
Serving Colorado’s 
“Some College, No Degree” 

Population

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let’s begin our conversation by imagining the near- to mid-term future of Colorado’s institutions of higher education – 
Specifically, what are the next 5 to 15 years projected to bring in terms of enrollment and finances.



Demographic headwinds
the “enrollment cliff”
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Source: WICHE, Knocking at the 
College Door: Projections of High 
School Graduates, 2020, 
www.knocking.wiche.edu
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Demographic trends that will affect ENROLLMENT and TUITION REVENUE
The “Enrollment Cliff”: Nationally, the number of traditional age college prospects has been gradually increasing for decades, but two “baby busts” during the great recession in 2008 and COVID are projected to greatly reduce these numbers starting in 2026.

Colorado is expected to fare better than most other states.
        However, large declines in most other states in the region mean that competition will be fierce for a dwindling pool of “traditional” college prospects.
CA, AZ, KS, and NM alone are projected to have nearly 86,000 fewer high school graduates in 2037 than in 2019 (and that’s just one year). AZ, KS, and NM will combine for an additional loss of 12,000 HS graduates in 2037.



Demographic headwinds
Colorado’s rapidly aging population

Source: Colorado Demography Office
https://www.bellpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/
Demographics-Guide-to-Economic-Mobility.pdf
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Other demographic “headwinds”
Colorado’s rapidly aging population is projected to negatively impact state funding for higher education (per the Colorado Demography Office)
Colorado has traditionally been one of the youngest states.  But Baby Boomers now account for 1 out of every 4 Coloradans, and as they get older, economic output throughout the state will be affected.”
With less spending from Coloradans 65-and-older comes reduced overall demand and slower economic growth. The drop in income and overall household expenditures also puts downward pressure on state tax revenues. 
When combined with the greater demand seniors place on public services such as health care, long-term care, and income support, there will likely be a smaller share of public resources available in the future to be spent on services promoting opportunity, such as higher education and K-12 education



Total number of Colorado high school graduates* in 2023:  63,000

Total undergraduate enrollment (AY 2021-22): 261,000 

Number of additional credential 
recipients needed to reach 66%: 
+174,000

Current number of 
credential holders:                       
1,914,284  (60.5%)

Colorado can’t reach it’s attainment goals without 
expanding beyond “traditional” student populations

*public + private schools
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Implications for EDUCATION OUTCOMES, EARNING POTENTIAL, AND COLORADO’S WORKFORCE
Colorado has one of the most highly educated populations in America.  A fact that has helped attract employers and created high paying jobs.
We obviously want to stay ahead of the nation, but we can’t reach our ambitious attainment goals with 
only our own Colorado HS graduates 
our current undergraduate enrollment and completion numbers (2/3 of all current undergraduates would need to earn a diploma or credential by the end of this year to reach Colorado attainment goal.)

At the same time Higher Ed. is facing these demographic realities, many potential students and their families are questioning the value proposition of college overall – and particularly of a 4-year bachelor’s degree.

All other factors staying constant (including no enrollment cliff), we would need ~17,000 additional credential completers every year for 10 years to reach a 66% attainment rate.



The SCND population is frequently discussed as a 
possible solution to these enrollment declines:

1. There are large number of SCND individuals in Colorado.

2. The individuals in this group have already enrolled and been 
successful in completing anywhere from a few credits to 3 or more 
academic year’s worth of postsecondary coursework.
• They see the value of higher education (or at least did see it at some point in 

the past)
• They are academically capable.
• The majority previously attended a Colorado IHE – showing some affinity for 

an institution in the state.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The SCND population is frequently discussed as a possible solution by policy makers, institutional enrollment managers, and state commissions of higher education. 
There are large number of SCND individuals in Colorado (as we’ll see in a minute)
The individuals in this group have already enrolled and been successful in completing anywhere from a few credits to 3 or more academic years worth of postsecondary coursework.
They see the value of higher education (or at least did see it at some point in the past)
They are academically capable.
The majority previously attended a Colorado IHE – showing some affinity for an institution in the state.



