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Introduction
WGU is unique in that, from the onset, it was 
designed to primarily serve working adult learners 
and was built with the needs of those learners in 
mind. Four out of five WGU students work while 
enrolled, and their average age is 37.3. They 
come to WGU seeking a path to opportunity that 
can fit in their lives, that can meet them where they 
are, that allows them to leverage their experience 
and move quickly when possible, and that will 
enable them to thrive—financially and otherwise. 

Research indicates that adults enroll or re-enroll 
in postsecondary education to improve their 
socioeconomic circumstances. Motivations reported 
by working adult learners include seeking a 
career change, advancing in their current career, 
needing to update their skills, or desiring personal 
improvement.1  Working adult learners are often 
married or divorced, and many have children at 
home. As a result, they face multiple competing 
demands when working to obtain higher education 
credentials, such as work schedules and course 
attendance.2   Affordability is also a concern, 
as working adult learners must incorporate 
educational costs into their existing budgets, which 
include crucial expenses like housing, food, and 
health care. 

Two segments of working adult learners—rising 
talent and stranded talent—have additional 
challenges that create barriers to success. 
Individuals in both groups primarily work in 
low-income positions with little job security. In 
addition, individuals in these groups may face 
difficulties such as disability, single parenthood, 
prior incarceration, or homelessness. Despite 
their hardships, these groups of working adult 
learners have unlimited potential for achievement if 
provided with fitting postsecondary pathways. 

In addition to sharing the struggles of all working 
adult learners, rising and stranded talent may 

experience other barriers to education and training. 
These barriers may include the following: 
•	 Low digital literacy and limited access to 

computers and high-speed internet
•	 Restricted physical access to educational 

institutions and training programs
•	 Unfamiliarity with college resources, support, 

and processes
•	 Lack of college preparation
•	 Lack of relevant skills for upskilling and 

reskilling
•	 Uncertainty of postsecondary education’s return 

on investment 

institfaicational 
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academically ready for college, while others will 
require additional preparation before enrollment. A 
study by the Brookings Institute estimates that more 
than 30 million working adults would be classified 
as rising talent.3  

James is an example of rising talent. He works as 
a custodian at his local elementary school, where 
teachers have noticed his positive interactions with 
students. These teachers have encouraged James to 
pursue an educational career, and he is interested 
in following this pathway. However, James has 
never attended college and is unsure how and 
where to start. He is also a single parent to two 
young children and does not believe he can afford 
college tuition. 

Like rising talent, the approximately 10 million4  
working adults in the stranded talent group work 
in low-income, low-resiliency positions. Although 
they have completed a college degree, they are 
cut off from opportunities to progress. They either 
work in jobs that do not require college degrees 
or are employed in low-paying jobs within their 
field of study. They have the motivation and desire 
to succeed, but they are stuck. They need new skill 
sets and additional resources to help them 
move forward. 

Linda, an example of stranded talent, has a 
bachelor’s degree in dance. She thrived as a 
performer until she was disabled in a car accident. 
Unable to find a job in her field of study, she 
now works as an entry-level billing associate for 
a healthcare company. Linda desires promotion 

within the organization, but she lacks the necessary 
skills. She has considered re-enrolling in college 
for a business certification or a second degree 
but worries about finding time to study, attend 
classes, and continue working. Because she uses 
a wheelchair, Linda is unsure of the physical 
accommodations she will need to attend college. 

The possibilities and promises of higher education 
 



4 WGU Public Policy

Higher Education Should Be Accessible
Policymakers can support policies that improve access to postsecondary education by 
removing technological and institutional barriers for working adult learners.

Online education continues to grow in popularity, 
even as overall college enrollment declines.5  
The online format is particularly attractive to 
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Cost and access also compound the challenges 
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Higher Education Should Be Accommodating
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Policy Recommendations in Action
Develop policies to increase 
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Higher Education Should Be Achievable
Policymakers can help working adult learners achieve by opening channels to competency-
based education and quality short-term training programs.

Students at traditional universities are often held 
to a cadence of coursework guided by semesters, 
increasing the time and cost of completion rather 
than allowing learners to progress at their own 
pace. This particularly disadvantages working 
adult learners, for whom time is at a premium. 
Flexible learning modalities, such as short-term 
programs and competency-based education 
(CBE), help working adult learners move through 
education more rapidly.

Short-Term Learning
The popularity of short-term learning has 
exploded in the 21st century, with more than 
500,000 credentials earned in 2018 alone.32 
Generally, these programs grant credit or 
noncredit certificates or credentials in less than 
one year. They can be especially attractive to 
rising and stranded talent, who may lack the time 
or financial resources to complete a bachelor’s 
degree. Stranded talent, who already have 
college degrees, may seek short-term certification 
to reskill or upskill without starting a completely 
new program. 

