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Abstract 

 

Adult enrollment in higher education in the past two decades has provided a boon for 

colleges and universities, and has been a tremendous source of growth for private and faith-based 

institutions that had historically experienced slow or declining growth prior to 1970. Jacobs 

(1998) examines the “life course transitions” that have provided baselines for studying adult 

student enrollment, and pays particular attention to delayed school enrollment, suggesting that 

future growth will not follow the aging trend line that has become apparent in recent years.  

Adult students as a group have been studied extensively with a focus on future planning 

based on changes in demographics, workplaces, globalization, and deregulation (Friga, Bettis, 

and Sullivan, 2003), but there is little evidence of comparison studies focused primarily on faith-

based college campuses and what, if any, difference in motivation and barriers may exist for 

adult students who are drawn to Christian colleges.  

This study compares the responses of students in nontraditional undergraduate and graduate 

degree programs from three faith-based institutions and multiple campuses, providing a 

statistical comparison of differences between groups, based on gender, ethnicity and age.   

Findings suggest that ethnic differences in barriers are most numerous, though significant 

differences are noted in barriers in all groups.  Adult enrollees tend to be similarly motivated 

across ethnic, gender and age lines.   The study provides analysis and conclusions to inform 

administrators in faith-based institutions about the needs of current adult learners and potential 

retention issues for future nontraditional students.   

 

Introduction 

 

The study compares the responses of students in nontraditional undergraduate and graduate 

degree programs from three faith-based institutions and multiple campuses to determine what 

motivations and barriers are statistically significant for students who pursue education in 

adulthood.  Nontraditional, in this case, refers to degree programs offered within the context of 

night classes and accelerated programs of study that cater primarily to working adults.  

The research provides a statistical comparison of differences between groups, based on 

gender, ethnicity, and age, across all campuses, using a sample of 366 students who responded 

during Spring 2004. The study finds that adult learners in undergraduate programs are 

traditionally those with some previous college experience, but lacking a four-year degree.  Often, 

these returners to college have been delayed by life experience and may be motivated by 
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perceived opportunities for promotion or income growth at their current place of employment, 

suggesting that status and reward systems provide significant encouragement.  Adult learners in 

graduate programs often cite their motivation to return to college as a reaction to employment 

promotion requirements, pay scale benchmarks, personal goals and the intention to change 

careers or move into a management position.  The amalgamation of motives suggests there are 

both extrinsic and intrinsic benefits as perceived by adults who return for degrees.  

Findings and commentary will be beneficial to non-traditional and accelerated programs that 

cater to adult learners, particularly to institutions that distinguish themselves by integrating 

Christian business principles in the learning environment. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Adult enrollment in higher education in the past two decades has provided a boon for 

colleges and universities, and has been a tremendous source of growth for private and faith-based 

institutions that had historically experienced slow or declining growth prior to 1970. Jacobs 

(1998) examines the “life course transitions” that have provided baselines for studying adult 

student enrollment, and pays particular attention to delayed school enrollment, suggesting that 

future growth will not follow the aging trend line that has become apparent in recent years.  

Other studies have focused on the tenacity of adult learners and the relationship of 

admissions test scores to predict college level performance in students 25 years old and older 

(Hensley & Kinser, 2001; House & Keeley, 1996). Lundberg‟s (2003) study of adult students 30 

years old and older, suggests that adult student performance tends to be enhanced by social 

relationships and that barriers that would be significant to younger students are overcome due to 

advanced time management skills.  The Osgood-Treston (2001) review of studies of adult 

learners suggests that those in the 25 and older age group tend to seek or continue in learning 

environments when they (adults) can adapt easily to the role of student, cope with multiple 

challenges, and envision themselves as successful over obstacles. Kirby, Biever, Martinez, and 

Gomez (2004) found that high family and workplace support lowered levels of stress in adult 

students. Mannone (2003) suggests that, among other things, adults seek out learning 

experiences primarily for the knowledge or skill that leads to some other end [such as work 

promotion]. 

Gender and ethnic differences have been researched extensively in motivation and 

performance expectations, including the recent study by Skaalvick and Skaalvick (2004) that 

focused on gender stereotypes in self-concept in college students. Bell (2003) finds that there are 

significant differences in “stressors” of college students based on age and gender. The 

comparison of ethnic and gender differences is detailed by Thornton, Hollenshead, and Larsh 

(1997) who studied the effect of the measurement device on gender and ethnic differences in 

motivation to manage. Greene and Greene (2004) examine the impact of declining numbers of 

males in traditional student populations and its resulting influence on the learning environment.  

Adult students as a group have also been the subject of much research, but there is little 

evidence of similar comparison studies focused primarily on faith-based college campuses and 

what, if any, difference in motivation and barriers may exist for adult students who are drawn to 

Christian colleges.  Winters (2004) touts the rapid growth in traditional undergraduate 

enrollment in what the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities refers to as “intentionally 

Christ-centered colleges.” The Christian Century Foundation (2000) reports that among adult 

students, faith-based institutions are experiencing increased enrollment, but are “not particularly 
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effective at influencing [religious] behavior”.  In fact, citing the Green (1999) study of adult 

bachelor degree programs, the Foundation noted that some schools may undersell their religious 

mission to attract more students. 

