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I. Introduction
 
Background

Much has been written about the baby boom 
generation—the 77 million Americans born between 
1946 and 1964. With this group now approaching 
the typical retirement ages of 60-65, research and 
commentary now often address what members of this 
group will do in their later years. What we know so 
far is that they are not likely to follow in the footsteps 
of previous generations. It appears that they will 
stay in the workforce longer: the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics projects that the number of workers ages 
55-64 will increase by 36.5% between 2006 and 2016, 
and the number of workers age 65 and older will 
increase by over 80%.1 Older Americans are healthier 
and living longer, and at the same time have fewer 
resources that will carry them through several more 
decades without income from earnings.2 Among those 
who do not need to work for income, many will seek 
work to stay active, and many others will want to 
stay connected by giving back to their communities 
through volunteering. For the baby boomers in the 
paid and volunteer workforce, and even those who 
will retire altogether, lifelong learning is a value.3

Older Americans have their own interests in 
continuing to learn, work, and connect—but society 
as a whole also benefits from their continued 
involvement. As the workforce ages, labor shortages 
are projected in many sectors of the economy.4  
Employers will need to recruit and retain older 
workers to fill this gap. At the same time, there is 
a great need for this age cohort to provide value 
through volunteering: the skills of the plus 50 
population represent a critical resource for nonprofits, 
schools, and faith-based groups seeking to improve 
communities and lives.

Community colleges are uniquely positioned to respond 
to the growing demand for job retraining and career 

 
1   Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2008. 
2   MetLife Mature Market Institute, 2006. 
3 American Council on Education, 2007. 
4 MetLife Mature Market Institute, 2006. 
5 American Association of Community Colleges, 2009. 

development programs among plus 50 adults, 
nonprofits, and businesses. These colleges have a long 
history of welcoming the non-traditional student and
are known for providing creative programming that 
meets evolving community needs.5 It is up to 
community colleges to meet the challenges posed by a 
burgeoning class of plus 50 students. 

Recognizing both this great societal need for plus 50 
education and the important role that community 
colleges have in meeting this need, The Atlantic 
Philanthropies provided funding for the American 
Association of Community Colleges (AACC) to 
implement the Plus 50 Initiative. This initiative 
is designed to support colleges in developing and 
improving their programming for the plus 50 learner in 
three focus areas: enrichment, workforce training and 
career development, and service and volunteering. 

The Atlantic Philanthropies’ funding provides a very 
important resource for community colleges because 
this type of programming is in its very early stages. 
In a 2007 AARP study, researchers used professional 
contacts and Internet research to identify community 
colleges “specifically known for programs associated 
with older adults.” They found very few: there were 14 
colleges that “actively market Civic Engagement and Life 
Enrichment programs designated for older adults,” and 
“only five community colleges were identified that had 
Job/Career Training programs specifically targeted to a 
50+ student population. Three additional schools have 
programs in development.”

AACC is working with 15 grantee colleges over three 
years to support this emerging focus on plus 50 adults. 
The Plus 50 Initiative currently includes five grantee 
colleges with experience in programs serving older 
adults, and ten grantee colleges that are beginning to 
develop such programs. As part of the Plus 50 Initiative, 
AACC commissioned this survey of its membership 
to view the landscape of programs and services that 
community colleges are providing to plus 50 students. 
(The survey instrument is included in Appendix A.) 
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Preview of Findings

The study includes data from 204 unique colleges 
across the country. (For a more detailed description 
of survey development and methods, see Appendix 
B.) The sample generally reflects the population of 
community colleges along a variety of characteristics 
such as size, region, and urban vs. rural locales. However, 
single-campus institutions and smaller institutions 
are underrepresented in the sample. Smaller, single-
campus colleges are less likely to have the capacity to 
develop programs targeting special populations such as 
plus 50 learners. This means that the sample data may 
overestimate the prevalence of plus 50 programming at 
community colleges. While the prevalence of programs 
may be overestimated, most of the data presented in this 
report describes what is happening at the colleges that 
do have programming. Looking only at this subset, then, 
the data present a fairly accurate picture of the plus 50 
programming at these colleges.

The study found that:

•	 Colleges	perceive	the	demand	for	plus	50	
programming and welcome plus 50 students to 
their campuses: 86% of the colleges surveyed said 
they offer programming for plus 50 students.

•	 Colleges	offer	programming	in	all	three	focus	areas,	
but enrichment (i.e., courses for personal interest 
and general studies) is by far the most common 
type of programming.

•	 In	the	workforce	training	and	career	development	
focus area, the courses and services (such as career 
counseling, job fairs, and job workshops) most 
often include existing courses or services that are 
simply marketed to the plus 50 population. They 

are not developed or redesigned with the needs of 
the plus 50 learner in mind.

•	 Colleges	are	in	the	early	stages	of	implementation—
they tend not to have taken more than a few steps 
toward “program institutionalization,” such as 
allocating staff time, making budget allocations, 
making plus 50 goals part of the strategic plan, and 
spending money on marketing.

•	 Only	about	one-quarter	of	the	colleges	have	conducted	
a needs assessment of the local plus 50 population.

•	 Both	the	enrichment	and	the	service	and	
volunteering program focus areas include 
intergenerational activities.

•	 Colleges	offer	services	meant	to	reach	out	to	the	
plus 50 population and integrate them into the 
college (such as tailored Web pages, targeted 
advising, and a central location for plus 50 learners’ 
services), but such services are not very widespread. 

•	 Colleges	face	a	range	of	internal	and	external	
challenges in implementing their programs, 
including stringent pre-enrollment requirements 
that may discourage plus 50 learners, difficulties 
finding private funding, and an expectation that 
plus 50 learners cannot afford, or are not willing to 
pay, the fees for non-credit courses.

•	 The	ability	to	obtain	private	funding,	a	needs	
assessment, and a formal statement of an institutional 
goal to meet the needs of plus 50 students are 
importantly related to the extent to which a college 
tailors courses and services to the needs, interests, and 
learning objectives of the plus 50 learner.

 

 
6   The number of respondents is not always the full sample: it includes 

the relevant subset of participants. For example, only the colleges 
that have enrichment programming answered the survey questions 
that address enrichment programming. In addition, not every survey 
respondent answered every question, so sometimes there are missing 
data for specific questions.

16%
Do Not Have 
Programs/
Services

84%
Have Programs/

Services

 
exhibit 1: Program offerings and services  
Targeted to Plus 50 learners (n=199)

 
exhibit 2: colleges’ Plus 50 Program Focus areas (n=164)6
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Community colleges perceive the demand for this 
type of programming and are responding. However, 
plus 50 programs are in their early stages. The 
results from this survey reveal wide variation in the 
extent to which programs are being implemented. 
At some colleges, their plus 50 programming may 
mostly comprise enrichment or workforce training 
courses that are marketed to plus 50 students. Other 
colleges, however, are committing staff time and 
budget allocations, conducting needs assessments, 
and engaging in intentional planning. These colleges 
are much more likely than other colleges to be truly 
meeting the needs of plus 50 learners by developing 
new courses or services, or redesigning them with 
plus 50 learning objectives in mind—rather than 
simply marketing existing courses and services. These 
colleges are also more likely to offer support services 
that are expressly developed to integrate plus 50 
learners into campus life.

 

II. Demand Perceived by 
community colleges For Plus 
50 Programming 
Among the colleges providing plus 50 programming, 
93% perceive the demand and societal need for 
programs and services that meet the needs of the plus 
50 population. The major source of demand for such 
programming has been among plus 50 individuals 
themselves, although colleges also perceive demand 
from community organizations and business.

 
7   Survey item 10 asks respondents to check all external sources of demand 

for plus 50 programming (see Appendix A). Exhibits 4 and 5 include 
data from question 10 and thus have the same sample size (n). The 
response options for question 10 include a “None: we have not perceived 
any external demand” option, which was used to construct Exhibit 4. 
Exhibit 5 includes data from the other response options for item 10. 

 
exhibit 3: colleges’ Main Goals For serving  
the Plus 50 Population (n=168)

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Percent of Colleges With This as a Main Goal

Provide enrichment 
opportunities for
plus 50 learners

Provide a way for plus 50 
learners to re-enter or stay 

active in the workforce

Meet the needs of
local employers/industry 

and build the skills of the 
plus 50 workforce

Provide a way for plus 50 
learners to participate in 

volunteering/service/
civic engagement   

41

75

89

52

6Other

 
exhibit 4: Percent of colleges Perceiving external Demand 
For Plus 50 Programs and services (n=168)

7%
Do Not 
Perceive 
Demand

93%
Perceive 
Demand

 
exhibit 5: sources of Demand For Plus 50 Programming (n=168)7
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How does demand relate to enrollment changes over 
time? Colleges reported an increase in non-credit 
enrollment: 57% of colleges estimate an increase over the 
past five years, with 48% estimating an increase of 5% 
to 20% and 9% estimating an increase of 20% or more 
(see Exhibit 6). And credit enrollment has, on average, 
decreased. Therefore, the survey shows little—if any—
correlation between enrollment changes and perceived 
demand. Colleges perceive demand at a much higher rate 
than they report increases in non-credit enrollment. And 
most colleges perceive demand despite decreases in credit 
enrollment. It appears, then, that college executives are 
simply feeling the pressure of the baby boom generation; 
the people in this generation tend to know what they 
want, and they are vocal about getting it.

III. Measures colleges are Taking 
to Implement Plus 50 Programs
To implement a program that effectively meets the 
needs of a particular student group takes a commitment 
of time and financial and human resources. While four 
out of five colleges responding to this survey reported 
that they have programs and services tailored to plus 
50 students, the extent to which they are committing 
time, money, and effort to such programming is unclear. 
The survey results reveal that colleges vary greatly in 
the extent of program implementation. As might be 
expected, colleges are still very much in the early stages 
of implementation. Only a small percentage of the 
colleges with programs are taking the actions necessary 
to do a really thorough job of meeting the needs of this 
population. This report examines implementation in 
five areas: planning, staff time, funding, marketing, and 
curriculum/course delivery.

area Implementation actions

Planning •	 including plus 50 program and service 
goals in the strategic plan

•	 Writing a formal plan (outside of the 
strategic plan) for plus 50 programming

staff Time •	 allocating staff time to a program or 
initiative specifically dedicated to plus 
50 learners

Funding •	 applying for grants/funds for plus 50 
program offerings and services

•	 dedicating specific budget allocations to 
plus 50 program offerings/services

marketing •	 spending money on plus 50 marketing

curriculum/
course 
delivery

•	 revising curriculum and/or course 
delivery to meet the specific needs of 
plus 50 learners

The survey data reveal that a majority of colleges are 
not undertaking very many of these actions. Indeed, 
one-fifth of the colleges are not taking any of these 
actions, and one-quarter of the colleges are taking 
only one or two actions. On average, the colleges are 
pursuing about three implementation actions. 

 
exhibit 6: estimated Trends in Plus 50 enrollment in  
non-credit courses over the Past 5 Years (n=164)

Percent of Colleges With This 
Estimated Change in Enrollment

Increased
20% or more

Increased between
5% and 20%

Stayed about the
same (+/-5%)

Decreased between
5% and 20%

Decreased
20% or more

0% 20% 30% 40% 50%10%

  

1

7

35

48

9

 
exhibit 7: Trends in Plus 50 enrollment in credit courses 
Between 2001 and 2007 (n=152)

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Percent of Colleges With This 
Estimated Change in Enrollment

Increased
20% or more

Increased between
5% and 20%

Stayed about the
same (+/-5%)

Decreased between
5% and 20%

Decreased
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45%
3+ Actions

20%
0 Actions

17%
1 Action

18%
2 Actions

To effectively implement these programs—and to 
sustain the programs—colleges need to plan and 
market the program, work on tailoring course design 
and delivery, allocate staff time, obtain funding, and 
commit funding to the program. It is important to 
remember that plus 50 programming at community 
colleges is relatively new, and over time colleges will 
be taking additional steps toward institutionalization. 
Currently, however, these survey results highlight 
implementation gaps.

Planning

Nothing happens without planning—and certainly 
not a new program for a specific segment of 
community college students. Yet very few of the 
colleges that offer courses and services to the plus 
50 population appear to be undertaking intentional 
planning for such offerings. About one-quarter 
reported that their strategic plan contains plus 50 
program and service goals, and about one out of ten 
has a formal written plan outside of their strategic 
plan for their plus 50 programming.

The low rate of planning suggests that many colleges 
that reported having offerings for the plus 50 
population may not be referring to a robust program 
carefully developed on the basis of an intentional 
needs assessment. Instead, they may be thinking 
of their enrichment courses meant to appeal to 
“older learners,” typically thought of as retirees who 
would like to spend some of their leisure time taking 
courses for personal enjoyment and fulfillment. 
Offerings such as these are clearly valuable, but 

 
exhibit 8: number of “Implementation actions” the college 
has Taken (n=168)   Mean=3.1 actions Out of Seven Possible actions

Key Findings

•	 Colleges	are	in	the	early	stages	of	implementation.	
out of ten potential “implementation actions” that 
they could have taken, 20% of colleges have taken 
none, 45% have taken three or more, and the average 
number	of	actions	is	three.

•	 Fewer	than	40%	of	the	colleges	have	done	any	type	of	
formal	planning	for	their	plus	50	programs.

•	 About	two-thirds	of	the	colleges	have	allocated	staff	
time	to	plus	50	programs	and/or	services.	Of	these,	
about	three-quarters	have	at	least	one	full-time	staff	
person	dedicated	to	implementing	the	programs.

