individuals to determine if this is a common occurrence. Future research should
also be considered on the multiple components of decent work and if it is necessary to meet all

five categories to receive this designation.

Conclusions

The ambitious 2030 goal of MyFutureNC to have 2 million North Carolinians ages 25-44
with a high-quality credential or postsecondary degree was set in 2019 to meet the state’s
anticipated workforce needs (Steering Committee of the MyFuture NC Commission, 2019). NC
Reconnect was established in 2021 to support the mission of MyFutureNC, by providing
strategic planning to reenroll adult learners that had previously stopped out of community
colleges and provide support services to enhance their graduation rates (Thomas, 2021a). There

are now four cohorts of NC Reconnect community colleges for a total of 20 institutions.

Ten recent graduates from three NC Reconnect community colleges in Cohorts 1 and 2
were interviewed for this basic qualitative study. The graduates that participated shared their
experiences as adult learners and discussed their school-to-work transition following graduation.
Four themes and multiple subthemes were identified during the research. Six of the ten
participants were fully recognized as attaining decent work as identified through the lens of the
Psychology of Working Theory, which was the theoretical framework of the study. Three others
were self-employed and one was a family caregiver with three young children. Multiple factors
were identified in their successful completion of a college credential and their school-to-work

transition.
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Participants stated that resources such as academic tutoring, writing centers, office hour
times with instructors, counseling services, knowledgeable advisors, and student success coaches
played a significant role in completing their college credentials. Online course options proved
beneficial to the busy lifestyles of the adult learners, even if this was not necessarily the
participants preferred classroom delivery method. The influence of family was also motivational
for many participants as they recognized that gaining a postsecondary credential had impacts that
stretched beyond themselves. Great pride and admiration were expressed by the participants that
they successfully completed a lifetime goal and that they put themselves in position to better
support their family financially. Three participants are currently continuing their education

towards a bachelor’s degree, while others have expressed plans to do the same in the future.

Surprisingly there was very little mention by the participants concerning career services
that the colleges provided. The college websites where the participants graduated offer numerous
resources related to career services that are available for the students. However, it is unclear how
well these resources were communicated to the participants. It is recommended that NC
Reconnect colleges identify ways to offer career services to a population of adult learners that
better meet their unique needs. This could be done via virtual options offered outside of a
traditional workday schedule and communicated regularly via student email, online learning
platforms, and social media. Despite limited usage of college career service offerings, all nine
participants seeking paid employment attained at least some components of decent work. As
career service offerings become more tailored for the needs of adult learners, these services will

only enhance the school-to-work transition for NC Reconnect graduates.

Participants in the study now work in a variety of locations including hospitals, dialysis

centers, attorney offices, corporate retail centers, charter schools, and non-profits. These
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individuals meet the criteria of decent work by having a livable wage, paid vacation, health
insurance, and safe working conditions. Other participants do not meet every component of the
Psychology of Working Theory definition of decent work as self-employed individuals, however
they each expressed self-fulfillment in their current positions. They believe their associate degree
retains value that provides lifetime career opportunities. This study found that the participants
benefited from returning to college as adult learners, gained self-fulfillment, and have attained
credentials that support MyFutureNC’s 2030 goal. NC Reconnect should continue to expand to
reach as many community colleges as possible, while incorporating the best practices learned
from this study and other research to best support adult learners in North Carolina. These actions

provide a framework to meet the state’s economic needs for decades to come.
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