 

 

Methodology 

 

The survey instrument (Appendix A) was developed using items of significance noted in the 

literature review and the responses to open ended questions of cohorts of adult students in two 

faith-based college campus locations in Mississippi. One group consisted of undergraduate adults 

in an accelerated management program. The other group consisted of adult students in a graduate 

level accelerated business administration program.  Each group had spent less than six months in 

their current program and individuals were believed to offer significant insight into the issues of 

barriers and motivations. Students were asked to list the five most important things that 

motivated them to seek a degree as an adult learner and the five most significant barriers to their 

decision to seek a degree as an adult learner, without regard to rank and apart from the marketing 

efforts of their current school. Neither cohort was used in the study beyond formation of the 

survey.   

The preliminary analysis of student responses identified 47 different specific motivators and 

50 different specific barriers, similar to items identified in the Hensley and Kinser (2001) study 

and focused largely on family, work, and financial factors. The responses were cross-referenced 

with items identified in the literature to yield a manageable number of items for the 

questionnaire. 

The resulting survey contained 51 items, including: institutional identification; level of 

degree and course of study; demographic information, with questions designed using U.S. 

Census Bureau standards; fifteen motivators to which respondents self-rated using a Likert scale; 

and sixteen barriers to which respondents self-rated using a Likert scale.  Participants had the 

option of indicating that motivators and barriers were not applicable. The final item was an open-

ended question for additional remarks from participants, which queried, “Are there any 

additional motivations you had or barriers you faced (or currently face) in your decision to enroll 

in college for the degree you currently seek?” The survey was administered to some 370 students 

attending three separate faith-based institutions. One institution administered the survey on 

campus locations in two states, Mississippi and Florida.  

Survey Distribution 

The questionnaire was administered to a sample of adult students at three colleges on four 

campus locations in two states in the Southeastern U.S. At College A and College B, which have 

degree programs that specifically target non-traditional adult students, the questionnaires were 

distributed during specific class periods.  At College C where classes contain a mixture of 

traditional and non-traditional students, the questionnaires were personally delivered to students. 

Response Rate 

Participants returned 366 completed surveys, 77.3% from Mississippi campuses and 22.7% 

from Florida, where one of the three institutions has a campus. Survey response was high, in 

keeping with the delivery of the questionnaire to existing cohorts of students in classroom 

settings.  At College A and College B, 100% of those surveyed returned completed 
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questionnaires, although class absenteeism resulted in sub perfect participation by some cohorts.  

College C utilized an individual delivery system and had a return rate of approximately 97%. 

The majority of responses (75.1%) came from the Mississippi and Florida campuses of 

College A, which has the largest representation of adult students surveyed.   College B generated 

16.7% of responses, and College C produced 8.2% of responses.  Each college‟s group of 

complete responses was deemed to exceed 25% of its total population of non-traditional students 

and provides a representative sample of adult learners at the institutions surveyed. 

 

 

Analysis and Findings 

 

The analysis of data was conducted in SPSS with between group differences analyzed using 

Levene‟s test for equality of variance and the t-test for equality of means.  To address the issue 

of between group variances, a one-way multivariate analysis of variance was conducted to 

investigate whether statistically significant differences exist in the motivations and barriers to 

higher education for non-traditional, adult learners among students from College A, College B 

and College C.  The independent variable, the college grouping factor, included three levels: 

College A, College B, and College C.  The dependent variables were the motivations and the 

barriers.  The MANOVA was significant, λ (4, 724)= .97, p = .02.  Since the MANOVA was 

significant, univariate follow-up tests were utilized to detect which of the dependent variables 

contributed to those overall group differences.   

The univariate follow-up test for motivations was significant, F (2, 363) = 5.01, p = .007. 

The strength of the relationship between the colleges and motivations, as assessed by partial 
2
 

was low, with the colleges factor accounting for only 2.7% of the variance in motivations.  

  

Table 1  

Differences Among College Groups on Motivations and Barriers. 

 
 

Differences Among College Groups on Motivations and Barriers 
College Group M SD 

College A   

Motivations 47.72 11.02 

Barriers 39.78 16.18 

College B   

Motivations 50.77 10.30 

Barriers 43.69 14.73 

College C   

Motivations 53.53 12.88 

Barriers 46.60 16.00 

 

Tukey follow-up tests were conducted to evaluate pairwise differences among the means 

since the Levene's test for equality showed that equal variances could be assumed (F = 2.05, p = 

.13).  The means and the standard deviations for the groups are reported in Table 1. The 95 % 

confidence intervals for the mean differences are reported in Table 2.  

There were significant differences between the College A and the College C student groups 

in their motivations. The College C students reported substantially higher agreement with the 

motivation statements related to their decisions to enroll for the degree they were currently 
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seeking.  On the other hand, College A students were not significantly different from the College 

B students, nor were the College B students significantly different from the College C group.  

Age, gender and ethnicity at each college may explain a portion of the noted difference and 

similarity among the college-segregated responses.  The College C students‟ average age was 

28.6 years, compared with the College B students‟ average age of 32.4 years, and the higher 

average student age of 34.4 years at College A. At the same time, gender may explain some of 

the difference.  The College C students were almost evenly matched by gender (53% female), 

while the College A respondents were predominantly female (61.5%), as were the College B 

students (62.3%).  Based on the lack of significant difference between the College B and College 

C student responses, gender is not a reliable single explanation. 