726,076

Colorado’s 2021-22         
re-enrollment rate 

(1.8%)
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…but few of these former 
students re-enroll each year

Over 725,000 Coloradans currently have some 
college but no degree…

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

 Note:  13,320 students is just over 5% of Colorado's total current undergraduate enrollment of 261,070

And how does a 1.8% re-enrollment rate compare to other states? <NEXT>





1.8%

Colorado’s re-engagement rate is slightly lower than 
the national average

1.
2%

3.
1% 3.
2%

4.
0%

4.
3%

0.0%

0.5%

1.0%

1.5%

2.0%

2.5%

3.0%

3.5%

4.0%

4.5%

5.0%

Ill
in

oi
s

Co
nn

ec
tic

ut
O

re
go

n
N

ew
 Y

or
k

Pe
nn

sy
lv

an
ia

W
as

hi
ng

to
n

O
hi

o
N

eb
ra

sk
a

N
ew

 H
am

ps
hi

re
M

in
ne

so
ta

W
yo

m
in

g
Io

w
a

N
ew

 Je
rs

ey
W

es
t V

irg
in

ia
M

as
sa

ch
us

et
ts

N
ev

ad
a

Rh
od

e 
Is

la
nd

M
iss

ou
ri

M
on

ta
na

In
di

an
a

So
ut

h 
Da

ko
ta

W
isc

on
sin

M
iss

iss
ip

pi
Al

as
ka

Ca
lif

or
ni

a
Te

nn
es

se
e

Ke
nt

uc
ky

Co
lo

ra
do

Ar
ka

ns
as

N
or

th
 D

ak
ot

a
Lo

ui
sia

na
M

ic
hi

ga
n

Ka
ns

as
N

ew
 M

ex
ic

o
N

at
io

na
l

O
kl

ah
om

a
Al

ab
am

a
N

or
th

 C
ar

ol
in

a
M

ai
ne

Vi
rg

in
ia

So
ut

h 
Ca

ro
lin

a
Ha

w
ai

i
Fl

or
id

a
Ve

rm
on

t
Ge

or
gi

a
Te

xa
s

Id
ah

o
M

ar
yl

an
d

U
ta

h
De

la
w

ar
e

Ar
izo

na

Rates of SCND re-enrollment by state
POIs* 6.8%

2.1%

50
 S

ta
te

 A
vg

* Primarily Online Institutions
Co

lo
ra

do

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Slightly less than the average of all 50 states.
With a few possible exceptions – no one seems to have really figured out how to serve this population – especially at scale.  (there are some promising practices out there that we will look at in a few minutes)



726,076

@ Colorado’s 
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Only a substantial increase in the re-enrollment rate would 
produce the needed gains in state-wide enrollment

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We would need to SUBSTANTIALLY increase this re-enrollment rate to make a dent in state-wide enrollment numbers
Recall that we would need ~ 17,000 additional credential completers every year for 10 years to reach a 66% attainment rate – and that does not even account for projected declines from the enrollment cliff
<NEXT>
Achieving 50 state average re-enrollment rate (2.1%) would net less than 600 additional re-enrollees.  
<NEXT>
An increase to 2.2% would place Colorado in the top quartile among states, but would yield less than 2,900 additional reenrollments.
<NEXT>
So we’re really talking about at least doubling the number and rate of re-enrollers to make a dent in Colorado’s overall enrollment numbers.
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Positive outcomes for those who re-enroll

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Some good news!  SCND’s who do re-enroll typically show positive outcomes.
A couple years ago, the National Student Clearinghouse started tracking state-level data on SCNDs who re-enroll.
Even with a short window of two years, outcomes for these re-enrollers look very promising
<NEXT>
Over 1,000 students completed their credential within one year of returning
<NEXT>
Another 7,300 persisted through that first year and were still enrolled at the beginning of the second year.
<NEXT>
About 900 more are projected to complete by the end of year 2

So, 70% of those who did re-enroll had positive outcomes after two years.