•	 Forty-three	percent	of	colleges	are	currently	
implementing a marketing plan, but these marketing 
efforts may not have current or sufficient planning 
behind	them.	Only	31%	of	colleges	said	they	have	
developed a marketing plan in the last five years, 
indicating that some of the plans that are being 
implemented	may	be	out	of	date.	Even	more	
worrisome, only 24% reported that they have 
conducted a needs assessment of the local plus 50 
population.	The	marketing	plans	of	colleges	without	a	
needs	assessment	are	likely	to	be	ineffective.

•	 Most	colleges	are	not	tailoring	course	design	and	
delivery to the needs, interests, and learning styles of 
plus	50	students.	For	example,	while	two-thirds	of	the	
colleges reported offering course credit for work or life 
experience, this appears to be a policy that they have 
instituted	for	adult	learners	in	general.	Only	36%	of	
colleges reported that they were intentionally revising 
curriculum and delivery specifically to meet the needs 
of	plus	50	students. 

 
exhibit 9: “Implementation actions”: colleges Planning  
to Implement Plus 50 Programs and services (n=168)

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Percent of Colleges With Formal Planning 
to Serve Plus 50 Students

Plus 50 program and 
service goals in the 

strategic plan

Written a formal
plan (outside of the 

strategic plan) for
plus 50 programming

  

11

26
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they cover only a small part of the spectrum of 
offerings that meet the needs, interests, and learning 
objectives of the modern plus 50 student. With 
additional planning, colleges would understand 
how they could better serve the plus 50 population 
in their service area and take better advantage of 
the enormous market opportunity offered by the 
educational needs of this demographic.

staff Time

The most common step that colleges reported taking 
is the allocation of staff time to a plus 50 program 
or initiative: almost two-thirds of these colleges 
have dedicated plus 50 program staff. The colleges 
dedicating staff to this effort are making important 
strides in institutionalizing the programming, because 
it is critical to have people devoted to developing and 
building these programs. People who dedicate their 
time to the programs are often chosen because they 
are passionate about the work, eager to learn from 
others, and able to create new ideas. These are the 
people who will develop popular new programs that 
the targeted population will respond to, and who will 
advocate for devoting resources to this effort among 
college decision-makers.

Of the group of colleges that has dedicated staff 
time, 77% have at least one full-time staff person 
who is dedicated to the administration and 
maintenance of plus 50 offerings. The remaining 
23% of these colleges have no full-time staff, but 
they have one or more staff persons devoting 
some of their time to the administration of plus 
50 offerings. These programs also make use of 
volunteers: 30% of the colleges reported that 
volunteer staff also devote time to their plus  
50 programming.

For the 63% of the colleges that are dedicating staff 
time to this effort, this is a very encouraging story. 
Yet the remaining 37% of colleges did not report 
dedicating any staff time. For this group of colleges, 
responsibility for programming may simply have been 
added to the regular responsibilities of their staff. 
These people are probably just as passionate as those 
for whom part of their time is officially allocated to 
plus 50 programs, particularly since they are taking 
on plus 50 programming in addition to their regular 
jobs—but there are only so many hours in a day. Plus 
50 program development is likely to suffer if there 
are no staff people who focus specifically on these 
efforts. In addition, when colleges report having plus 
50 programming but have not allocated staff time for 
it, they may—again—be “counting” the enrichment 
courses offered for retirees as plus 50 programming.

 
8   Of the colleges with only full-time staff, 26% also had volunteer staff. 

Half of colleges with full-time and part-time staff also had volunteer 
staff. Twenty-eight percent of colleges with part-time staff also had 
volunteer staff. The averages for volunteer staff reflect all of the 
colleges; 80 colleges have no volunteer staff.

 
exhibit 10: “Implementation actions”: colleges allocating 
staff Time to Plus 50 Programs and services (n=168)

0% 25% 50% 75%

Percent of Colleges With Staff Time Allocated 
to Programs and Services

Allocated staff time
to a program or

initiative specifically 
dedicated to

plus 50 learners

  

63

23%
Part-Time

Only
34%

Full-Time
Only

42%
Full-Time

& Part-Time

Average Number of Staff:

2.0 Full-Time Staff

3.0 Volunteers

Average Number of Staff:

1.6 Part-Time Staff

1.6 Volunteers

Average Number of Staff:

2.6 Part-Time Staff

2.3 Full-Time Staff

2.5 Volunteers

 
exhibit 11: colleges With Personnel Dedicated  
to Plus 50 Programming (n=73)8 
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Funding

The colleges that are allocating staff time to 
administering plus 50 programs are clearly making a 
financial investment. Colleges are less likely, however, 
to dedicate budget allocations specifically to plus 50 
programming; only 29% of colleges reported specific 
allocations. A little over one-third of colleges (35%) 
said they applied for grants that will provide resources 
for plus 50 programming.

To fully institutionalize plus 50 programming, 
community colleges will need to budget specifically 
for such programs. However, in the early stages of 
putting together programming, colleges are bringing 
together program elements from different parts 
of the colleges. For example, program staff may be 
working with student services to develop new student 
orientations for the plus 50 learner, or with workforce 
development to develop the skills of career counselors 
to work with those 50 and older who aim to advance 
in the workplace or re-enter the workforce. These 
efforts, while not necessarily reflected in the college 
budget, are critical steps in program development.

Marketing

Reaching out to plus 50 learners in a systematic way to 
attract them to offerings at the community colleges is 
an important part of programming implementation.9  
A little over four in ten colleges reported that they 
are implementing a marketing plan that targets plus 
50 learners, and about the same proportion reported 
spending money specifically on plus 50 marketing. 
Of the colleges that both reported spending money 
on marketing to the plus 50 population and provided 
information about their marketing budgets, the average 
budget allocation is 8% of the marketing budget.  

 
Especially worrisome about the data on marketing is 
the fact that some colleges appear to be implementing 
a marketing plan without having developed one—
and without conducting a needs assessment. In fact, 
only 38% of the colleges implementing a marketing 
plan have conducted a needs assessment in the past 
five years. This means that colleges are not always 
collecting the data they need to market effectively to 
the plus 50 population.

 
9 The item “spent money on a marketing plan” is the only one discussed 

in this section that is counted when adding up the number of 
“implementation actions” a college has taken. Data on these additional 
survey items relevant to marketing are discussed here as well, because 
they provide a more complete picture of the steps colleges are taking to 
reach out to the plus 50 population. 

 
exhibit 12: “Implementation actions”: colleges Funding 
Plus 50 Programs and services (n=168)

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Percent of Colleges With This Type of Funding

Applied for grants/
funds for plus 50

program offerings
and services

Dedicated specific
budget allocations

to plus 50 program 
offerings/services

  

29

35

 
exhibit 13: “Implementation actions”: Marketing  
to the Plus 50 Population

  

Percent of Colleges Taking This Type of Marketing Action

Conducted a plus 50 
needs assessment

(n=136)

Developed a plus 50 
marketing plan

(n=149)

Spent money on
plus 50 marketing 

(n=168)

Currently
implementing a

plus 50 marketing
plan (n=149)

43

42

31

24

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

assessing Plus 50 needs  
to reduce Barriers to access

St.	Louis	Community	College	assessed	the	needs	and	
interests of students age 45 and older by mailing surveys 
to current and former students asking about preference 
for class times, areas of interest, and perceived obstacles 
to	attending	classes.	Survey	results	helped	inform	
planning for plus 50 programs and services that directly 
address	the	needs	of	adult	learners. 
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curriculum and course Delivery

Plus 50 students are very different “consumers” of 
education from younger adult learners. To implement 
plus 50 programming well, colleges need to take this 
difference into account and tailor courses to them—
either by designing new ones, or redesigning existing 
courses, with the needs and interests of plus 50 learners 
in mind. Course design involves both curriculum and 
course delivery, including scheduling, pace, and type 
of class activities. Courses tailored to plus 50 learners 
should have a relevant curriculum and be delivered in 
a format that supports them in meeting their learning 
objectives and engages them in the material. In general, 
to be relevant a curriculum needs to relate back to 
those things that are important in the student’s life, and 
what students see as important varies by life stage. 

Course delivery is important as well. Some plus 50 
students may be attending college for enjoyment and 
personal enrichment only, and these students may 
be perfectly happy with courses that last the entire 
quarter or semester. However, research into what 
older Americans want and need from college courses 
repeatedly shows that they have targeted objectives, 
usually with a utilitarian interest in gaining specific 
work-related skills as efficiently as possible. As the 
Portland Community College Taskforce on Aging 
concludes: “Older learners are highly focused on … 
moving through the system as quickly as possible, 
despite the fact that most are attending only part 
time.”10 Similar messages are found in other studies 
of older adults and higher education. As the director 
of Arizona’s Office of Aging puts it: “Older adults 
don’t have the time to devote to a long educational 
experience.”11 The desire to move through the system 
quickly means many plus 50 students highly value 
accelerated program formats.12 

To what extent are colleges focusing on the need to 
have course offerings that meet the needs and interests 
of the plus 50 learner? To what extent are they working 
to have courses taught in a way that fits their lifestyle 
and learning style? Here the community colleges—as a 
group—have a long way to go. 

Colleges are taking a step in the right direction in 
offering course credit for work or life experience: two-
thirds of community colleges said they offer this type 
of course credit. Plus 50 students place a high value 
on this because they come to college with a great deal 
of experience, and credit for work or life experience 
enables them to accelerate their progress.

However, the other measures that colleges could take 
to accommodate the needs and interests of plus 50 
learners are less prevalent. Only about one-third of 
colleges reported having revised curriculum or course 
delivery for this population. This indicates that most 
colleges have only the courses that are offered to the 
“standard adult learner” and extend these to plus 50 
learners. They welcome this population to the campus, 
but may make no special effort to offer courses that 
make sense for the schedules, needs, and learning styles
 
 
10 Portland Community College Taskforce on Aging, 2007.
11 American Council on Education, 2008. 
12  American Council on Education, 2007. 

19%
11% to 25%
of the Budget

52%
0% to 5%

of the Budget29%
6% to 10%

of the Budget

 
exhibit 14: Percent of Marketing Budget Dedicated to 
Marketing Plus 50 Programming (n=21)   

average=8% of the Marketing Budget

38%
Have Conducted 

Needs 
Assessments

62%
Have Not
Conducted 

Needs 
Assessments

 
exhibit 15: of the colleges currently Implementing a 
Marketing Plan, Percent That have conducted 
needs assessments (n=53)   
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of this group. Only 35% of colleges have included 
“meeting the needs of plus 50 learners” in their strategic 
plans, and only 23% of colleges have made it a stated 
goal of the academic division to offer courses with design 
elements that meet the needs of the plus 50 learners.

It is clear that teaching to older students is not the same 
as teaching to standard adult learners in their 20s and 
30s.13 Unless instructors have been trained in pedagogy 
for older learners, they are not likely to offer courses in a 
way that is appropriate to the learning styles of this age 
group—and therefore may not provide an enjoyable, 
effective, or rewarding experience for these students. 
One study on baby boomers in college found that about 
40% of survey respondents “felt that instructors did not 
appreciate their needs as an older learner.”14 Colleges 

 
13 Chao, et al., 2007.
14 Portland Community College Taskforce on Aging, 2007.

therefore need to invest in professional development 
for faculty so they can tailor their teaching to this 
group. Currently, only about two out of ten colleges 
with offerings for the plus 50 age group are making 
this investment—this is a clear area where substantive 
improvement could be effected.

Iv. Program offerings in 
enrichment, Workforce Training 
and career Development, and 
service and volunteering
Colleges develop programming for the plus 50 
population in one or more focus areas: 

•	 enrichment: General studies such as math or a foreign 
language, or personal interest courses such as cooking 
or yoga, that meet the needs of plus 50 learners for 
academic development and personal enrichment

•	 Workforce Training and career Development: 
Courses and services meeting the needs of plus 50 
learners for career change or skill upgrading for 
purposes of employment

•	 service and volunteering: Programs and services that 
support plus 50 learners in finding opportunities to 
volunteer their skills and talents in their communities

enrichment offerings 
 
One of the motivations of the plus 50 population in 
attending community colleges is simply to “learn for 
learnings’ sake.” This is the idea that the act of learning—
whether or not it contributes to another goal, such 
as advancing a career—is part of staying active and 
engaged. Plus 50 students take these enrichment courses 
out of intellectual curiosity, a desire for enjoyment, or an 
interest in cognitive challenge. These courses range from 
horticulture to art history. Some enrichment courses, 
such as wine-tasting, are more likely to be non-credit 
courses offered through continuing education programs, 
and others, such as biology, are more likely to be credit 
courses offered through the academic division. 

 
exhibit 16: Policies and Practices That encourage the 
Design of courses in a Way That Meets the needs and 
Interests of the Plus 50 learner

  

Percent of Colleges With These 
Policies and Practices

Curriculum and/or 
delivery revised to meet 

the needs of plus 50 
learners (n=168)

Course credit offered 
for work or life

experience (n=141)

Offering courses with 
design elements meeting 

the needs of plus 50 
learners part of a 

strategic plan (n=148)

Offering courses with 
design elements that 

meet the needs of plus 50 
learners as a stated goal 

of the academic 
division(s) (n=139)

Professional development 
for faculty designed

to teach pedagogy 
appropriate to plus 50 

learners (n=141)
22

23

36

35

67

0% 25% 50% 75%
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Many non-credit enrichment courses are designed to 
appeal to students looking for personal interest courses 
taken purely for enjoyment, and colleges interested in 
attracting plus 50 students see these courses as being 
easily marketed to this demographic group. This is 
because typical plus 50 students are not looking to 
accumulate college credits; for those students seeking 
personal interest courses, non-credit enrichment 
courses fit the bill. Consequently, enrichment offerings 
represent the “low-hanging fruit” of programming for 
plus 50 learners. Indeed, enrichment programming 
is the most popular plus 50 focus area among the 
colleges, with 86% of them offering courses related to 
enrichment, personal interest, and general studies.