The combination of age, gender and race appears be a greater predictor of significant 

difference than any descriptor alone.  When race identifiers were grouped as “Majority” 

(Caucasian/White) and “Minority” (African American and other races), greater between-college-

group diversity is noted. Majority students made up 86% of the respondents from College C, 

62.7% of College B respondents, and only 43% of the College A respondents.  

 

Table 2 

95% Confidence Interval for the Mean Differences in Motivations and Barriers. 
 

95% Confidence Interval for the Mean Differences in Motivations and Barriers 
Group Comparison Motivations Barriers 

 

College A/College B -6.73, .64 -9.22, 1.40 

College A/College C -10.82, -.80 -14.04, -.40 

College B/College C -8.57, 3.05 -11.28, 5.40 

 

A closer examination of groups reveals significant differences between College A students 

and College C students on five motivators and eight barriers.  College C students tended to cite 

higher motivation on every item of significant difference, including: the desire to finish a degree 

began but unfinished; the desire for knowledge/skills in the degree field; the assurance of 

promotion at work; the need to keep their current job; and encouragement from their children.  

College C students also expressed significantly higher agreement with six of the eight barrier 

items including: lack of transportation, discouragement by their employer, time away from the 

job, lack of childcare for a minor child or children, lack of funds to pay for childcare, and their 

primary role as caregiver for an elder.  College A students were significantly more likely to 

indicate that lack of self-confidence in their ability and concern about paying back student loans 

were barriers to their enrollment as adult students.  

Descriptive Statistics 

 

Fewer than 20 students reported their majors as outside of the business arena, suggesting 

that the majority were enrolled in business or business-related studies. Most adults (58.2%) were 

enrolled in bachelor degree programs, while 38.3% were graduate (masters) level students, and 

3.6% self-reported as associate level students. The vast majority (79%) of students surveyed 

were business majors, followed by accounting (7.7%), marketing (4.1%), management (3.3%), 

and finance (1.1%). 
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Females outnumbered males 61.2% to 37.2% with 1.6% not reporting on the gender item. 

The highest participation (40.4%) came from the 25-34 age group; however, this was not the 

youngest age group represented. Some 53 (14.5%) of those surveyed reported their ages as 24 or 

younger, which places this group outside the boundaries of what would be considered a “non-

traditional” student as defined in U.S. Census statistics.  Another 23.77% were 35-44, while the 

45-54 age group represented 13.93% of respondents, and 1.64% were 55 or over.  Only seven 

(1.54%) of participants did not complete the age item. The age reports roughly corresponded 

with participants‟ self-reported ages at which they entered their current degree program. 

Race and ethnicity were measured using U.S. Census designations.  Some 185 (50.5%) 

participants were white, with 138 (37.7%) Black or African American. Of the remainder, 17 

(4.6%) indicated their race as “Other”, and 9 (2.5%) reported themselves as Asian.  Less than 

one percent reported their race as American Indian or Alaska Native, and 14 (3.8%) did not 

respond to the question. Of those responding to the previous race question, 16 (4.4%) indicated 

they were Hispanic/Latino. 

The highest percentage of respondents (34.2%) reported their total household income as 

between $25,000-$49,000. Another 21.3% reported income ranging from $50,000-$74,900, with 

19.9% under $25,000, and 12.3% between $75,000 and $100,000. Of the remainder, 31 (8.5%) 

reported income of $100,000 and over, while 12 (3.3%) did not report income. 

Approximately 48% of those surveyed reported no spouse living at home, while 50% 

reported having a spouse who lives with them and 1.6% did not respond to the spouse item.  

Nearly 38% of participants had at least one child below 12 years of age at home and just over 

22% reported children 12-18 at home. Almost 20% of respondents reported relatives who live 

with them and 11.2% reported having non-relatives who live with them. 

Most (83.3%) of those surveyed were employed full-time, 10.1% were employed part-time, 

and just over 1% did not report, leaving the researcher to assume that approximately 5% of 

participants were not employed at the time of the survey. 

General Motivations and Barriers 

Participants generally were highly motivated by the desire to finish a degree that they had 

begun earlier in life, the desire for personal accomplishment, and a desire to be a role model for 

their children, as indicated in Table 3.  

Table 3  

General Motivators. 

General Motivators 

Item Mean SD n 

Desire to finish a degree that I began but did not complete 3.75 1.28 366 

Desire for personal accomplishment 3.74 .71 366 

Desire to be a role model for my children 3.74 1.12 366 

Desire for knowledge/skills in this degree field 3.51 .79 366 

Encouragement by my children 3.40 1.48 366 

Greater opportunity for job advancement with the degree 3.23 .99 366 

Desire to begin a new career 3.22 1.11 366 

Desire to keep current position (lowest mean score) 2.79 1.50 366 
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Respondents reported being moderately motivated by a desire to gain knowledge and skills in 

their fields of study, encouragement by their children, the desire to begin a new career, and the 

potential for job advancement with the degree. There was general disagreement that the desire to 

keep a current position was a motivator. 