Source: Persevering to Completion: Understanding the Experiences of Adults 
Who Successfully Returned to College. Higher Ed Insight, January 2022

APositive outcomes for those who re-enrollAOther research on re-enrollees nationally over a 
longer timeframe showed similarly positive 
outcomes

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Higher Ed Insight conducted a large study (on SCND re-enrollees nationally) over seven years and published their results in 2022.
Study revealed 73% had completed their degree or credential and another 20% were still enrolled and working toward completion.

Study authors recommended that we rethink our definition of persistence for this group of “re-enrollers”.  
Many take a small course load and therefore take longer to complete.  
Many also stop and resume enrollment multiple times before completing.
Like many “traditional” students, most adult learners want (or need) to consume higher education differently – in chunks and at a slower pace.

<NEXT> Blank Slide



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
SCND does present an attractive opportunity for the state and for Colorado’s individual IHE’s:
large size (lots of potential re-enrollees) 
Most who do re-enroll, successfully complete (given enough time and support

We know that we will need substantial and sustained increases in the re-enrollment rate.

However, much of the data and analysis out there suggests that achieving these substantial gains will likely be difficult <NEXT>



“Adults with some college, no degree are 
no more likely than those who never went 
to college to say that they need additional 
education.  

Source: Strada Education Network survey of 42,190 adults ages 25-64 with some college, but no degree and who are not currently enrolled. Survey conducted June 2016 through April 2019 

They are only marginally more likely … 
to say they plan to enroll in 
postsecondary education within the next 
five years.”

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Strada Education Network – massive survey a few years ago (pre-COVID – so be a bit cautious)

“SCND no more likely than their peers who never went to college to say that they need additional education.  

And only marginally more likely to say they plan to enroll in postsecondary education within five years.



“Many state policies are focused on 
re-enrolling adults with some 
college, no degree, but these 
policies are often broadly stated and 
could improve their impact with 
additional understanding of this 
population.”
   - Strada Education Foundation

Source: Strada Center for Education Consumer Insights.  Back to School?   https://cci.stradaeducation.org/report/back-to-school/ 

https://cci.stradaeducation.org/report/back-to-school/


Presenter Notes
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So, what does all this mean?
It is an attractive opportunity.
As we’ve seen, Colorado would need to substantially increase re-enrollment rates to increase overall enrollment and attainment 
– especially in light of some of the negative demographic trends projected.
We’ve also seen that achieving these substantial gains will likely be difficult:  
few states seem to have figured this out, 
surveys indicate that on average, individuals with SCND are not inherently more likely to re-enroll.

Then how should we proceed?

To successfully re-engage Colorado’s SCND population, we need a strategy and a policy that is 
<NEXT>  Targeted, Data Informed, and Coordinated  




Targeted

Data Informed

Coordinated

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Strategy/policy

Targeted
Commit now to undertaking the research and analysis needed to understand: 
The characteristics of those most likely to re-enroll - including segmentation to identify the individuals most likely to re-enroll and to complete
The needs, aspirations, motivations, circumstances, barriers, and challenges of this sub-population 

Data Informed 
Taking the time now to learn from existing promising practices will allow us to accelerate our own efforts and avoid some of the pitfalls experienced elsewhere.
Identify, and fully understand, promising practices from around the country and adapt them to Colorado’s situation.

Coordinated (look for opportunities for economies of scale from state-wide efforts instead of every institution operating independently)
Develop and execute a targeted and coordinated strategy to promote re-enrollment and completion
CDHE, IHEs, Legislature, Employers/Industry, 



Profile of 
Colorado’s 

SCND 
population

 Time since last stop out
 Credits earned 
 Age 
 Race/ethnicity
 Gender
 School type/sector attended
 Number of prior enrollments
 Employment status and 

income level

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DATA INFORMED
The bullets listed here are the factors that “floated to the top” across a number of studies and articles as important for prediction, segmentation, and understanding needs and motivations

But much more research and analysis is needed (especially Colorado-specific) for us to:
1) segment the market and target outreach efforts, 
2) design offerings and services that meet the needs of the SCND population
3) Determine the who, how and when of providing services and resources (CDHE, IHEs, 3rd Parties, etc.) 