Colleges can develop new enrichment courses 
specifically tailored to the plus 50 learner or market to 
this age group the course offerings they currently have 
that would appeal to plus 50 students. This is a very 
common strategy, since it means creating offerings 
without investing in course development. Among the 
community colleges surveyed, 65% market existing 
enrichment courses, but it is an encouraging finding 
that 77% develop new courses and 55% redesign 
courses specifically for the plus 50 age group.

Key Findings 
•	 Most	colleges	(86%)	have	enrichment	programming	

for the plus 50 student, but only 30% have plus 50 
programs	for	service	and	volunteering.	Fifty-eight	
percent of the colleges have workforce training and 
career	development	programming.

•	 Among	the	colleges	offering	enrichment	programming,	
77% develop new courses specifically for plus 50 learners, 
while 55% redesign courses to fit the needs and interests 
of	this	student	group	and	65%	market	existing	courses.	

•	 Among	colleges	that	have	workforce	training	and	career	
development programming, large majorities offer three 
types	of	workforce	training	courses:	86%	offer	stand-
alone courses; 76% offer courses leading to some type 
of	credential;	and	74%	provide	customized	training.	
however, colleges tend to simply market existing 
workforce training courses to this population, rather than 
offering them courses that are tailored to their stage of 
life	and	career.	This	suggests	that	plus	50	students,	who	
have very different career needs from those of younger 
students, probably do not receive workforce training that 
really	works	for	them.

•	 The	pattern	found	with	workforce	training	courses	is	even	
more	pronounced	with	career	development	services.	While	
39% to 65% of community colleges offer the eight types 
of career development services to plus 50 students, just 
4% to 13% develop new services—and just 7% to 14% 
redesign	services—for	plus	50	students.

•	 Of	colleges	with	workforce	training	and	career	
development programs, 45% reported reaching out to 
local employers to communicate the value of hiring 
plus	50	employees.	In	addition,	38%	of	these	colleges	
offer workshops, trainings, and other resources to local 
employers that are interested in recruiting or retaining 
plus	50	employees.	

•	 College	services	that	support	plus	50	learners’	interest	in	
service and volunteer opportunities are less likely to be 
dominated by existing offerings that are simply marketed 
to	the	plus	50	learner.	These	services	concentrate	on	
helping students find a volunteer opportunity that makes 
good	use	of	their	skills.	

•	 Both	the	enrichment	and	the	service	and	volunteering	
program focus areas include offerings that are designed to 
foster intergenerational interaction: 31% of the colleges 
said they have such offerings for enrichment learning 
programs, and 63% reported that they have them for 
service	and	volunteering	offerings.

14%
No

86%
Yes

 
exhibit 17: colleges Focusing on enrichment Programming 
For Plus 50 learners (n=164)   

 
exhibit 18: extent of Tailoring For enrichment courses 
offered to Plus 50 learners (n=141)
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Approach to Course Design

Courses developed
specifically for

plus 50 learners

Existing courses
marketed to

plus 50 learners

Existing courses 
redesigned for

plus 50 learners

  

77

65

55



EduCating Plus 50  LEarnErS: OPPOrtunitiES fOr COMMunity COLLEgES 11

offerings For Workforce  
Training and career Development
 
It is becoming increasingly common for people to 
stay in the workforce past what has traditionally been 
considered “retirement age”: 62 or 65.16 This is often 
a matter of necessity—one that is becoming more 
widespread in the current economic environment.17  
But postponing retirement also has to do with staying 
engaged, pursuing career interests that one abandoned 
earlier in life, becoming an entrepreneur, or starting an 
“encore career” in fields such as education, healthcare, 
and social services that enable people to “give back” 
to society.18 In all of these cases, community colleges 
have a lot to offer the plus 50 student. They have 
courses that can help individuals acquire new 
skills, brush up on existing skills, or work toward a 
certificate. Community colleges also offer a variety 
of services that help people advance their careers, 
including career counseling, career workshops, job 
listings, and job fairs.

Fifty-eight percent of the colleges that offer programs 
and services to the plus 50 learner have a workforce 
training and career development focus area. The 
survey collected data on the specific types of 
workforce training courses the colleges offered: 

•	 stand-alone courses: Courses that are not part of a 
workforce training program, which students can take 
to upgrade or acquire a specific work-related skill

•	 courses as part of a workforce training program: A 
group of specified course requirements that lead to 
a certificate, license, or professional credential

•	 customized training: Training courses developed at 
the request of a particular business or employer to 
tweak skills to meet that employer’s needs

Exhibit 20 shows that stand-alone courses are the 
most common type of workforce training courses, 
but training programs and customized trainings are 
not far behind. This finding is encouraging because 
stand-alone courses are the most appropriate for plus 
50 learners, who usually do not want to engage in 
a full workforce training program. Instead, plus 50 
students typically need more flexible learning options, 
including modular courses, to learn a particular skill 
in order to advance their careers.19  Because many 
plus 50 students are seeking to efficiently acquire 
education for new or current careers, colleges need 
to deliver this education “in chunks,” rather than in 
“linear certificate and degree programs.” 20

However, this positive story is somewhat undermined 
by the data shown in Exhibit 21. When the data 
on workforce training courses are broken out by 
“offering type” (i.e., new, redesigned, or marketed), 
they reveal that it is much more common for colleges 
to market existing workforce training courses to plus 
50 students than to offer courses tailored specifically 
to them. This is especially true of training programs 
leading to a certificate, license, or credential. 

 
16 MetLife Mature Market Institute, 2006. 
17 Farrell, 2009. 
18 MetLife Foundation and Civic Ventures, 2008. 
19 Chao, et al., 2007.
20 American Council on Education, 2008. 

42%
No

58%
Yes

 
exhibit 19: colleges Focusing on Training/retraining  
Programming For Plus 50 learners (n=164)   

 
exhibit 20: Types of career-related courses colleges offer 
to Plus 50 learners (n=95)
All colleges with workforce training courses 
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A similar story is revealed by the survey results on 
career development services. Exhibit 22 shows that 
many colleges are offering a wide variety of services to 
plus 50 learners, but Exhibit 23 shows that these are 
generally the same services offered to all students at 
the college. Services are only very rarely developed or 
redesigned specifically for this population.

 
exhibit 21: of the colleges offering Workforce Training 
courses: extent to Which colleges explicitly Tailor courses  
to Plus 50 needs
Please note that because colleges could check more than one “offering method” 
(developing, redesigning, or marketing), percentages total to more than 100%

 
 

  

Courses that lead to a 
certificate, license, or 

professional credential 
(n=72) 

Percent of Colleges That Offer This Type of Course

Stand-alone courses 
(n=82)

Customized training 
(n=70)

Existing courses marketed to plus 50 learners

Existing courses redesigned for plus 50 learners
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37
56

33

22
86

17

24
67

39

Courses developed specifically for plus 50 learners

 
exhibit 22: Types of career-related services colleges  
offer to Plus 50 learners (n=95)
All colleges with workforce training courses 
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exhibit 23: of the colleges offering career-related 
services: extent to Which colleges explicitly Tailor services 
to Plus 50 needs
Please note that because colleges could check more than one “offering method” 
(developing, redesigning, or marketing), percentages total to more than 100%
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17
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12

13

9

9

8

24

reaching out to local employers  
and Workers
The community colleges of spokane help local businesses 
and	plus	50	adults	through	a	series	of	non-credit	classes	
addressing	generational	issues	in	the	workplace.	Designed	
to	help	employers	and	workers,	the	one-day	courses	address	
communication issues, languages of the generations, 
conflict	resolution,	and	teambuilding	across	generations. 
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employer outreach 

Plus 50 workforce training and career development 
programming meets an important need for building 
human capital and providing support in the job search. 
Colleges can also take the next step: helping to build 
the demand for plus 50 employees by working with 
employers to demonstrate the value of older workers with 
high levels of skill and experience. Among colleges with 
workforce training and career development programs, 
45% reported that they reach out to local employers to 
communicate the value of plus 50 employees. In addition, 
38% of these colleges offer workshops, trainings, and 
other resources to local employers that are interested in 
recruiting or retaining plus 50 employees. offerings For service and volunteering 

The skills of the plus 50 population represent a critical 
resource that nonprofits, schools, and faith-based groups 
can channel to promote the welfare of communities. 
There are many ways that those over age 50 can help 
to meet a variety of societal and environmental needs, 
such as serving meals in homeless shelters, providing 
companionship to seniors, tutoring schoolchildren, 
restoring habitats, and more. But volunteering goes far 
beyond these types of traditional volunteer jobs. Groups 
and organizations that use volunteers can also make use 
of high-level skills. The baby boom generation is highly 
educated and skilled, and those leaving the workplace 
have the potential to apply their wisdom, experience, 
and talents to “doing good.”21 The need for the skills of 
the baby boom generation is felt especially acutely in the 
nonprofit world, where chronic talent shortages will be 
made even worse as the baby boomers retire from jobs in 
the nonprofit sector.22

The need for plus 50 volunteers is great. At the same 
time, volunteering represents an opportunity for plus 
50 individuals to stay active, engaged, and connected 
with other people.23 Social connection, in turn, is 
strongly associated with good mental and physical 
health.24 But volunteers do not come together with 
appropriate volunteer jobs automatically. It is common 
for nonprofits to make the mistake of not providing 
sufficient opportunities to their volunteers—especially 
older volunteers.25  
 
21 Points of Light Foundation, 2004. 
22 Casner-Lotto, 2007. 
23 Civic Enterprieses, 2008. 
24 Harvard School of Public Health and MetLife Foundation Initiative 

on Retirement and Civic Engagement, 2004. 
25 Tanz and Spencer, 2000. 

 
exhibit 25: Do colleges offer to local employers Workshops, 
Trainings, and/or resources For recruiting  
and retaining Plus 50 employees? (n=94)    

 
exhibit 24: Do colleges reach out to local employers to 
communicate the value of recruiting, retaining, and  
retraining Plus 50 employees? (n=95)   

70%
No

30%
Yes

 
exhibit 26: colleges Focusing on service and volunteering 
Programming For Plus 50 learners (n=164)   
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Nonprofits need to learn how to put the skills of 
baby boomers to good use.26 For plus 50 individuals 
to connect with a service opportunity that increases 
the social good provided by maximizing the use of 
skills, there must be a mechanism for matching people 
to volunteer opportunities. Community colleges can 
provide this mechanism. 

At community colleges, service and volunteering 
programs are the least common of the three focus 
areas: 30% of the colleges with offerings for plus 50 
learners reported having this type of program. These 
programs are geared toward supporting plus 50 learners 
in finding volunteer opportunities. They do this by 
partnering with local organizations to identify volunteer 
job opportunities for plus 50 learners, compiling 
listings or databases of volunteer jobs, providing actual 
matching services through a person or online tool that 
brings volunteers and organizations needing volunteers 
together, and hosting volunteer job fairs. 

Colleges place a greater emphasis on developing new 
service and volunteering programming than developing 
new career development services for plus 50 learners. 
There are still sizeable percentages of colleges that 
market existing services to plus 50 students, but the 
difference in the percentage of colleges marketing 
existing services versus the percentage redesigning 
or developing new services is not as large as it is 
for workforce training and career development 
programming. This indicates that colleges do a better 
job of meeting the plus 50 student’s needs and interests 
for service and volunteering than for workforce training 
and career development.

offerings That Focus on  
Intergenerational Interaction

An important contribution of plus 50 programming 
to colleges is to foster intergenerational interaction. 
This accomplishes several important goals: it 
enriches the programming, promotes the value of the 
experience that older students have, creates additional 
social capital as diverse social groups connect,  and 
helps to support the integration of the plus 50 
student into campus. For those intergenerational 

 

26 Corporation for National & Community Service, 2007. 

programs that include a mentoring or tutoring 
component, these activities can also increase positive 
outcomes for young people.

 
exhibit 27: Types of services colleges offer to  
enable Plus 50 learners to Participate in  
volunteer opportunities (n=49)
All colleges with workforce training courses 
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exhibit 28: of the colleges offering volunteer services: 
extent to Which colleges explicitly Tailor services to  
Plus 50 needs
Please note that because colleges could check more than one “offering method” 
(developing, redesigning, or marketing), percentages total to more than 100%
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A sizable portion of the colleges with an enrichment 
program area have an intergenerational focus: 
almost one-third of them offer courses that bring 
the generations together. This approach is even 
more popular among colleges that have a service and 
volunteering program area. Almost two-thirds of 
them report that part of their program focuses on 
intergenerational activities.

v. support services  
For the Plus 50 learner
The plus 50 population faces a variety of barriers to 
attending community colleges that standard adult 
learners in their 20s, 30s, and 40s do not face. Investing 
in support services for the plus 50 learner will reduce 
these barriers and increase colleges’ ability to attract 
and retain students in the plus 50 age group. The issue 
of the lack of appropriate teaching methods has already 
been discussed, and this group faces additional barriers 
as well. These barriers include:

•	 Lack	of	knowledge	about	any	plus	50	offerings	the	
college may have

•	 The	difficulties	of	integrating	into	campus	life	
(courses and activities) 

•	 Physical	inaccessibility	of	the	campus	and/or	 
specific courses 

•	 Financial	barriers	(for	plus	50	students	with	 
lower incomes)

69%
No

31%
Yes

 
exhibit 29: colleges offering enrichment courses Designed 
specifically to Foster Intergenerational activities (n=139)   

37%
No

63%
Yes

 
exhibit 30: colleges offering volunteering and service 
Programming That Focuses specifically on  
Intergenerational activities (n=49)   

an Intergenerational approach to 
learning computer skills
central Florida community college has an innovative 
intergenerational keyboarding and Basic computer 
operations class designed for plus 50 adults who have 
little	or	no	experience	using	a	computer.	The	course	
is delivered by high school students who are recruited 
and trained to teach plus 50 learners how computers 
work, how they are used, and the difference between 
hardware	and	software.	 