As Table 4 indicates, the most pressing barriers for adult students according to general 

responses were the lack of childcare for a minor child or children, students’ roles as primary 

caregivers for elders, and the lack of available funds to pay for childcare. 

Table 4  

General Barriers. 

General Barriers 

Item Mean SD n 

Lack of childcare for minor child/children 3.13 1.66 366 

Student’s role as primary caregiver for an elder 3.12 1.75 366 

Lack of funds for childcare for minor child/children 3.08 1.68 366 

Interestingly, aggregate statistics point to several group differences, particularly among 

those students who did not have minor children at home, those who did not have spouses who 

lived with them, and those who did not work fulltime.   

Table 5  

Barriers and Motivators for Adult Students Related to Minor Children. 

Barriers and Motivators for Adult Students  Related to  Minor Children 

Presence of minor children < age 12 N Mean Std. Deviation Std.Error Mean 

Barriers 

         Minor children present 

         No minor children present 

 

138 

225 

 

37.8551 

43.0267 

 

15.03648 

16.36987 

 

1.27999 

1.09132 

Motivators 

         Minor children present 

         No minor children present 

 

138 

225 

 

46.5000 

50.1333 

 

10.23822 

11.59356 

 

.87154 

.77290 

(p = .002) 

 

As illustrated in Table 5, students who did not have minor children under the age of 12 self-

reported significantly higher barriers overall (M = 43.03, SD = 16.37) than did those students 

who did have minor children at home (M= 37.86, SD = 15.04). At the same time, students who 

did not have children under 12 living at home reported that they were more motivated (M = 

50.13, SD = 11.59) than those students who did have minor children at home (M = 46.50, SD = 

10.24).  These differences were significant at the .002 level.  

As shown in Table 6, students who did not have spouses who lived with them reported that 

they faced significantly higher barriers (M = 43.11. SD = 15.40) than students who did report a 

spouse living in the home (M = 39.04, SD = 16.37). This difference was significant at the .002 

level. These same students did not report significantly greater motivation than students with a 

spouse at home. 
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Table 6  

Barriers for Adult Students Related to Presence of Spouse at Home. 

Barriers for Adult Students Related to Presence of Spouse at Home 

Presence of Spouse Living at Home N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Barriers           

       Spouse at home 

       No spouse at home 

 

183 

177 

 

39.0437 

43.1073 

 

16.36662 

15.39830 

 

1.20986 

1.15741 

(p = .002) 

 

Table 7 illustrates the responses of students to the fulltime work item.  Those who did not 

work fulltime reported that they faced significantly higher barriers (M = 48.61, SD = 17.35) than 

those who did work fulltime (M=39.67, SD = 15.45). Students who did not work fulltime also 

were significantly more highly motivated (M = 53.96, SD = 11.46) than those students who did 

work fulltime (M = 47.79, SD = 10.94). Both of these differences were significant at the .001 

level. 

Table 7  

Barriers and Motivators for Students Related to Fulltime Employment 

Barriers and Motivators for Students Related to Fulltime Employment 

Fulltime Employment N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Barriers 

     Employed Fulltime 

     Not Employed Fulltime 

 

305 

  57 

 

39.6689 

48.6140 

 

15.44830 

17.35116 

 

.88457 

2.29822 

Motivators 

     Employed Fulltime 

     Not Employed Fulltime 

 

305 

  57 

 

47.7869 

53.9649 

 

10.94230 

11.46262 

 

.62655 

1.51826 

(p = .001) 

Gender Comparison 

In the first analysis of all participant responses, no motivators or barriers were found to be 

statistically significant by gender; however, when responses from the 53 participants in the 

lowest age group (24 and under) were removed from the analysis, gender became significant.   

Table 8  

Significant Gender Difference in Motivation  

Significant Gender Difference in Motivation 

Encouragement from friends who have their 

degrees motivated me to enroll 

N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

     Female 

     Male 

193 

112 

3.1347 

2.8393 

1.22155 

1.30525 

.08793 

.12333 

(p = .02) 
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Table 9  

Significant Gender Differences in Barriers 

Significant Gender Differences in Barriers 

Item N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Concern about attending school with 

younger students was a barrier to my 

enrollment 

    

     Female 

     Male 

192 

112 

2.2604 

2.0268 

1.25948 

1.19654 

.09089 

.11306 

The lack of personal funds to pay for 

college was a barrier to my enrollment 

    

     Female 

     Male 

193 

112 

2.7202 

2.4821 

1.17014 

1.29435 

.08423 

.12231 

(p = .05) 

 

Within the group of motivators, female students (M = 3.13, SD = 1.22) were significantly 

more likely to be motivated to enroll in their current degree program by friends who have their 

college degrees than were males (M = 2.84, SD = 1.31), where p = .02 (one-tailed test).  The 

finding, as shown in Table 8, supports previous research that finds females rely more heavily 

than males on an encouraging social network to motivate participation (Kimmel, 2002).  

Two items were significant (p = .05) in the second analysis in discerning gender barriers. 

Females (M=2.26, SD = 1.26) expressed significantly greater concern about attending school 

with younger students than did males (M=2.03, SD = 1.20). In addition, females (M = 2.72, SD = 

1.17) were significantly more likely than males (M = 2.48, SD = 1.29) to report that the lack of 

personal funds to pay for college was a barrier to enrollment, as detailed in Table 9. 