Sources: Pct. of SCND Population - National Student Clearinghouse 2021-22
                Pct. of Colorado Population Age 18-64 – US Census

An issue 
of equity
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SCND & Race/ 
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Presenter Notes
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I’m not going to talk about each of the factors/characteristics listed on the previous slide today, but I did want to draw your attention to the sizable gaps between Colorado’s overall population and its SCND population for members of three of our largest race/ethnicity groups.



Key supports for re-enrollment

1. Money

2. Time

3. Credit for prior 
learning / experience

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The literature consistently identifies a handful of key supports needed for re-enrollment
I have separate slides that go into more detail for each of these for anyone who is interested . For now, I’d like to briefly touch on the six most important supports for SCND.

Money: The #1 reason for stopping out is also #1 reason for not re-enrolling
Need better access to Financial Aid that is designed for them. Part-time and especially less than half-time students are excluded from many existing financial aid programs.
SCND are particularly reluctant to take student loans:
Many are still paying loans from previous enrollments
Many are already taking loans to pay higher education costs for their own children

Time: the #2 reason for stopping-out and also #2 reason for not re-enrolling:  Balancing time for education with time for a job and/or family obligations is likely even more difficult at this point in life than when younger.
Looking for the shortest path to a degree/credential
Want dedicated and knowledgeable advisors to assist them with navigating institution and program selection, application, and registration

Credit for prior learning & experience
Not just general acceptance of transfer credit – want to know before applying/enrolling whether specific credits will apply to a specific major or course of study
Details about prior learning assessment
Credit for work experience
Stackable credentials (toward a degree)



Key supports for re-enrollment

4. Access to 
information

5. Tailored programs 
and services

6. Employer supports

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Access to information - very connected to the TIME category 
Surveys and studies of this population are rife with examples of frustration 
Websites and staff should be able to answer the following questions quickly, accurately, and consistently*: 
How many credits have I earned?
How long will it take me to graduate?
How much will it cost me?
What can I expect to get out of it (labor market return)?

Tailored programs and services
Dedicated advisors who understand the needs, goals and circumstances of this population
Evidence that students like them are enrolled—and succeeding
Dedicated faculty mentoring for re-enrollees
Mentor program with other returning students

Employer supports
Tuition assistance
Flexible schedule when needed
Pay increases for completion
Research suggests younger and lower paid workers are least likely to know about employer benefits




The Colorado Re-Engaged Initiative (CORE)

Reverse Transfer

Finish What You Started

Colorado Opportunity Scholarship Initiative (COSI)

A partial list of existing degree completion and 
student re-enrollment programs in Colorado:

Stackable Credentials

Credit for Prior Learning

Guaranteed Transfer

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We are fortunate to have FWYS and its Federal Dollars in place through the end of 2026.  This helps address one of the single biggest barriers to re-enrollment (MONEY).  
But there are steps we can and should start now.

Pursuing this opportunity will require research & analysis (lots of it)
Market segmentation and targeting
Outreach
Information 
Optimal decisions about Financial Aid and other financial assistance Application and admissions (FWYS had to build the plane in the air)
How to incentivize and support IHEs to serve this population (do we want to discuss changes to the funding formula?)

How should the specialized advising and services be delivered? (locally, state-level, CDHE, 3rd parties???)
Academic Advising
Career Advising
Wraparound Supports

Also dependent on separate, but very relevant, other work in the state
Credit for prior learning
Transfer of credit
Academic credit for work experience
Coordination with employers and industry



Promising 
Practices



Targeted scholarships plus dedicated advisers “whose job is to find 
students the clearest, shortest, most efficient path” to a degree. 

Focus on helping returning students gain credit for prior learning at 
the lowest price: 
o Faculty members evaluated free online courses offered through Saylor 

Academy. Finish Line students can take nine of them for University credit. 
o Credit for prior learning by submitting portfolios for evaluation under 

established state standards.  
o Re-enrolled students have earned an average of 11 credit hours at an 

average total cost of $1,800 (vs. $4,500 in tuition). 
o Faculty members have also evaluated corporate-training programs from 

local companies like FedEx and First Tennessee Bank. Students can earn 
up to 30 credits for completing such programs.

Academic Fresh Start option allows returning students to exclude prior F’s or 
D’s from their new GPA.