Key Findings 
•	 To	reach	out	to	the	plus	50	population,	27%	of	

colleges have college Web pages devoted to plus 50 
programming, and 21% have a separate course catalog 
specifically	tailored	to	plus	50	learners.

•	 A	critical	need	that	plus	50	learners	often	have	is	
sufficient computer training to engage in the classroom 
and	carry	out	assignments.	Recognizing	this,	63%	
of colleges offer basic computer training specifically 
tailored	to	plus	50	students.

•	 To	integrate	plus	50	students	on	campus,	colleges	offer	
a range of services: 34% have an easy registration 
process, and 33% have a centralized location for plus 
50	learners’	services.

•	 The	remaining	“integration”	services	are	offered	at	a	
very low rate among the colleges: 15% have tailored 
advising/counseling; 7% have an orientation for new 
plus	50	students;	and	6%	offer	a	“concierge”	service.
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outreach to the Plus 50 Population

For the local plus 50 population to come to the campus 
to take advantage of courses and services, they need 
first to know that programming tailored to their 
interests is being offered. But as the earlier discussion 
of marketing showed, colleges may not know how to 
reach out to this population effectively. 

The survey asked about specific methods that colleges 
use to reach out to the local plus 50 population: Web 
pages and course catalogs. A small percentage of 
colleges use either method. Only about one-quarter 
of the colleges have Web pages tailored specifically to 
the plus 50 learner, and only about one-fifth have a 
separate course catalog for their plus 50 students.

services That support the Integration of 
Plus 50 students Into the college
 
When plus 50 students return to college or come to 
college for the first time, many of them are outside 
of their comfort zone. They may have anxiety about 
fitting into the classes and activities on campus. They 
do not know how to easily navigate an unfamiliar 
system, and some may feel self-conscious about their 
presence amid a sea of younger students who appear 
to be more technically savvy and informed.29 A variety 
of services for plus 50 students can help mitigate—or 
even eliminate—these anxieties and the lack of lifestyle 
fit (see Exhibit 32). 

A key factor in feeling a sense of belonging in the current 
college classroom is having a certain comfort level with 
computers. Some experts see limited knowledge of 
computers as “the biggest educational barrier to
 
29 Portland Community College Taskforce on Aging, 2007. 

postsecondary education” for older adults.30 Community 
colleges are doing extremely well in offering basic 
computer training or courses that are tailored specifically 
to plus 50 learners: 63% of the colleges reported 
providing such training. This helps the plus 50 students 
make the transition back to the classroom, and can open 
up their horizons and allow them to move on to other 
courses that demand these skills. 

The next two most common “integration” services are an 
easy registration process and a centralized location for 
plus 50 learners’ services: about one-third of the colleges 
have each of these extremely helpful services. 
 
30 American Council on Education, 2007.  

 
exhibit 31: supports to reduce Barriers to Participation: 
reaching out to the Plus 50 Population (n=168)
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exhibit 32: supports to reduce Barriers to Participation: 
Integrating Plus 50 students Into the college (n=168)
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overcoming the Fear of computers
Plus 50 learners can overcome their fear of computers 
by enrolling in the computers for the Terrified course 
offered	at	Luzerne	Community	College.	The	course	gives	
plus 50 learners background on computing concepts 
as	well	as	hands-on	experience	with	basic	computer	
skills,	Windows	programs,	and	file	management.	Plus	50	
learners	can	also	enroll	in	the	follow-up	course,	Beyond	
Computers	for	the	Terrified.		 
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Registration processes, especially, can be off-putting. 
Particularly when they encounter demanding and 
cumbersome pre-registration requirements such as 
providing previous transcripts, potential plus 50 students 
might simply change their minds and not register for 
courses.31 It is also very helpful to have one location 
where plus 50 students can find services, resources, and 
referrals that can help them navigate the system. If plus 
50 students are simply not aware of the resources and 
services they can access, they are much more likely to 
leave the college before reaching their goals.32 While it is 
encouraging that one-third of the colleges have adopted 
these two supports, this also reveals that in this area 
many colleges have room to improve. 

The other three services are quite rare: 15% of colleges 
offer advising/counseling, 7% offer a new student 
orientation, and 7% offer a “concierge” service tailored 
to plus 50 students. Advising and counseling for this 
population could be especially helpful, since advisors 
could act as “system navigators” for these students. 
Community colleges often make advising available to 
plus 50 students, just as they offer this to their other 
students. However, the standard student advising is 
typically not useful for plus 50 learners, as the advisors 
are used to addressing the needs and life circumstances 
of younger adults. The educational goals and life 
circumstances of plus 50 learners are quite different, and 
advisors who don’t understand them will not have much 
to offer in the way of guidance.33 

 
31 American Council on Education, 2008.
32 American Council on Education, 2007.  

Both the new student orientation tailored to plus 50 
learners and a concierge service would be very effective 
supports that help this student group get reintegrated 
into campus. Getting oriented to campus with others in 
the plus 50 age group would provide a way to connect 
with fellow students who have similar interests and 
experience. A plus 50 concierge provides a peer who is 
available to share information, resources, and referrals 
to plus 50 students.

supports to reduce Physical and 
Geographic Barriers to access
 
Access to the physical campus is more commonly 
a barrier to attending community college for plus 
50 students than for younger adult students. The 
American Council on Education makes the important 
point that “because face-to-face education is the choice 
of many older adults…, colleges and universities can’t 
ignore the importance of comfort and ease of both 
environment and transportation when developing 
programs and services.”34 

One way to foster face-to-face interaction when it may 
not be easy for a plus 50 student to come to campus is 
to bring the community college to the student. In fact 
this is a relatively common strategy among colleges 
with plus 50 programs: 62% of the colleges bring their 
course offerings to places in the community that plus 
50 learners already access, such as retirement centers or 
community centers with “senior programs.” 

 
33 American Council on Education, 2007, and Portland Community 

College Taskforce on Aging, 2007.
34 American Council on Education, 2008. 

Plus 50 Information night
Each	month,	St.	Louis	Community	College	holds	an	
adult learner information night and open house for 
plus	50	students.	The	presentation	covers	plus	50	
programming, admissions, enrollment procedures, and 
adult	learner	concerns.	 

Plus 50 advising
Joliet	Junior	College	has	two	part-time	career	
specialists and one academic advisor trained to provide 
student services tailored to plus 50 students at its Plus 
50	Workforce	Center.	 

 
exhibit 33: supports to reduce Barriers to Participation: 
reducing Physical and Geographic Barriers to access (n=168)
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Although older adults are increasingly healthy and fit, 
colleges should be aware of the needs of the older adults 
in the plus 50 group. For these students, additional 
services can support the comfort and ease of the 
college-going experience. Some colleges are aware of 
the need to provide these services, and 38% said they 
are providing supports to ensure physical comfort and 
accessibility through accommodations such as large print 
for handouts and comfortable seating. About the same 
proportion (39%) is providing assistive technology for 
hearing and vision considerations.

However, colleges are much less likely to provide 
transportation services: only 7% of them said that 
they are facilitating transportation for plus 50 learners. 
Transportation is a service that older learners value, 
and it would bring more learners to campus.35

 
35 Portland Community College Taskforce on Aging, 2007.  

supports to Increase the Financial 
Feasibility of college courses
 
Lack of funding to pursue higher education has been 
identified as a significant barrier to those in the plus 50 
population.36 There is wide variation in income among 
plus 50 adults, and clearly the need for financial aid 
is not a real obstacle for those in the higher earnings 
brackets or those who have retired comfortably. 
However, most states do have policies that subsidize 
community college tuition for older learners. These 
policies were designed to encourage participation in 
higher learning among older low-income students.37  
Yet even when financial assistance mandated by the 
state is available for older learners, these students 
may not know that it is available, or may lack the 
information necessary to access it.38

Most colleges do not have financial assistance set aside 
specifically for plus 50 students. The American Council 
on Education found that relatively few institutions of 
higher learning, including four-year colleges, provide 
financial assistance in addition to tuition waivers.  
This kind of support is mainly funded through 
endowments, foundation grants, and private donors,39  

 
36 Portland Community College Taskforce on Aging, 2007.
37 Butcher, L.J., 1980.
38 American Council on Education, 2008. 
39 American Council on Education, 2008.

Plus 50 “smart rooms”
clark college provides for the learning needs and 
physical comfort of plus 50 learners by holding plus 50 
courses	in	“smart	rooms”	equipped	with	the	latest	in	
high-tech	equipment,	including	wireless	microphones.			 

Plus 50 classroom Technology
The community colleges of spokane are modifying 
plus 50 classrooms with assistive technology to 
accommodate	vision	and	hearing	impairment.	The	
computer lab is piloting the use of dual monitors 
so that instructional materials can be enlarged on 
the	screen.	In	addition,	the	option	to	repeat	online	
instruction as many times as necessary has helped some 
students	with	hearing	or	comprehension	issues.							

Plus 50 shuttles
The community colleges of spokane help meet plus 50 
transportation needs by providing rides to campus from 
a	central	pick-up	point.								

 
exhibit 34: Financial assistance offered as Part of  
state Policy (n=168)
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partly because almost every state has some type of 
tuition-waiver program for older learners (although the 
age at which students can qualify varies by state). Among 
the colleges with offerings for plus 50 students, 86% 
have some type of tuition-waiver program; only 14% 
said “none of the above.” In addition, 33% of the colleges 
have some type of tuition-waiver program, either free or 
reduced tuition, for both credit and non-credit courses.

vI. challenges of Developing and 
Implementing Plus 50 Programs
Implementation of a new program or initiative always 
brings challenges, and plus 50 programming is no 
exception. A variety of internal and external challenges 
can present difficulties for those who are working 
to develop and implement plus 50 programs at 
community colleges.

It is instructive to see the very high number of internal 
and external challenges colleges face, with 75% of 
colleges reporting three or more challenges, and more 
specifically an average of five challenges per college. It 
should be noted that the number of internal challenges 
that colleges face may be so much higher than the 
number of external challenges because there are 14 
possible internal challenges compared to just six 
external challenges.

area challenge

Policy •	Pre-enrollment	requirements	that	
discourage plus 50 learners

•	Faculty	reluctance	to	teach	non-credit	
courses	because	the	college	doesn’t	count	
them as part of the teaching load

•	College	policies	about	the	required	
number of contact hours that make it 
difficult to develop accelerated courses

cultural •	student services focused solely on the 
“standard adult learner”

•	divisions in silos that undermine 
efforts to work across divisions to  
develop programming

capacity •	difficulties finding private funding
•	inability to effectively assess the 

educational needs of the local population 
in this age group

•	inability to conduct outreach to the plus 
50 population

•	classroom space shortages that hinder 
effective course scheduling for plus  
50 learners

•	lack of partnerships with 
outside organizations

attitudinal •	expectation that plus 50 learners are not 
willing	to	pay	fees	for	non-credit	courses

•	lack of internal college support for plus 
50 programming 

•	Faculty resistance to the idea of 
developing plus 50 programming

external 
challenges

•	availability of tuition waivers for plus 50 
students only under limited conditions

•	 State	full-time	equivalent	(FTE)	
computation making less state funding 
available for resources for plus 50 students

•	 lack of available state funding for 
“refresher” classes for plus 50 students

•	 Partially	performance-based	funding	
using performance measures that include 
graduation rates and/or time to degree

•	 lack of available state financial aid for 
part-time	students

•	credit awarded for distance education 
classes not accorded the same academic 
standing as “regular” classes

Financial aid Workshops  
For Plus 50 learners
Financial aid workshops specifically for plus 50 students 
are	being	delivered	at	Clover	Park	Technical	College.	
having been out of school for some time, plus 50 
learners are often unaware of the financial assistance 
available	to	them.							
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Internal challenges: Policy, culture, 
capacity, and attitudes

The internal challenges that community colleges may 
face in implementing plus 50 programming run the 
gamut. This section addresses the following types of 
internal challenges:

•	 Policy challenges: Written policies that create 
obstacles to meeting the needs of, or reducing 
barriers to access for, plus 50 learners 

•	 cultural challenges: Standard operating procedures 
of the college that may not reflect written policies, 
but create obstacles to program development for plus 
50 learners

•	 capacity challenges: Lack of physical, financial, or 
other resource capacity necessary to build programming

•	 attitudinal challenges: Attitudes of those at 
the college that may inhibit progress on  
program development

Policy Challenges
 
The policy challenge most commonly identified by 
colleges is the issue of pre-enrollment requirements. 
These include requirements such as placement testing 
or obtaining transcripts from high school and other 
colleges attended. Such requirements for enrollment 
may mean that plus 50 students will take their business 
elsewhere—and community colleges are certainly 
aware of this possibility. These results suggest that 
colleges should write policies that allow them to 
develop a separate and streamlined enrollment process 
for their plus 50 learners. 