 

 

Age Comparison 

 

A one-way multivariate analysis of variance was conducted to investigate whether 

statistically significant differences exist in the motivations and barriers to higher education for 

non-traditional, adult learners using gender and age as the independent variables. The dependent 

variables were the motivations and the barriers.  The MANOVA was significant,  (6, 506) = 

.05, F = 2.34, p = .03.  Since the MANOVA was significant, univariate follow-up tests were 

utilized to detect which, if any, independent variables showed interaction and which of the 

dependent variables contributed to the overall group differences. 

 

Table 10 

Comparison of Motivations by Gender and Age 

 

Comparison of Motivations by Gender and Age 

Gender 25-34 yrs. 35-44 yrs. 45-54 yrs. 55 yrs. and up 

 

Female 49.62 43.18 47.43 54.50 

Male 51.39 47.33 39.04 49.22 

(p = .03) 
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The univariate follow-up tests showed a significant interaction between gender and age in 

the areas of motivations and barriers.  In motivations, men were significantly higher than women 

in the 25-34 and the 35-44 year old age groups but significantly lower than women in the 45-54 

and 55 and higher age groups, as shown in Table 10. In barriers, again mean scores for males 

were significantly higher than females in the 25-34 and the 35-44 year old age groups but 

significantly lower than women in the 45-54 and 55 and higher age groups as Table 11 

illustrates. 

 

Table 11 

Comparison of Barriers by Gender and Age. 
 

Comparison of Barriers by Gender and Age 
Gender 25-34 yrs. 35-44 yrs. 45-54 yrs. 55 yrs. and up 

 

Female 37.96 38.56 46.64 55.75 

Male 40.30 40.42 28.81 50.56 

(p = .03) 

 

 

Ethnicity Comparison 

 

The samples were so uneven initially that they were recoded into Majority 

(Caucasian/White) with an n of 135 and Minority (African American/Black, American Indian, 

Asian, & Other, including Hispanic/Latino) with an n of 144.  Using the combined ethnic 

designations, there were no significant differences in motivations, but a number of significant 

differences (one-tailed comparison) in barriers, as shown in Table 12.   

 

Table 12 

Comparison of Barriers by Ethnicity. 

 

Comparison of Barriers by Ethnicity 

Item # t df p Majority 

mean 

n SD Minority 

mean 

n SD 

F35 -1.74 277 .04 2.06 135 1.15 2.31 144 1.27 

F42 -1.72 277 .04 2.08 135 1.50 2.40 144 1.60 

F46 1.97 277 .03 3.27 135 1.68 2.88 144 1.58 

F47 1.96 277 .03 3.20 135 1.71 2.81 144 1.58 

F48 1.94 277 .03 3.19 135 1.77 2.79 144 1.67 

 

 Minority students were significantly more likely to face a lack of confidence in their abilities 

and parental discouragement than majority students.  At the same time, majority students were 

significantly more likely to identify the lack of childcare and childcare funding for their minor 

children as a barrier to higher education.  In addition, majority students were significantly more 

likely to indicate that they had the primary caregiver role for an elder than minority students.  

The findings suggest that minority students face significant domestic barriers related to influence 

from primary reference groups, particularly that of family; however, minority students may have 

a supportive network of caregivers for minor children that majority students do not experience. 

 



A Comparison of Motivations and Barriers of Adult Students in Faith-Based Colleges 

 11 

 

Discussion 

 

While there were no significant motivation differences noted in the descriptive groups 

studied, there were significant differences in motivation between groups as distinguished by the 

college attended. This suggests that college selection factors, while not included in the survey of 

motivation and barriers, are important predictors of group response. In the between college 

groups studied, the college group that cited the greatest barriers related to work and family care 

was also the group that noted the highest encouragement from family and work-related 

motivations of promotion and job retention. Students at the college tended to be in the majority 

ethnicity group and have the lowest average age student. 

Based on the population surveyed (adults enrolled in nontraditional education), barriers were 

not expected to be significant, as they have been overcome or did not exist for many of those 

who responded; however, significant differences in barriers are noted between college, gender, 

race/ethnicity, and age groups. The barriers of significance are those generally associated with an 

adult student population.   At the same time, identifying the differences in significance of these 

barriers by gender and race/ethnicity casts additional light on the influences of culture, 

subculture, and social role. 

Females were significantly more likely than males to be motivated to enroll by friends who 

had a college degree, but expressed more concern than males about attending school with 

younger students.  As suggested in the Osgood-Treston (2001) review of studies of adult 

learners, females in the sample surveyed tended to seek out learning environments that enhanced 

their ability to overcome obstacles. Females also indicated higher concern than males about their 

ability to pay for college. Their financial concern may carry an undertone of worry about 

whether the extrinsic financial reward from an advanced degree will be significant enough to 

offset the burden of student loan payments.   

The relationship of age to gender in the existence of barriers cannot be overlooked, and is a 

factor that suggests that as students age, gender role expectations play a significant part in 

producing barriers. Males in age groups below age 45 were significantly more motivated than 

like-group females and noted higher barriers to enrollment than females. The fact that overall 

motivation and barriers decrease markedly in the 45-54 age group, but increase significantly in 

the 55 and over age group for both males and females, suggests that life factors combine to shift 

motivations from extrinsic to intrinsic. “Life course transitions” noted by Jacobs (1998) explain 

the factors related to age, such as no minor children in the home, employment security, 

geographic stability, increased disposable income, and the approach of retirement that may 

contribute to increased motivation in the 55 and older age group.  