University 
of Memphis

Finish Line 
Program

https://www.memphis.edu/cree/finishline/finishlineprogram.php

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
University of Memphis has done the math and concluded that some tuition revenue from this population is better than none.
Targeted scholarships are part of the program, but Finish Line distinguishes itself from prior, less-successful, U of M re-enrollment programs with dedicated advisers whose job is to find students “the clearest, shortest, most efficient path” to a degree. 


https://www.memphis.edu/cree/finishline/finishlineprogram.php


Debt forgiveness to 
returning students with 
an outstanding balance 
of $4,000 or less due to 
Wayne State University. 
Debt is forgiven over the 
course of four 
academically successful 
semesters.

Earn three certificates and an 
associate degree on your way 
to a bachelor’s degree.

Certificates are typically made 
up of five courses and can be 
completed in one year or less. 
Every course builds directly into 
a degree.

Wayne State 
University

Warrior Way 
Back

https://wayne.edu/warriorwayback

Bringham 
Young University

Pathway 
Worldwide 

Program

www.byupathway.org/degrees/degree-options

Available in Business, Technology, 
Communication, Health, Family and 
Human Services, and Professional 
Studies.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Wayne State University – Warrior Way Back: gradual forgiveness of debt owed to the institution for each semester successfully completed.

BYU: Changed their degree design for 5 academic programs to help students progress through their program and connect to the workforce more quickly, especially if they are changing careers. 

https://wayne.edu/warriorwayback


Tennessee Reconnect provides free tuition for adults at Tennessee’s 
community and technical colleges.  A change in the state funding 
formula also rewards institutions with extra money for the adult 
students they enroll

A network of Tennessee Reconnect Ambassadors helps advise adults on 
their college options. The program is modeled after the national 
Graduate! Network; Tennessee is the first to try this approach statewide.

Each eligible college must establish a Reconnect Team, to train faculty and 
staff members and to provide each student with a personalized 
Reconnect Success Plan (parents, for example, will get information on 
child care nearby).

State of 
Tennessee

Tennessee 
Reconnect

https://tnreconnect.gov/

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
State of Tennessee – Tennessee Reconnect: 
In 2018, Tennessee expanded its free-community-college program (previously only for traditional-age students) to include adults. 
Took the extraordinary step of changing the state’s funding formula to incentivize institutions to pursue adult students (and also low-income students)
Have in place a network of Tennessee Reconnect “Ambassadors” to advise adults on their college options.


https://tnreconnect.gov/


A collaboration of eight public colleges and 
universities in Northeast Ohio.  This debt 
forgiveness program is open to eligible 
students who previously attended any of the 
eight participating institutions and owe the 
institution $5,000 or less:

Qualifying students can register for classes  
at any of these institutions. As they make 
progress toward a degree or certificate, 
students can get up to $5,000 in debt owed to 
their former college or university forgiven.

State 
of Ohio

Comeback 
Compact

https://www.uakron.edu/uaaf/ohio-college-comeback

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A regional/consortia variation on institutional debt forgiveness.

A great example of why Colorado’s SCND strategy should be a Coordinated Effort:
62% of students who re-enroll do so at a different institution. Limiting debt forgiveness to a single institution will be of limited value to most prospective students.
If Ohio can do this across 8 colleges, could Colorado do it state-wide?



In Summary…

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We are fortunate to have the Finish What You Started program and its federal dollars in place through the end of 2026.  This helps address one of the single largest barriers to SCND re-enrollment (MONEY).  
But there are other steps we can and should start now:

Pursuing this opportunity efficiently and effectively will require a significant amount of research & analysis
Market segmentation and targeting
Outreach
Information 
Optimal decisions about Financial Aid and other financial assistance Application and admissions (FWYS had to build the plane in the air)
How to incentivize and support IHEs to serve this population

How should the specialized advising and services be delivered? (locally, state-level, CDHE, 3rd parties?)
Academic Advising
Career Advising
Wraparound Supports

Serving SCND is dependent on other separate, but relevant, work going on in the state
Credit for prior learning
Transfer of credit
Academic credit for work experience
Coordination with employers and industry
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