4%
        0 Challenges

9%
1 Challenge

12%
2 Challenges

75%
3+ Challenges

 
exhibit 35: number of Internal challenges  
colleges Face (n=199) 

Mean=4.8 Challenges Out of 14 Possible Challenges

32%
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14%
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25%
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29%
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exhibit 36: number of external challenges  
colleges Face (n=199)

Mean=2.0 Challenges Out of Six Possible Challenges

Key Findings 
The most prominent internal challenges: 
•	 80%	reported	that	their	college	has	difficulties	finding	
private	funding.

•	 67%	reported	that	they	are	unable	to	effectively	assess	
the	educational	needs	of	the	local	plus	50	population.

•	 63%	reported	that	pre-enrollment	requirements	could	
discourage	plus	50	learners.	

•	 55%	reported	that	it	is	a	challenge	to	conduct	outreach	
to	the	local	plus	50	population.

•	 54%	reported	that	faculty	may	not	want	to	teach	 
non-credit	courses.	

•	 50%	reported	that	Student	Services	is	focused	solely	on	
the	“standard	adult	learner.”

•	 49%	reported	that	there	is	an	expectation	that	plus	50	
learners cannot afford, or are not willing to pay, the fees 
for	non-credit	courses.

The most prominent external challenges:
•	 Tuition	waivers	for	plus	50	students	are	available	only	
under	limited	conditions.

•	 State	FTE	computation	means	less	state	funding	is	
available for the resources that would be expended on 
plus	50	students.

•	 State	funding	is	unavailable	for	“refresher”	classes	for	
plus	50	students.
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The next most prevalent policy challenge is faculty 
reluctance to teach non-credit courses. Colleges often 
develop their programs for plus 50 learners by expanding 
or tailoring non-credit courses for this population. This 
is a common strategy because it is much easier to create 
new courses or programs on the non-credit side than 
on the for-credit side. For-credit courses and programs 
generally must meet strict departmental and/or 
disciplinary requirements. The relative ease of non-credit 
course development makes it attractive, but it may be 
difficult to attract faculty to such courses because non-
credit courses sometimes do not count as part of their 
teaching load. This challenge was identified by more 
than half of the responding colleges. 

The least commonly reported policy challenge is 
the ability to develop accelerated courses. Colleges 
sometimes have a course development rule that for 
a series of classes to be classified as a credit course, it 
must include a certain minimum number of contact 
hours throughout the quarter or semester. Such a 
policy would make it difficult to develop accelerated 
courses because to meet the contact hour requirement, 
course developers would need to require a very high 
number of hours each week. This, in turn, would 
prohibit people from signing up. About one-quarter 
of the colleges (26%) reported that such a policy is a 
barrier to developing accelerated courses.  

Cultural Challenges
 
A potential cultural challenge to tailoring supports 
and services to plus 50 students is the focus that 
Student Services may have on the “standard adult 
learner.” Student Services may not see a reason to 
tailor any services to the plus 50 learner, assuming that 
services and supports provided to all adult learners 
are as appropriate for those over age 50 as they are for 

those in their 20s, 30s, and 40s. A focus of Student 
Services solely on the “standard adult learner” was seen 
as a barrier by about half of the responding colleges. 
Twenty-eight percent of colleges reported that their 
divisions are in silos, making it difficult for people to 
work together across divisions to develop programs. 

Capacity Challenges
 
When asked whether college capacity is insufficient 
for meeting the demand for plus 50 programming, 
only 32% of the colleges said that insufficient capacity 
is a challenge. However, when asked about individual 
challenges, the results reveal several areas with a need 
for additional capacity. The top capacity challenge is the 
difficulty that colleges have in finding private funding: 
80% of colleges reported this as a challenge. This result, 
coupled with the fact—reported earlier—that only 
29% of colleges have specific budget allocations for plus 
50 programming, suggests that colleges need additional 
funding to support programming. 

 
exhibit 37: Policy challenges colleges Face in Implementing 
Plus 50 Programming

 
exhibit 38: cultural challenges colleges Face in 
Implementing Plus 50 Programming
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exhibit 39: capacity challenges colleges Face in 
Implementing Plus 50 Programming
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The next most frequently cited capacity challenges 
represent important shortfalls in knowledge and 
capability: knowledge about the population the 
programming is meant to serve and capability to reach 
out effectively to that population. Two-thirds of the 
responding colleges reported that they have not been 
able to effectively assess the educational needs of the 
local plus 50 population. This represents an extremely 
serious gap. Without understanding the needs of 
the population that their program is meant to serve, 
program designers will be unable to develop offerings 
that meet the objectives and fulfill the interests of plus 
50 students. 

Lack of an effective needs assessment is related to 
the next capacity challenge: 55% of colleges reported 
that they are unable to effectively conduct outreach 
to the plus 50 population. Certainly the inability to 
effectively assess the needs of the plus 50 population 
would make it very difficult to reach out to this 
population; program developers would not have a 
clear understanding of how to attract them to the 
college. For the colleges reporting this, it is not simply 
a matter of not having conducted a needs assessment. 
Of the group identifying this as a challenge, 33% of 
them actually have conducted such an assessment. 
This indicates that these needs assessment are not of 
a high enough quality to adequately inform program 
development. The remaining 67% of colleges have 
not conducted a needs assessment at all. Colleges 
need to focus additional attention on conducting 
needs assessments and ensuring that those needs 
assessments are useful to program developers.

Colleges also face challenges of physical capacity: 
37% reported that classroom space shortages hinder 
effective course scheduling for plus 50 learners. 
Effective scheduling is a critical element of attracting 
plus 50 learners to college, because among this 
population there is a demand for course schedules 
that fit with their learning objectives. These learning 
objectives often call for accelerated courses, which 
create the necessity of concentrated scheduling over a 
shorter period of time, and thus the need for classroom 
space during the hours of class meeting time. 

Finally, 20% of colleges reported that the lack of 
partnerships with outside organizations presents 
a challenge. Partnerships are an excellent way to 

expand capacity or make up for internal capacity 
shortfalls. Such partnerships often bring expertise 
and specific services that comprise part of plus 50 
programming—sometimes including knowledge of 
the local plus 50 population and the ability to reach 
out to them effectively. This knowledge of plus 50 
learners’ interests and needs can also be put to use 
as colleges design and deliver plus 50 programming. 
Partners can also teach courses, provide additional 
support services, and offer classroom space.

Attitudinal Challenges

The last set of internal challenges relates to the 
attitudes of college staff and leadership. The most 
commonly reported attitudinal challenge is the 
perception that plus 50 learners will feel they cannot 
afford the fees for non-credit courses that colleges 
must charge in order to cover the cost of providing 
these courses. Because non-credit courses generally 
do not have the public subsidy that credit courses 
do, they can be more expensive to provide than for-
credit courses. Clearly, the fees need to be at a price 
point that is affordable to the target market. If plus 50 
students are not willing to pay as much, on average, 
as students in their 20s, 30s, and 40s for a non-credit 
course, then it may not make financial sense for a 
college to tailor non-credit courses specifically to the 
plus 50 learner. If colleges expect plus 50 learners to 
see the fees of non-credit courses as prohibitively high, 
they will be more likely to simply market existing 
courses to this age group, rather than redesign or 
develop new courses to align with the needs, interests, 
and learning styles of the plus 50 population.

 
exhibit 40: attitudinal challenges colleges Face in 
Implementing Plus 50 Programming
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However, colleges need to remember that the plus 
50 demographic is highly heterogeneous, and 
some segments are financially very well off. Plus 50 
students may, indeed, represent a profitable market 
for community colleges. If colleges do effective needs 
assessments, they can obtain a clearer picture of the 
market segments in their area that comprise the plus 
50 demographic. 

About one-quarter (24%) of the colleges reported that 
plus 50 programming does not have internal college 
support. Although this is a challenge for a minority of 
colleges, it still represents a serious issue. If one out of 
four colleges that have plus 50 programming are still 
fighting an uphill battle to provide support services or 
customize courses, this represents a substantial area 
for improvement. Only one in ten of the colleges face 
the challenge of faculty resistance, indicating that most 
of the lack of internal college support is an issue of 
management and administration, rather than faculty. 

external challenges

Colleges also reported on the external challenges 
they face in developing and implementing plus 50 
programming. Some external challenges emanate 
from public policy. Similar to internal challenges, 
external policy challenges are an issue for fewer than 
half of the colleges.

Most states offer a tuition waiver of some type for 
older learners. For those on a tight budget, these 
tuition waivers lower the financial barrier to attending 
community college—and consequently can help 
attract plus 50 learners to campus. However, they 
do not necessarily help colleges to build their plus 
50 programs because they may be available under 
only limited conditions. For example, to qualify for 
the waivers, students must often be older than 50: 
generally the minimum age requirement is 60, 62, 
or 65. Waivers also may be available only for credit 
courses or full-time students, or only usable for 
classes that have not been fully enrolled.40  
 
It is not surprising, then, that 65% of the colleges 
reported that the waivers’ availability under limited 
conditions is a challenge. 
 
40 American Council on Education, 2007.  

One of the more serious external constraints pertains 
to how the state “FTE computation” affects the 
college’s ability to spend state funding on offerings 
for the plus 50 learner. State funding policies for 
community colleges are complex and vary a great deal 
from state to state. At a very basic level, though, the 
issue is that public funding for community colleges 
is based on the number of FTE students. In general, 
the more FTE students a college has, the more state 
funding it receives. However, it is common that 
only credit hours count toward FTE computations, 
and credit courses tend to be less attractive to plus 
50 learners. At the same time, older learners often 
get partial or full tuition waivers—sometimes even 
for non-credit courses. Therefore, attracting more 
plus 50 learners to a college could actually result in 
a net revenue drain, creating a significant barrier to 
expanding offerings to plus 50 learners. 

The fact that about half of the colleges reported this 
as a barrier shows that FTE computations and their 
effect on revenue can make plus 50 programming 
less attractive to colleges. This is an area in which 
community colleges may want to do some advocacy  
to educate their state legislators about this effect of 
FTE computations. 

About half (51%) of the colleges reported that state 
funding is unavailable for refresher courses for plus 50 
students transitioning back into the world of college—

 
exhibit 41: external challenges colleges Face in 
Implementing Programs For Plus 50 learners
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so about half of the colleges are able to obtain such 
funding. The availability of such funding is no doubt 
reflected in the fact that almost two-thirds of colleges 
are offering refresher computer courses specifically for 
plus 50 learners (as shown in Chapter IV). 

The next most common challenge is also related 
to state funding. For some states, sources of public 
funding depend partly on specific performance 
measures that public agencies may apply to 
community colleges. One of the primary goals 
of community colleges is to support students in 
transitioning to a four-year college, and performance 
measures in this area are community college 
graduation rates and time-to-degree. Clearly, these 
performance measures are appropriate for students 
in their 20s and 30s. However, plus 50 students 
attend community college to take selected courses 
that help them achieve specific goals; the vast majority 
of these students are not interested in obtaining 
a degree. Thus, performance measures can, under 
certain circumstances, actually penalize colleges that 
attract plus 50 students because these students lower 
the graduation rate and time-to-degree statistics. A 
significant percentage of colleges—about two out of 
five—identified this as a barrier. 

A third state policy that is a potential barrier for creating 
plus 50 programs because it may make it more difficult 
to attract plus 50 students to campus is providing 
financial aid only for full-time students. Because plus 
50 learners are almost always part-time students, such 
a policy greatly reduces their access to financial aid. 
Twenty-seven percent of colleges reported that financial 
aid was limited to full-time students.

Only 2% of colleges identified the issue of credit for 
distance education as a challenge. This is a potential 
barrier to plus 50 programming if credit awarded for 
distance education is not accorded the same “academic 
standing” as courses taught in the classroom. This 
is because program developers may want to offer 
distance education as a way to maximize convenience 
for the plus 50 population, especially those that are 
challenged in coming to the campus. However, with 
the increasing prevalence of distance education, 
especially courses taught online, this is much less 
of an issue than in the past—and poses almost no 
challenge to colleges developing plus 50 programs.

vII. The Importance of  
Planning and Funding to  
Plus 50 Programming
Clearly, planning and funding are critical to program 
development, including programming for plus 50 
students. The survey results presented here highlight 
how certain planning and funding constraints have 
important impacts on a college’s ability to tailor 
courses and services to the needs of the plus 50 
learner. An examination of the data reveals that 
particular factors have the strongest effects:41

•	 The	ability	to	obtain	private	funding	for	plus	 
50 programming

•	 Conducting	a	needs	assessment
•	 A	formal	statement	of	an	institutional	goal	of	

meeting the needs of plus 50 students

While these factors are most likely also related to the 
depth of commitment that a college has to plus 50 
programming, it also seems clear that funding, needs 
assessment, and a publicly stated institutional goal can 
propel program implementation forward. 