Motivation tends to be high when barriers are at their lowest in the 25-34 age group for 

males and females. Barriers for females tend to increase as age increases, suggesting that work- 

or domestic-related responsibilities, or both, increase as females age. On the other hand, males 

experience a sizeable decrease in barriers that corresponds with decreased motivation.  This 

would support Mannone‟s (2003) declaration that learning for adults is merely to achieve some 

other desired end, although Mannone does not address the issue of intrinsic motivation. 

The implications of these findings are numerous and, at the least, warrant further 

investigation.  The Greene and Greene (2004) study suggests that college administrators should 

review marketing options to encourage young men to attend college, if the shifting demographic 

(which is heavily female weighted) is of concern to administrators.  On the same note, 
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administrators of the adult programs surveyed have a steadily increasing population of female 

enrollees who are more independent emotionally, intellectually, and financially than past 

generations of female college-goers. 

Motivations for attending college in adulthood appear to be similar among race and ethnic 

groups; however, minorities express higher barriers related to parental discouragement and 

confidence in ability.  Majority students, on the other hand, pointed to lack of childcare, lack of 

funding for childcare, and the responsibility of caring for an elder as barriers to participation. 

Students also report varying levels of support from family (by ethnicity) and workplace (by 

college group), suggesting that these students could face higher levels of stress in the classroom, 

as noted by Kirby, et al. (2004). 

The “Additional Remarks” section of the survey, while not addressed in the findings of this 

research, provides a guide for future discussion about the needs, motivations and barriers of adult 

learners in faith-based institutions. The additional remarks, in all cases, were institution specific 

and outside the scope of this particular study, but important to the administration of those 

institutions.   

Three faith-based colleges were included in the scope of this research. Of the completed 

surveys returned, approximately 19% contained additional remarks, which came from two of the 

participating colleges. From the completed College C surveys, virtually all contained additional 

remarks. Most reflected that students were motivated to choose College C based on the quality of 

the education they expected to receive and the expected extrinsic rewards from the degree. Of the 

41 “Additional Remarks” received from College A students, 29% cited selection of the college 

based on its Christ-centered approach to teaching and learning and 21% expressed that they were 

motivated by the rewards they expected to receive through work.  Some 22% expressed 

dissatisfaction that scholarships and graduate assistantships were not available to them, while 

17% were concerned about having time to finish an accelerated degree while working.  Several 

respondents suggested weekend programming to accommodate the needs of working students.   

As noted earlier, Winters (2004) discussed the rapid growth in enrollment of “intentionally 

Christ-centered colleges,” which is followed by The Christian Century Foundation (2000) report 

that increased enrollment does not result in “… influencing [religious] behavior”.  There appears 

to be reason to believe that adults with a Christ-centered focus will prefer a Christ-centered 

learning environment if it provides a quality education, which would suggest an understanding 

among some adult students that the rewards of Christ-centered learning are both extrinsic and 

intrinsic.  

 

Implications for Policy and Administration 

 

Competition and Traditional Learning Environments 

The promotion of lifelong learning stems from the premise that continued education in 

adulthood contributes to a better-educated population and a higher wage for the individual, both 

descriptors necessary for economic development. The challenges are numerous for 

administrators of higher education in the early part of the 21
st
 century.  Traditional style campus 

learning environments face significant competition from online education providers, especially 

in the market for adult learners. If, as Jacobs (1998) suggests, the age trend for adult learners 

declines, administrators will be challenged to provide continuous improvements in products and 

services designed for adult learners in increasingly younger age groups.  This scenario forces the 

reviewer to look specifically at the needs of current markets as identified through the barriers 
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they face to the traditional style of education.  The existence of distance learning programs 

eliminates or substantially reduces the barriers of travel, childcare expense, and childcare 

availability. As more accredited institutions enter the distance learning market, competition will 

increase for traditional institutions that have relied on the academic reputations of their colleges 

as compared with online degree programs that may have been “marginalized” by their lack of 

accreditation. 

 

Christ and the Mission of Education 

Paul has provided sound direction for the mission of Christ-centered teaching in the world. 

Education administrators are not given latitude to teach partial truth or to be unprepared for 

detractors, as described in Timothy 4: 1-5, when Paul states, “In the presence of God and of 

Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and in view of his appearing and his 

kingdom, I give you this charge: Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; 

correct, rebuke and encourage – with great patience and careful instruction.  For the time will 

come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will 

gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They 

will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths. But you, keep your head in all 

situations, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your 

ministry.” 

The task for Christ-centered institutions is not to “attract students” but to be bold enough to 

challenge those institutions that claim to be Christ-centered but are, in fact, secular in their 

teaching. In discharging the duties of the ministry, Christ-centered institutions must hold 

themselves to high standards in the quality of teaching, the provision of learning resources, and 

the development of facilities for adult learners and their dependents. 