 
41  The evaluators also investigated the effect of a variety of other factors: 

stringent pre-enrollment requirements; a focus of student services on 
only the “standard adult leaner,” faculty resistance to reaching non-credit 
courses because they do not count as part of the teaching load, tuition 
waivers being available only under limited conditions, and the inability to 
do outreach to the plus 50 population. The research examined the effect 
of each of these variables in a variety of independent variables, including 
new course development, change in enrollment, and provision of support 
services. Effects were nonexistent, minimal, or inconsistent. We chose the 
factors that had the strongest and most systematic effects to include in 
the body of the report.
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ability to obtain Private Funding

As discussed earlier, high-quality plus 50 programming 
tailors courses and services to the needs of plus 50 
learners. Courses and services can be tailored either 
when they are newly developed or when colleges adapt 
or redesign them. Consequently, an indicator of the 
extent to which colleges are tailoring programming 
to plus 50 learners is whether the college develops 
or redesigns offerings, as opposed to marketing only 
existing offerings. The survey data show that colleges 
that are able to obtain private funding tailor their 
courses and services to plus 50 students at a higher rate 
than colleges that find private funding to be a challenge. 
Exhibits 42 and 43 show the difference between these 
two groups of colleges. Those obtaining private funding 
show, in particular, higher rates of tailoring stand-alone 
courses and customized training. 

The pattern is similar for career development services 
and volunteer services. Colleges that have been able to 
find private funding for plus 50 programming are more 
likely to develop or redesign career or volunteer services, 
as opposed to marketing only existing services, than are 
colleges that have difficulty finding private funding.

This difference between the two groups holds up when 
looking at the rate at which colleges offer support 
services for plus 50 learners. The “advantage” of colleges 

that can find private funding is not present for all 
services. However, colleges that are not challenged to 
find private funding offer the following services at a 
greater rate than colleges that are challenged in this 
area (see Exhibit 44):

•	 Offerings	in	locations	in	the	community	to	create	
easier access for plus 50 learners 

•	 Centralized	locations	for	plus	50	learners’	services	
•	 Accommodations	for	physical	comfort	and	accessibility
•	 College	Web	pages	for	plus	50	learners	
•	 A	separate	course	catalog	dedicated	to	plus	50	offerings
•	 Advising/counseling	tailored	to	plus	50	learners	
•	 A	“concierge”	service	tailored	to	plus	50	learners

Key Findings 
The survey data show that the ability to obtain private 
funding, conducting a needs assessment, and a formal 
statement of an institutional goal to meet the needs 
of plus 50 students are importantly related to key 
components	of	high-quality	programming:
•	 Developing	new	courses	or	redesigning	them	to	meet	

the needs and interests of the plus 50 student, rather 
than simply marketing the courses they have already 
developed for the standard adult learner

•	 Developing	new	services	or	redesigning	them	to	meet	
the needs and interests of the plus 50 student, rather 
than simply marketing the services they have already 
developed for the standard adult learner

•	 Providing	support	services	tailored	to	the	plus	50	learner

 
exhibit 42: comparing colleges That have/have not 
Been easily able to Find Private Funding For Plus 50 
Programming: Percent of colleges Developing new  
and/or redesigning existing courses

25% 50% 75% 100%

  

Customized training
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Enrichment 

Stand-alone courses

Courses that lead to a 
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professional credential
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Difficulty finding private funding
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n=45

n=11
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exhibit 43: comparing colleges That have/have not 
Been easily able to Find Private Funding For Plus 50 
Programming: Percent of colleges Developing new  
and/or redesigning services For the Plus 50 learner

  

Career-related 
services

Percent of Colleges With This Type of Service

Volunteer 
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Difficulty finding private funding
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conducting needs assessments

The educational offerings and support services that a 
plus 50 learner needs are very different from those of 
younger adult learners. Without understanding these 
unique needs, colleges will have difficulty designing 
effective programs that meet the needs and promote 
the success of the plus 50 student.42

Colleges that have conducted needs assessments tailor 
courses and services to plus 50 students at a consistently 
higher rate than colleges that have not. The differences 
between the two groups are also quite large and even 
more pronounced than the differences with respect to
 
42 Chao, et al., 2007. 

the ability to obtain funding. This suggests that knowing 
one’s customer is more important than obtaining private 
funding to providing high-quality programming.

Conducting needs assessments can be understood 
as part of a planning process in which the college 
articulates formal goals around plus 50 programming 
and collects the information necessary to implement 
those goals. The survey asked about two ways that 
goals can be articulated: included in a strategic plan or 
stated as a formal goal of the college’s academic division. 
The comparison of colleges that do and do not take 
these planning steps shows stark differences in tailoring 
course offerings. The colleges that take planning steps 
reported having revised course curriculum and delivery 
at more than twice the rate of colleges that have not.

 
exhibit 44: comparing colleges That have/have not 
Been easily able to Find Private Funding For Plus 50 
Programming: Percent of colleges Providing supports 
specifically For the Plus 50 learner 
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exhibit 45: comparing colleges That have/have not 
conducted a needs assessment: Percent of colleges 
Developing new and/or redesigning existing course Types

25% 50% 75% 100%

  

Stand-alone courses

Percent of Colleges That Have 
Developed or Redesigned Courses

Enrichment 

Customized training

Courses that lead to a 
certificate, license, or 
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exhibit 46: comparing colleges That have/have not 
conducted a needs assessment: Percent of colleges Developing 
new and/or redesigning services For the Plus 50 learner

25% 50% 75% 100%
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services

Percent of Colleges That Have 
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Volunteer 
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vIII. The Future of Plus 50 
Programs at community colleges

As the American population ages, there will be 
continued growth in the market of those over 50 who 
are interested in coming to college for personal interest 
to connect with their communities, and to get support 
in advancing their careers. This represents an enormous 
opportunity to community colleges across the country. 
They can serve the plus 50 population, fulfill an 
important societal need, and expand their own share of 
the plus 50 educational market. 

As this report has demonstrated, community colleges 
perceive the demand for plus 50 programming and are 
responding. Not only are they providing offerings, but 
there is also a clear interest in expanding programs. 
Exhibit 49 shows plans for the future. For the colleges 
that already have enrichment programs, 70% want 
to expand them. For the colleges that do not have 
enrichment programs, about half plan to offer such 
programming in the future.

The statistics are similar for workforce training and career 
development programs. Sixty-five percent of colleges with 
workforce training and career development programming 
plan to expand it—and again, about half of those without 
such programming have plans to offer it in the future. 
The rate at which colleges are thinking of launching 
or expanding service and volunteering programs is 
somewhat lower than for enrichment and training.

 
exhibit 47: comparing colleges That have/have not 
conducted a needs assessment: Percent of colleges 
Providing supports specifically For the Plus 50 learner

  

0%

Facilitating 
transportation

Percent of Colleges That Provide This Type of Support

25% 100%50%

Separate course catalog 
specifically tailored to 

plus 50 learners

Assistive technology for 
hearing and vision 

considerations

“Concierge” service 
tailored specifically to 

plus 50 learners

Orientation for new students 
tailored specifically to plus 

50 learners

Easy registration 
process

Centralized location for 
plus 50 learners’ services

Ensuring physical comfort 
and accessibility

College Web pages tailored 
to the needs/interests of 

plus 50 learners

Has conducted a needs assessment (n=33)

Has not conducted a needs assessment (n=103)

75%

91

82

59

52

58

55

49

46

46

39

30

21

9

35

36

23

33

32

16

13

1

7

8
6

Advising/counseling 
tailored specifically to 

plus 50 learners

Bringing offerings (courses, 
workshops, seminars) to places 
in the community that plus 50 

learners already access
Basic computer trainings (to 

increase comfort with 
computers) tailored 

specifcally to plus 50 learners

 
exhibit 48: comparing colleges That have/have not 
explicitly Planned For Meeting the needs of Plus 50 learners: 
Percent of colleges revising curriculum and/or Delivery
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exhibit 49: Plans to expand existing or offer new Programs  
and services For Plus 50 students
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In describing specific measures they are planning 
to take as they expand their plus 50 programming, 
colleges most commonly reported that they will offer 
more courses geared to plus 50 students (89%). Other 
popular plans are to offer more support services 
(59%), partner with another organization (53%), and 
launch a marketing campaign (51%). About four in 
ten colleges plan to develop plus 50 Web pages. Few 
colleges plan to add a center, expand the number of 
advisors dedicated to plus 50 students, or develop 
specialized financial aid packages.

It is clear that community colleges perceive the 
demand for plus 50 programming. Because this 
is still a very young field, colleges are still in the 
invention stage. The survey data, in the context 
of existing research pertaining to older adults and 
higher education, can offer some insights into how 
community colleges might move forward—and 
provide some cautions about the fact that colleges 
could be planning more effective next steps. 

lowering the Barriers For Plus 50 students

Provide additional tailored financial aid that goes 
beyond the state-mandated tuition waivers. While 
most states provide tuition waivers to older learners, 
colleges reported that they often are available only 
under limited conditions and that this is a challenge. 
Tuition waivers, then, are not a particularly effective 
way to attract plus 50 students for whom lack of 
finances is a barrier. Providing financial aid packages 
specifically for plus 50 students will lower a financial 
barrier to attending community college—and in 
doing so, aid in building the program. 

Put policies in place that streamline the registration 
process for plus 50 students, starting with 
jettisoning the pre-enrollment requirements that 
apply to the “standard student.” Plus 50 students 
are generally looking for individual courses and only 
rarely plan to acquire an associate degree and/or 
transfer to a four-year institution. Thus it does not 
make sense to apply pre-enrollment requirements to 
this population, which would only be put off by these 
rules. Colleges that allow plus 50 learners to waive 
stringent pre-registration requirements will attract 
more of these students. 

concentrate more on support services that can help 
plus 50 students integrate into campus life. Plus 
50 students may feel out of their element on a college 
campus, and this can be a real deterrent to attending 
community college. Yet colleges hoping to attract 
plus 50 students can do more to support “integration” 
services. Colleges need to greatly expand their support 
services—such as a plus 50 concierge, customized 
advising, and customized new student orientations—
if they want plus 50 learners to feel welcome, 
comfortable, and integrated into campus life. 

Funding and supporting Plus 50 Programs
 
Tap into a variety of funding sources to support 
plus 50 programs. State funding is the most common 
funding source for plus 50 programs, but there are 
many other funding sources as well. Colleges make use 
of a diverse set of funding sources (see Exhibits 51 and 
52) for both credit and non-credit programming.

 
exhibit 50: how colleges Plan to expand Plus 50 Programs 
and services (n=140)
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remember that even though some plus 50 students 
need financial aid, this age group also represents a 
valuable market and a source of revenue for colleges—
and the way to tap into this market is to provide a 
service that the consumer values. For various reasons, 
plus 50 students may not appear to be an attractive 
market to college executives. FTE computations may 
be structured in such a way that attracting more plus 
50 students may actually lead to a revenue drain for 
the college. State policy may mandate fee waivers 
for older students, which compounds the problem 
of revenue drain. In addition, 49% of the colleges 
reported believing that plus 50 students would 
find fees for non-credit courses too expensive, and 
older students may need financial aid. However, it is 
important to remember that the plus 50 demographic 
group is heterogeneous and contains market segments 
with the potential to be a very profitable market, 
especially given the financial success of the baby boom 
generation. If colleges make an effort to know their 
customer and tailor their offerings, they can tap into a 
profitable market segment. 

Make use of partnerships with outside organizations 
to create additional capacity. Partnerships can be an 
excellent solution to capacity shortfalls, and they do 
not require an infusion of funding. Many colleges 
that have plus 50 programming are leveraging 
partnerships: three-quarters of the colleges reported 
partnering with outside organizations, including 
nonprofits, workforce investment boards, local 
employers, chambers of commerce, local government, 
and other organizations. Exhibit 54 shows the types 
of organizations that have partnered with colleges.

 
exhibit 51: Funding sources used by colleges to Fund credit 
Programming For Plus 50 learners (n=168)
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exhibit 52: Funding sources used by colleges to Fund  
non-credit Programming For Plus 50 learners (n=168)
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exhibit 53: colleges Partnering With outside organizations 
to Provide Plus 50 Programs and services (n=168) 



30 EduCating Plus 50  LEarnErS: OPPOrtunitiES fOr COMMunity COLLEgES

Tailoring offerings to the needs and 
Interests of the Plus 50 learner

In creating offerings for the plus 50 learner, move 
beyond the “low-hanging fruit” of enrichment 
courses. Many community colleges have traditionally 
thought of their older students as “seniors,” a group 
assumed to be mostly interested in attending enrichment 
courses. Since colleges typically have an inventory 
of non-credit personal interest courses, developing 
programs for plus 50 students based on enrichment is 
the path of least resistance. However, many students 
50 and older—and even 65 and older—are looking 
for workforce training courses and career development 
services. Students in these age groups are also looking to 
connect and give back and seek volunteer opportunities 
that can make good use of their skills. By expanding 
into programs that focus on career development or 
volunteering, community colleges can meet the needs 
of the plus 50 student far beyond the narrowly defined 
needs of personal enrichment. 

recognize the ever more urgent need for workforce 
training and career development programming. 
Students age 50 and older have long turned to 
community colleges to learn new skills and brush up 
on old ones. In the current economic climate, plus 

50 students that are laid off or worried about layoffs 
will come to community colleges for help with career 
goals in ever greater numbers. Currently, only 58% of 
the colleges with plus 50 programming have career 
development offerings for this age group, and this 
represents a large gap in this market. More colleges 
should capitalize on the need of plus 50 students for 
courses and services that will help them meet their 
career goals. 

For workforce training and career development 
programming, customize the offerings to match the 
needs and learning objectives of the plus 50 students. 
While the colleges with career development offerings 
for plus 50 students are moving in the right direction, 
many can do more. Colleges most commonly market 
these offerings to plus 50 students without actually 
tailoring them to the needs of this population. 
Offerings that are developed for the younger students 
will be less effective for plus 50 students. Again, 
colleges should know their customer. They should 
develop programming that can address the particular 
challenges and opportunities that plus 50 workers 
face as they get back in the labor force or advance 
their careers. 