 

Family Ministry 

Faith-based institutions whose faith-based missions are promoted appear to attract students 

to whom faith is important. Small, faith-based colleges have not tended to establish themselves 

as online providers or to view themselves as providers of childcare. One reason is that faith-

based colleges are, themselves, struggling with the effective integration of biblical principle with 

secular-based texts. However, as the growth in adult learners stabilizes and, perhaps, declines, 

faith-based colleges have a unique opportunity to support growth through the provision of 

Internet-based curricula that emphasize faith and learning.  In addition, where traditional 

attendance requirements exist, faith-based institutions should assess the market for family 

ministry programs for students with child and elder care responsibilities. New programs could 

operate in concert with existing church facilities, or could be operated separately by the college 

utilizing individuals from existing educational degree programs within the institution. The 

inclusion of the family in the learning environment through separate programs that provide elder 

or childcare could have significant impact on the influence of religious behavior, as studied by 

The Christian Century Foundation (2000).  

 

Future Learners 

A significant opportunity exists now for providers of terminal degree programs, as adult 

learners are graduated from masters degree programs and the competitive bar is raised. 

Recognition that barriers differ for students based on age, gender, and ethnicity should give 

administrators cause to support not only targeted marketing for students, but also targeted 
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academic programming specifically for adult learners by group.  The high percentage (61.2%) of 

female participants in the study is believed to be representative of the total population of females 

enrolled as non-traditional students in the institutions surveyed.  The enrollment status of 

women, coupled with significant findings in motivation and barriers, should alert educators and 

administrators to the need for recognizing gender differences as a pivotal point for program 

development. The population of students in all schools of business is expected to grow 

continually diverse in the near future (Friga, et al., 2003), and faith-based colleges should benefit 

from continued growth as well. 

Females identify concern over attending school with younger students and may be suited for 

age specific cohort learning environments.  Minority students identify family discouragement as 

a barrier, which could provide a platform for community awareness and discussion by faith-

based institutions. The understanding that extrinsic benefits associated with attaining a college 

degree decline with age suggests that faith-based learning institutions have a very important role 

in meeting the intrinsic needs of adult learners. 

 

 

Future Research 

 

The study sought to investigate the motivations and barriers of adult students as a factor in 

their decision to seek an undergraduate or a graduate degree. Items that were considered to be 

marketing type influencers were intentionally left out of the survey, so as not to confound the 

study or confuse the survey participants. While the study did not specifically focus on the degree 

to which the publicly expressed statement of belief influences students to attend specific adult 

education programs in faith-based institutions, there is evidence from this study to indicate that 

the degree to which faith is emphasized is an influencer.  This is a topic for further research and 

study among faith-based colleges. Additional research is also planned using adult student 

populations in public universities as comparison groups to facilitate findings that can be 

generalizable across the broader population of institutions of higher learning in the U.S. 

Fundamental to the generalizability of the present research and future studies suggested here, is 

the inclusion of campuses beyond the Southeastern region of the U.S. 

More study is needed into the relationship of age and the degree of influence that faith has in 

attendance at faith-based colleges. The findings from such a study would be of benefit to 

planners and marketers of faith-based college programs in determining the specific age cohorts 

whose choice of institution is more influenced by the promotion of Christ-centered learning. 

The significance of women‟s concern about funding higher education in adulthood is 

another area that deserves additional research, as does the role of social networks in motivating 

female and minority adult learners.  Additional research could focus on the performance of 

females and similar age groups in cohort teams as a measure of motivation to participate. 

Determinants of income and the existence of minor children in the home would provide a source 

of individual study with regard to female and male enrolment.  Further, the item cited as a more 

significant barrier to females than to males, “concern about attending school with younger 

students,” should be further investigated as it relates to intrinsic motivation.  

Minority adult learners should be an immediate focus for additional research in the faith-

based learning environment in that their responses to the issues of self-esteem and family 

encouragement suggest that significant domestic barriers exist for minorities.  Such barriers are 
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rarely eliminated through the provision of additional programs and often require transformation 

over generations.  
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Appendix A 

 
Motivations and Barriers to Higher Education for Non-Traditional, Adult Learners  

Questionnaire 

Explanation 

This is a questionnaire designed to assist institutions of higher learning in the development of policy and procedures for non-

traditional, adult learners. It will take about 15 minutes to complete.   Your participation is voluntary, confidential, and very important 

to the success of this project. You may refuse to complete the questionnaire at any point. To protect the anonymity of respondents, 

please do not write your name on the questionnaire.  Results will be aggregated and reported at group levels. At no time will 

individual responses be reported.  The researchers thank you for your participation.  If you have questions about the research or would 

like to receive a copy of the executive summary of the completed project, please write to:  Dr. Sara B. Kimmel, 309 N. Canton Club 

Circle, Jackson, MS  39211. 

 

Instructions 

There are four sections of the questionnaire. Please complete all items. In the first section, titled Demographics, please mark the 

response that best describes you.  In the second and third sections, titled Motivations and Barriers, please mark the response that best 

describes your level of agreement with the item listed in the far left column. Responses range from „Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly 

Agree”.  If an item does not apply to you, please mark “Not Applicable.”  In the fourth section, titled Additional Remarks, please write 

any additional information that you feel would be helpful to the researchers.   

 

Location 

Please indicate the name and location of the institution where you are currently enrolled, the level of degree you are seeking 

(Associate, Bachelor, Graduate), and your course of study (Accounting, Biology, Business, etc.) 