Planning and conducting needs assessments

Know your customer: conduct a high-quality needs 
assessment. Plus 50 students are very different 
consumers of education from younger adult students, 
and yet few colleges are doing the work that is 
needed to really understand the needs and values 
of this demographic. It is not enough to simply 
market existing offerings to the plus 50 student: 
offerings should be tailored and targeted. Without 
understanding the needs of this group, colleges will 
not be able to tailor offerings effectively. 

Put a formal plan in place to meet the needs of the 
plus 50 student. When colleges include the goal of 
meeting the needs of the plus 50 learner as part of 
their strategic plan, or make this a stated goal of their 
academic division, they are much more likely to report 
having revised curriculum and/or delivery. These data 
suggest that a publicly stated institutional goal helps to 
inspire and promote effective program development. 

 
exhibit 54: organizations colleges Partner With to Provide 
Plus 50 Programs and services (n=168)
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american association of community colleges:  
Plus 50 Initiative national survey 

about the person filling out the survey 

1.	 Please	tell	us	what	Department/Division	you	are	from.
 office of the President
 Workforce development
 continuing education
 academic affairs
 Public information
 institutional research
 other, please specify:   

2.	 Your	name	 

3.	 Your	title	 

4.	 Your	email	address	 

Program offerings and services for 
plus 50 learners at your college

5.	 Does	your	college	have	program	offerings	and/or	services	
targeted to plus 50 learners? 

Program offerings and services include one or more 
of the following: 
•	 Courses	that	meet	the	needs	of	plus	50	learners	for	

personal enrichment or academic development
•	 Courses	and	services	meeting	the	needs	of	plus	50	

learners for career change or skill upgrading for 
purposes of employment

•	 Programs	and	services	supporting	the	volunteerism	
and/or service of plus 50 learners and 

•	 Services	that	remove	barriers	to	participation	for	plus	
50	learners	(e.g.,	advising	and	counseling	tailored	
specifically to plus 50 learners; a centralized location 
for	plus	50	learners’	services)

Welcome to the Plus 50 national survey of community colleges!

An	important	demographic	shift	is	underway.	Members	of	the	baby	boom	generation	want	to	stay	engaged	in	the	workforce	and	
their	communities,	and	employers	have	a	growing	need	to	recruit	and	retain	employees	from	this	generation.	Across	the	country,	
community	colleges	are	emerging	as	the	vanguard	of	a	movement	as	they	develop	programs	to	meet	these	critical	needs.	

aacc needs your help to document the landscape of programs and services for learners 50 and older.
The	more	colleges	that	respond	to	this	survey,	the	more	powerful	and	cogent	a	story	AACC’s	Plus	50	Initiative	can	tell	about	the	
extent	to	which	this	important	societal	need	is	being	met,	and	where	the	gaps	lie.

AACC,	working	with	the	independent	research	and	evaluation	firm	LaFrance	Associates	(LFA)	developed	this	survey.	LFA	will	use	
the	survey	results	to	develop	a	report	that	presents	aggregate	data,	and	showcases	unique	program	and	service	designs.	Survey	
responses	are	confidential,	but	if	you	choose,	you	can	give	permission	to	AACC	to	showcase	your	college’s	programs.	You	can	make	
this	choice	at	the	end	of	the	survey.

AACC	values	your	time,	and	does	not	ask	for	any	data	that	can	be	retrieved	from	other	sources	including	credit	course	information.

This	survey,	administered	by	LFA,	should	take	approximately	15-20	minutes	to	complete.	Questions	regarding	this	survey	can	be	sent	
to	Laura	Bekes	at	laura@lfagroup.com,	and	Laura	can	be	reached	toll	free	at	(866)	396-2850	ext.	320.

aacc truly appreciates your time in filling out this survey!
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[If Respondents answers “no” or “don’t know,” s/he answers 
Qs 2,44-47, and 49; if Respondent answers “yes,” skips to Q3 
and following.] 

 yes
 no
	 Don’t	Know

6.	 You	indicated	that	your	college	does	not	have	program	
offerings	or	services	dedicated	to	plus	50	learners.	Check	
if	any	of	the	reasons	below	apply	to	your	college.	Please 
check all that apply. 

 The college does not have funds/resources available for a 
plus	50	program.
	 Plus	50	programming	is	not	a	priority	for	my	college.
	 There	is	no	demand	for	plus	50	programming	at	my	college.
 The college already has adult learning programs that 
address	that	need.	

 other  

7.	 Please	tell	us	what	age	group	your	college	is	targeting	
with	its	plus	50	program	and/or	service.
	 50-64
 65+
 Both

8.	 From	the	list	below,	please	identify	your	college’s	
main goals for serving the plus 50 population in your 
community.		Please check all that apply. 

 Provide enrichment opportunities for plus 50 learners
 Provide a way for plus 50 learners to participate in 

volunteering/service/civic engagement
	 Provide	to	plus	50	learners	a	way	to	re-enter	or	stay	active	

in the workforce
 To meet the needs of local employers/industry, build the 

skills of the plus 50 workforce
 other  
 none of the above – the college has not articulated 

specific goals for serving the plus 50 population

9.	 What	is	your	best estimate of trends in plus 50 enrollment 
in non-credit courses over the past five years? 
	 Decreased	20%	or	more.
 decreased between 5% and 20%
	 Stayed	about	the	same	(+/-	5%)
 increased between 5% and 20%
 increased 20% or more

10.	 From	which	of	the	following	external	stakeholders	has	your	
college perceived demand for courses and programming 
geared to plus 50 learners? Please check all that apply. 

 From business and industry
 From community organizations/partners
 From the 50+ population
 From another source: (please specify)  
	 This	is	impossible	to	gauge.
	 None:	we	have	not	perceived	any	external	demand.

11.	 Does	your	college	have	plans	to	expand its program 
offerings and services geared to plus 50 learners over the 
next five years? 

 yes
 no

12.  [If ‘Yes’ to question 8] Please tell us how your college 
plans to expand its program offerings and services 
geared	to	plus	50	learners	over	the	next	five	years.	
Please check all that apply.  
	 Add	a	center	dedicated	to	plus	50	learners.
 increase the number of counselors/advisors dedicated to 
plus	50	learners.

 Partner with another organization to support plus 
50	learners.
	 Offer	more	courses	geared	to	plus	50	learners.
	 Offer	more	services	to	support	plus	50	learners.	
 develop a financial aid program specifically geared to the 
needs	of	plus	50	learners.

 Build college web pages dedicated to plus 50 program 
offerings	and	services.

 launch a marketing campaign specifically for plus 
50	learners.	

 other  
	 None	of	the	above.

13.	 Using	the	list	below,	check	the	ways	in	which	your	college	
has	implemented	plus	50	program	offerings	and	services.		
Please check all that apply. 

 Plus 50 program and service goals are contained in the 
strategic	plan.

 The college has a formal plan (outside of inclusion in the 
strategic	plan).	

 Plus 50 program offerings and services have their own 
budget	allocations.

 The college has applied for grants/funds for plus 50 
program	offerings	and	services.

 The college has spent money specifically on marketing for 
the	plus	50	population.		
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 The college has allocated staff time to a program or 
initiative specifically dedicated to building college 
offerings	for	plus	50	learners.

 curriculum and/or delivery have been revised to meet the 
unique	needs	of	plus	50	learners.	

 The college offers special courses and/or services tailored 
to	the	plus	50	population.	

 other  
	 None	of	the	above.

14.	 	[If R checked response option 5 in question 10] 
approximately what percentage of the marketing budget 
is dedicated to plus 50 program offerings and services? 

 _____%  
	 Don’t	know

15.	 [If R checked response option 6 in question 10] 
how many personnel are dedicated to the administration 
and maintenance of college offerings for the plus 50 
learner and/or member of the plus 50 workforce? 

	 Number	of	full-time	personnel:	  
	 Number	of	part-time	personnel:	  
 number of volunteer personnel:  

career and technical training/retraining

16.	 Does	your	college	offer	courses	or	have	program	offerings/
services geared and/or marketed to plus 50 learners that 
focus on re-entering or staying in the workforce? 

 yes 
 no 

17.	 Does	your	college	have	future plans to offer courses, 
programs, or services geared and/or marketed to plus 50 
learners that focus on re-entering or staying in 
the workforce? 

 yes
 no

18.	 [Only R’s that checked “No” in question 17 answer question 
18] does your college have plans to expand its course 
offerings or program offerings/services geared to plus 50 
learners	who	are	re-entering	or	staying	in	the	workforce?	

 yes
 no
 no decision yet but we are currently exploring this option

For colleges undertaking programming or initiatives for 
plus 50 learners, there are three basic ways to do this:
•	 Develop new courses, program offerings, and services 
from	the	ground	up.

•	 redesign existing courses, program offerings, and 
services to align with the needs and goals of plus  
50	learners.

•	 Market to the plus 50 learner existing courses 
originally	designed	for	the	general	adult	learner.	

The	next	set	of	questions	asks	about	these	endeavors.	

19.	 [Only R’s that checked “Yes” in question 17 answer 
questions 19-30] using the list below, please indicate the 
types of career-related courses your college offers to plus 
50	learners.		Please check all that apply.

course Type courses 
developed 
specifically 
for Plus 50 
learners

existing 
courses 
redesigned 
for Plus 50 
learners

existing 
courses 
marketed 
to Plus 50 
learners

na

courses that 
lead to a 
certificate 
license, or 
professional 
credential

standalone 
courses that 
students 
can take to 
upgrade or 
acquire	a	
specific	work-
related skill

customized 
training 
(training 
customized to 
meet the needs 
of a specific 
business or 
employer)

other (please 
specify)
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20.	 Please	use	this	space	to	share	“what	works.”	What	promising	practices	has	your	college	identified	for	developing,	redesigning,	
or	marketing	courses	that	plus	50	learners	can	use	to	develop	career-related	skills.

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

21.	 Using	the	list	below,	please	indicate	the	types	of	career-related services	available	to	plus	50	learners	at	your	college.	 
Please check all if all apply.  

service Type student services 
developed 
specifically for the 
Plus 50 learners

existing student 
services or Program 
offerings redesigned 
for the Plus 50 
learners

existing student 
services or Program 
offerings marketed to 
the Plus 50 learners

not applicable

career center (or part of career 
center)

individual career counseling 

career Workshops (for example, career 
assessment, career development, or 
job readiness)

Job listing / database

Job matching / Job Placement services

Job development (working with 
employers to create new job openings 
that take advantage of the special 
skills of the plus 50 workforce)

Job Fair

Services	to	Entrepreneurs	(e.g.	
counseling/support to those interested 
in launching or growing a small 
business)

other (please specify)
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22.	 Please	use	this	space	to	share	“what	works.”	What	promising	practices	has	your	college	identified	for	providing	career	
supports to the plus 50 workforce?

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

23.	 Does	your	college	reach	out	to	local employers to 
communicate the value of recruiting, retaining, and 
retraining plus 50 employees? 

 yes
 no

24.	 Does	your	college	reach	out	to	local employers to offer 
workshops/trainings/resources on how to recruit, retain 
and retraining plus 50 employees? 

 yes
 no

enrichment/personal 
interest/general studies

25.	 Does	your	college	offer	enrichment/personal interest/
general studies courses geared and/or marketed 
specifically to plus 50 learners?

 yes 
 no 

[Only R’s that checked “No” in question 26 answer question 27]
26.	 Does	your	college	have future plans to offer enrichment/

personal interest/general studies courses geared and/or 
marketed to plus 50 learners? 

 yes
 no

[Only R’s that checked “Yes” in question 26 answer 
questions 27-31]
27.	What	is	your	college’s	approach	to	offering	courses	for	

plus 50 learners? Please check all that apply. 
 Developing new courses specifically geared to plus 
50	learners.	

 redesigning existing courses to align with the needs and 
goals	of	plus	50	learners.

 Marketing to the plus 50 learner existing courses 
originally	designed	for	the	general	adult	learner.

28.	 Does	your	college	offer	courses	designed	specifically	to	
foster intergenerational interaction? 

 yes
 no

29.	 Does	your	college	have	plans	to	expand its enrichment/
personal interest/general studies course offerings geared 
to plus 50 learners? 

 yes
 no
 no decision yet but we are currently exploring this option

30.	 Please	use	this	space	to	share	“what	works.”	What	
promising practices has your college identified for 
developing, redesigning, or marketing enrichment/personal 
interest/general studies courses for plus 50 learners?
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volunteering and service

31.	 Does	your	college	offer	programs	and	services	geared	
and/or marketed to plus 50 learners that focus on 
volunteering and service? 

 yes 
 no 

[Only R’s that checked “No” in question 32 answer question 33]
32.	 Does	your	college	have	future plans to offer courses, 

programs, or services geared and/or marketed to plus 50 
learners that focus on volunteering and service? 

 yes
 no

[Only R’s that checked “Yes” in question 32 answer 
questions 34-37]
33.	 Does	your	college	have	plans	to	expand its volunteering 

and service program offerings and services geared to plus 
50 learners? 

 yes
 no
 no decision yet but we are currently exploring this option

34.	 Does	your	college	offer	volunteering and service programs 
that focus specifically on intergenerational	activities	(e.g.	
plus 50 learners mentoring younger students)? 

 yes 
 no

For colleges undertaking programming or initiatives for plus 
50 learners, there are three basic ways to do this:
•	 Develop new courses, program offerings, and services 
from	the	ground	up.