 

 

1          2        3      

Name of Institution                                         City (Of Institution)                           State 

 

4           5             6      

Level of Degree You Are Seeking               Course of Study              Age at which you entered current degree program 
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Section 1:  Demographics.  Please mark the response that best describes you. 

 
# Item 1 2 3 4 5 

 

7 Your Gender Female 

_____ 

Male 

_____ 

   

8 Your Age 24 or under 

____ 

25-34 

_____ 

35-44 

_____ 

45-54 

_____ 

55 or over 

_____ 

9 Your Race White 

 

 

_____ 

Black or 

African 

American 

_____ 

American 

Indian or 

Alaska Native 

_____ 

Asian 

 

 

_____ 

Other 

 

 

_____ 

10 How would you describe your total annual household income? $0 – $24,999 

 

_____ 

$25,000 - 

$49,999 

_____ 

$50,000 –  

$74,999 

_____ 

$75,000 – 

$99,999 

_____ 

$100,000 and 

over 

_____ 

11 Are you of Hispanic or Latino origin and race? 

 

Yes 

_____ 

No 

_____ 

   

12 Do you have a child/children at home under the age of 12? 

 

Yes 

_____ 

No 

_____ 

   

13 Do you have a child/children at home between the ages of 12-18? 

 

Yes 

_____ 

No 

_____ 

   

14 Do you have a spouse who lives with you? 

 

Yes 

_____ 

No 

_____ 

   

15 Do you have other relatives who live with you? 

 

Yes 

_____ 

No 

_____ 

   

16 Do you have non-relatives who live with you? 

 

Yes 

_____ 

No 

_____ 

   

17 Did you apply to other institutions before selecting this one? Yes 

_____ 

No 

_____ 

   

18 Are you employed fulltime (40 hours or more each week)? Yes 

_____ 

No 

_____ 

   

19 Are you employed part-time (under 40 hours weekly)? Yes 

_____ 

No 

_____ 
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Section 2: Motivators. Please mark your level of agreement with each of the following statements in your decision to enroll for 

the degree you are currently seeking. If the item does not apply to you, please mark “not applicable.” 

  
# 

Item 

1 

Strongly 

disagree 

2 

Disagree 

3 

Agree 

4 

Strongly 

Agree 

5 

Not 

applicable 

 

20 A desire for personal accomplishment motivated me to enroll. 

 

     

21 A desire to finish a degree that I began but did complete earlier motivated me to 

enroll. 

  

     

22 A desire for knowledge/skills in this degree field motivated me to enroll. 

 

     

23 Reports that people with this degree have greater opportunity for advancement 

motivated me to enroll.  

 

     

24 The assurance of a pay increase at work motivated me to enroll. 

 

     

25 The assurance of a promotion at work motivated me to enroll. 

 

     

26 The need to keep my current job motivated me to enroll. 

 

     

27 The desire to begin a new career motivated me to enroll. 

 

     

28 Encouragement from my spouse or significant other motivated me to enroll. 

 

     

29 Encouragement from my children motivated me to enroll. 

 

     

30 Encouragement from my parent/s motivated me to enroll. 

 

     

31 Encouragement from my supervisor or employer motivated me to enroll. 

 

     

32 Encouragement from friends who have their degrees motivated me to enroll. 

 

     

33 A desire to be a role model for my children motivated me to enroll. 

 

     

34 A desire for more respect from my peers motivated me to enroll.      
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Section 3: Barriers. Please mark your level of agreement with each of the following statements, in your decision to enroll in 

your current degree program. If the item does not apply to you, please mark “not applicable.” 
 

# 

Item 

1 

Strongly 

Disagree 

2 

Disagree 

3 

Agree 

4 

Strongly 

Agree 

5 

Not 

Applicable 

35 A lack of confidence in my ability  was a barrier to my enrollment. 

 

     

36 Concern about attending school with younger students was a barrier to my enrollment. 

 

     

37 Lack of  transportation was a barrier to my enrollment. 

 

     

38 The lack of grants and scholarships for education was a barrier to my enrollment. 

 

     

39 The lack of personal funds to pay for college was a barrier to my enrollment. 

 

     

40 Concern about paying back student loans was a barrier to my enrollment. 

 

     

41 Discouragement by a spouse/significant other was a barrier to my enrollment. 

 

     

42 Discouragement by a parent/s was a barrier to my enrollment. 

 

     

43 Discouragement by my employer was a barrier to my enrollment. 

 

     

44 Time away from my job was a barrier to my enrollment. 

 

     

45 Time away from my family was a barrier to my enrollment. 

 

     

46 Lack of childcare for my minor child/children was a barrier to my enrollment. 

 

     

47 Lack of funds for childcare for my minor child/children was a barrier. 

 

     

48 My role as primary caregiver for an elder was a barrier. 

 

     

49 Lack of classes at a convenient time was a barrier to my enrollment. 

 

     

50 Lack of classes at a convenient location was a barrier to my enrollment.      
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Section 4:  Additional Remarks.  Are there additional motivations you had or barriers that you faced (or currently face) in 

your decision to enroll in college for the degree you currently seek?  If so, please tell us in the space provided below. 

 

   

 