•	 redesign existing courses, program offerings, and 
services to align with the needs and goals of plus  
50	learners.

•	 Market to the plus 50 learner existing courses 
originally	designed	for	the	general	adult	learner.	

The	next	set	of	questions	asks	about	these	endeavors.

35.	 Using	the	list	below,	please	indicate	the	types	of	services	
your college offers to enable plus 50 learners to participate 
in	volunteer	opportunities.		Please check all that apply. 

service Type student 
services 
developed 
specifically 
for Plus 50 
volunteers

existing 
student 
services, 
Tailored 
for Plus 50 
volunteers

existing 
student 
services, 
marketed 
to Plus 50 

na 

volunteer 
database/
listing 

volunteer 
matching

volunteer Job 
Fair

Partnerships 
with local 
organizations 
to develop 
volunteer job 
opportunities

other (please 
specify)

36.	 Please	use	this	space	to	share	“what	works.”	What	
promising practices has your college identified for 
supporting plus 50 learners to engage in service or find 
volunteer opportunities? 
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Designs that maximize the value of 
classes for plus 50 learners

37.	 Below	are	some	policies	or	practices	that	encourage	the	
design of courses in a way that meets the needs and 
interests	of	the	plus	50	learner.		Please	mark	“true”	or	
“false”	for	these	statements.

Policies / Practices True False Don’t	
know

our college provides professional 
development to faculty designed 
to provide information about the 
appropriate teaching methods for 
adults to address the needs and 
interests	of	plus	50	learners.

The goal of offering courses with 
design elements that meet the 
needs of plus 50 learners is part 
of	our	strategic	plan.

offering courses with design 
elements that meet the needs of 
plus 50 learners is a stated goal 
of	our	Academic	Division(s).

offering course credit for work or 
life	experience.	

efforts to attract plus 50 learners 
to your college

38.	During	the	last	five	years,	has	your	college	conducted	a	
needs assessment that includes an analysis specifically 
of the plus 50 learner population	in	your	college’s	
service area? 

 yes
 no
 not sure

39.	 During	the	last	five	years,	has	your	college	developed	a	
marketing plan designed specifically to reach out to plus 
50 learners?

 yes
 no
 not sure

40.	 Is	your	college	currently	implementing	a	marketing	plan	
designed to reach out to plus 50 learners?

 yes
 no
 not sure

supports to reduce barriers to 
participation for plus 50 learners

41.	 Using	the	list	below,	please	indicate	the	types	of	supports	
your	college	offers	specifically	for	plus	50	learners.	 
Please check all that apply.
	 Centralized	location	for	plus	50	learners’	services
 advising/counseling tailored specifically to plus 50 learners
 orientation for new students tailored specifically to plus 

50 learners
 “concierge” service tailored specifically to plus 50 learners 
(e.g.	someone	seated	at	a	desk	in	the	student	center	with	
information for plus 50 students)
	 Easy	registration	process	(e.g.	“Senior	Registration	Day”)
	 Facilitating	transportation	for	plus	50	learners	(e.g.	shuttle	

bus, valet parking)
 college web pages tailored to the needs/interests of plus 

50 learners
 Basic computer trainings (to increase comfort with 

computers) tailored specifically to plus 50 learners
 	 Ensuring	physical	comfort	and	accessibility	(e.g.	large	
print	for	handouts,	adult-friendly	seating,	classes	located	
close to campus parking)

 Bringing offerings (courses, workshops, seminars) to 
places in the community that plus 50 learners already 
access	(e.g.	retirement	communities,	community	centers	
with senior programs)

 assistive technology for hearing and vision considerations
 separate course catalogue specifically tailored to plus 

50 learners
 none of the above
 other ___________

42.	 Through	your	state’s	policies	and	funding,	what	type	of	
financial assistance is available to plus 50 learners at your 
college? (This includes any age group over 50: 55+, 62+, 
65+,	etc.)	Please check all that apply. 

 Free tuition for credit courses
 reduced tuition for credit courses
	 Free	tuition	for	non-credit	courses
	 Reduced	tuition	for	non-credit	courses
 none of the above
 other: ___________
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43.	What	funding	sources	are	you	using	to	fund	your	
programs for plus 50 learners at your college?  
Please check all that apply.

Funding source credit Non-Credit

Federal grants/Funds

college Foundation grants/Funds

external Foundation grants/
Funds

state grants/Funds

employer subsidies

local government grants/Funds

other (please specify) 

Partnerships

44.	 Does	your	college	partner	with	outside	organizations	
to provide program offerings and services to plus 50 
learners? specifically, does your college partner with:

 Please check all that apply.
 local government
 chamber of commerce
 Workforce investment Board
 local employers
 nonprofits
 other: ___________________
 na: our college does not have any partnerships 
specifically	for	plus	50	learners.

challenges of implementing programs 
for Plus 50 learners

45.	 Below	are	some	internal challenges and facilitators that 
colleges can encounter when making the effort to establish 
or	expand	programming	and	services	for	plus	50	learners.	
Please	mark	“true”	or	“false”	for	these	statements.

a.	Challenges True False Don’t	
know

our college has policies about 
required	number	of	contact	hours	
that make it difficult to develop 
accelerated	courses.

There is faculty resistance to the 
idea of developing programming 
dedicated to the needs and interests 
of	the	plus	50	learner.

There	are	pre-enrollment	
requirements	that	could	discourage	
the	plus	50	learner	(e.g.	placement	
testing, high school/college 
transcripts).

a potential barrier to teaching 
noncredit courses is that the 
course may not count as part of 
the	faculty’s	teaching	load.		If	
faculty were interested in teaching 
noncredit courses, they would have 
to	do	so	as	overtime.		

classroom space shortages hinder 
effective course scheduling for plus 
50	learners.	

	 b.	Other internal challenges (please specify)
   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
 



40 aPPEndix a:  aaCC Plus 50  init iat ivE natiOnaL SurvEy

c.	Facillitating	Factors True False Don’t	
know

divisions are not siloed, so 
individuals can work together 
across divisions in order to 
develop	programming	(e.g.	
academic division(s) with 
Continuing	Education).

student services does not focus 
solely on the “standard adult 
learner,” instead it takes into 
account the needs and interests 
of	the	plus	50	learner.

Plus 50 programming has internal 
college	support.

	 d.	Other internal facilitating factors (please specify)
   
  
 
 
 
 
 

46.	 Below	are	some	external challenges and facilitators 
that colleges can encounter when making the effort to 
establish or expand programming and services for plus 50 
learners.	Please	mark	“true”	or	“false”	for	these	statements.

a.	Challenges True False Don’t	
know

Our	state’s	FTE	computation	makes	
it difficult to receive state funding 
for the resources that our college 
would	expend	on	plus	50	students.

Tuition waivers for plus 50 
students are available only under 
limited	conditions	(e.g.	for	credit	
courses	only,	for	on-campus	
courses	only,	etc).

Funding	is	partially	performance-
based, and performance measures 
include graduation rates and/or 
time	to	degree.

	 b.	Other	external challenges (please specify)
   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

c.	Facillitating	Factors True False Don’t	
know

state financial aid is available 
for	part-time,	as	well	as	full-
time,	students.

state funding is available for 
“refresher” classes that plus 
50 students might use to 
transition back into the world 
of	college	courses.

credit awarded for distance 
education classes is accorded 
the same academic standing as 
“regular”	classes.

 
	 d.	Other	external facilitating factors (please specify)
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47.	 Below	are	some	general challenges and facilitators that 
colleges can encounter when making the effort to establish 
or	expand	programming	and	services	for	plus	50	learners.	
Please	mark	“true”	or	“false”	for	these	statements.

a.	Challenges True False Don’t	
know

our college has found it difficult 
to find private funding for plus 50 
programming	and	services.

The	fees	for	non-credit	courses	
need to cover the costs of 
offering these courses – and our 
colleges expects that plus 50 
learners will see these fees as 
prohibitively		high.

it has been challenging to conduct 
outreach	to	the	plus	50	population.

 b.	Other	general challenges (please specify)
    

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

c.	Facillitating	Factors True False Don’t	
know

our college has capacity sufficient 
to meet demand for plus 50 
programming	and	services.

our college has been able to 
effectively assess the educational 
needs of the local population in 
this	age	group.

our college has created partnerships 
with	outside	organizations	(e.g.	local	
government,	employers,	nonprofits).

 

	 d.	Other	general facilitating factors (please specify)
    

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Prior knowledge about aacc’s 
Plus 50 Initiative

48.	 	[For ALL respondents] Prior to receiving this survey, were 
you	familiar	with	AACC’s	Plus	50	Initiative?

 not familiar
 Familiar in name only
 somewhat familiar
 very familiar

49.	 Is	there	interest	at	your	college	in	using	the	Plus 50 
Initiative brand to identify programming and services for 
plus 50 learners?

 no interest
 interested in exploring the possibility
 currently exploring the possibility
 currently using (or beginning to use) the Plus 50 brand

50.	 [For those answering anything but “not familiar” in the 
“familiarity” survey item:] how did you learn about the 
Plus 50 initiative? Please check all that apply.

 Through the aacc website
 From a colleague at my college
 From colleagues at another college
 at a conference of community colleges
 at a conference addressing the educational needs of the 

baby boom generation
 other  
 none of the above
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aacc would like your permission to 
publish, or share with other colleges, 
your promising practices

51.	 To	help	other	colleges	learn	from	your	experiences,	
can	AACC	use	your	college’s	name	when	publishing	
information from the responses you provide about 
promising practices? other survey responses will be 
reported	in	summary	form	only.

 aacc has permission to identify my college when 
publishing	information	about	my	college’s	 
promising	practices.

 aacc does not have permission to identify my college 
when	publishing	this	information.
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appendix B: survey 
Development and Methods
Data collection 

Survey Development and Administration

An online survey was developed through a 
collaborative effort among AACC’s Plus 50 Initiative 
staff, AACC’s research department, and LFA Group 
(the outside evaluator hired to conduct this study). 
The survey was piloted with 13 people from 12 
community colleges. Pilot testers were selected from 
various college departments including Academic 
Affairs, Continuing Education, the Office of the 
President, and existing older adult programs. Several 
of the colleges asked to pilot test the survey were 
those that had applied for the Plus 50 grant but had 
not been selected. Other pilot testers were identified 
through the personal contacts of AACC staff. 

The link to the online survey was sent to the 
President of each community college for a total 
population size of 1,081 colleges. The Presidents 
were asked to forward the survey link to the person 
at the college most appropriate to fill it out. Exhibit 
55 shows the department or division where the 
individual respondents are employed. Most frequently 
the survey was completed by someone in the Office of 
the President. In almost equally great proportions, the 
survey was completed by an individual in Academic 
Affairs or Continuing Education. The remaining 30% 
of the surveys were filled out by employees in a variety 
of departments.  

To maximize the response rate, AACC did additional 
outreach to certain colleges:

•	 Plus	50	Initiative	grantees
•	 Colleges	receiving	the	Plus	50	Initiative	newsletter
•	 Colleges	employing	people	who	had	originally	

pilot-tested the survey
•	 Colleges	receiving	AACC	publications	such	as	

AACC Letter

Response Rate and Respondent Characteristics
 
There were 231 individual surveys returned, but some 
surveys represented multiple responses from one 
college. These responses were “unduplicated,” resulting 
in the final count of 204 unique college surveys, which 
represents a 19% response rate. The surveys were 
unduplicated using the following method:

•	 If	there	was	more	than	one	record	for	a	single	
respondent, the record with more data was 
preserved. Missing values in the preserved record 
were replaced with data from the duplicate record 
wherever possible. 

•	 In	cases	where	there	was	more	than	one	respondent	
per college, college campus type was considered 

 
exhibit 55: respondents’ Department/Division (n=196)

  

0% 10% 20% 30%

Instruction

Percent of Colleges With a Respondent
From This Department

26

24

21

7

7

4

2

2

1

1

1

Office of 
the President

Academic affairs

Continuing education

Institutional research

Workforce 
development

Student services

Institutional 
advancement

Older adult 
programming

Human resources

Public information

Other 6
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first. If respondents were located at different 
campuses of a multi-campus college then all 
duplicate records were preserved and treated as 
separate colleges. If respondents were located at 
a single campus college or at the same campus of 
a multi-campus college, records were generally 
prioritized in the following order of departmental 
location: Office of the President, Academic Affairs, 
Institutional Research, Continuing Education.

•	 In	some	cases	where	there	was	more	than	one	
respondent per college, a “composite” record was 
created, compiling data from multiple respondents 
into a single record per college. A different order 
of priority was used for specific sections of the 
survey where different departments were likely to 
have a higher level of expertise. For example, data 
from respondents from workforce development was 
prioritized for questions about workforce training 
courses and career development services. 

In looking at a variety of college characteristics 
(enrollment age groups, locale, region, and 
institutional type), the colleges in the final sample 
very closely match the characteristics of the colleges in 
the population (see Exhibits 57-60).

 
exhibit 56: college size
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exhibit 57: 2007 enrollment by age
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exhibit 58: college locale
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exhibit 59: college region

  

0% 10% 20% 30%

Rocky Mountains

Percent of Colleges in This Region

Plains

Mid East

New England

Outlying areas

Southwest

Southeast
28

25

Far West

Great Lakes

17

12

12

11

11

6

4

1

8

9

18

17

13

7

5

0

Population (N=1,045)

Sample (n=199)

 
exhibit 60: Institutional Type
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