While short-term programs are abundant, 
program outcomes are mixed. Existing studies find 
that some short-term programs are more beneficial 
than others and that some groups of learners 
earn higher incomes and find greater career 
success.33  Suggestions for improving the success 
rates of short-term programs include engaging 
local employers in curriculum development, 
incorporating workforce experience into 
programs, and prioritizing programs that align 
with in-demand jobs.34 Credentials should also be 

stackable (built into other degree requirements) 
and portable (recognized at other institutions and 
in other states).35  Policymakers need to create 
pathways that bring educators and employers 
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Policy Recommendations in Action
Improve the affordability of short-term 
programs by offering aid and scholarships.

Funding for higher education often focuses 
on programs that terminate with a degree. 
However, short-term programs can propel 
students toward career success or a future 
degree. Policymakers should expand state aid 
funding to include these programs. 

•	 Delaware’s Student Excellence Equals 
Degree (SEED) Scholarship was expanded 
to include adult learners and students 
receiving workforce training certificates. 
The SEED+ program offers free tuition to 
students in “credit and non-credit programs 
leading to the award of a recognized 
academic credential or associate degree,” 
including short-term certificates.38

•	 Tennessee designed a competency-
based training program that provides 
upskilling opportunities for direct care 
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WGU in Action
WGU has provided general education courses through competency-based education for 
18 years. We pioneered CBE to help working adult learners earn a degree to reach their 
career goals. We remain the only institution offering competency-based degrees at scale, 



13 WGU Public Policy

Higher Education Should Be Affordable
Policymakers should tailor state aid programs to increase post-secondary educational 
affordability for working adult learners.

Affordability is crucial for working adult learners 
seeking higher education, including rising and 
stranded talent. Many of these individuals work in 
low-to-moderate-income positions and lack the personal 
funds to pay for college fully. Tuition is a significant 
expense, but it is just one of many college-related costs. 
Working adult learners must consider books, fees, and 
other course expenses. They must also balance college 
costs with their other expenses, including housing, 
food, childcare, and transportation. Student loans are 
often used to pay for these costs of living. Because of 
their obligations to work and family, these individuals 
can seldom attend college full-time, and they may 
have to cut back on work while in school. Working 
adult learners who are also parents “are likely to 
experience a reduction in earnings while in college, 
which can leave their families in dire straits.”45 

Grants, scholarships, and other aid forms can 
be critical to the initial enrollment and ongoing 
educational success of working adult learners. 
Unfortunately, many state aid programs fail to address 
their needs, focusing instead on recent high-school 
graduates and full-time students. A 2018 report 
from the Education Commission of the States (ECS) 
found that “of 100 of the largest state financial aid 
programs … 48 are merit-based, 26 link eligibility to 
a high school graduation date, 30 require full-time 
enrollment, [and] 19 exclude two-year institutions.”46 
Although additional state aid programs that include 
working adult learners have been introduced since 
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Policy Recommendations in Action
Create or expand �nancial aid opportunities 
for working adult learners.

State financial aid is often available only 
to “traditional” aged, first-time, full-time 
students at specific types of institutions (such 
as institutions with a state-based physical 
location). Working adult learners also 
deserve state support to pursue education 
at universities that best meet their needs 
in programs relevant to their careers that 
prepare them for the workforce. Policymakers 
should be aware that aid for working adult 
learners may need to cover costs beyond 
tuition and fees, such as living expenses like 
food, transportation, and housing. 

•	 Iowa’s Future-Ready Last-Dollar Scholarship 
covers the gaps between grants, 
scholarships, tuition, and qualified fees for 
learners who enroll at least part-time in a 
qualified program of study and apply for 
all available state and federal support.48

•	 In 2022, the Wyoming Legislature created 
Wyoming’s Tomorrow scholarship program. 
This program provides scholarships for 
unmet financial need to Wyoming residents 
who are at least 24 years old and pursuing 
a degree or certificate.49   

•	 Indiana’s Adult Student Grant provides 
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Higher Education Should Be Applicable
Policymakers can support alignment between employers and higher education systems to 
ensure that credentials and degrees are applicable to state workforce needs.

According to a recent report, “57% of U.S. 
employees are either actively seeking or open to 
a new job.”53 However, the number of available 
positions currently exceeds the number of 
unemployed Americans.54 A 2019 study estimates 
that by 2029, the United States could face a 
shortage of about 765,000 workers needing some 
college and about 8.6 million workers needing at 
least a bachelor’s degree.55 Another study predicts 
that the United States could lose about $1.7 trillion 
in revenue by 2030 due to labor shortages.56

This workforce gap cannot be filled by traditional 
students alone. Due to a drop in birth rates after 
the Great Recession, it is expected that the college-
age population in the United States will decrease 
by approximately 15% between 2025 and 2029, 
with additional decreases in the following years.57 

Working adult learners are uniquely positioned 
to fill the workforce gap because many of them 
desire career advancement and need further 
training.58 While taking postsecondary courses 
is an important step, it is not enough. A recent 
report on working adult learners states, “A higher 
education experience that doesn’t help working 
adult students achieve better alignment with their 
career goals isn’t serving them.”59 

To ensure that all learners are prepared for 
current and future job markets, policymakers must 
support efforts that align educational offerings with 

workforce needs. Successful programs for working 
adult learners, particularly rising and stranded 
talent, embed career connections into each step of 
the learning process.60 In-demand and job-specific 
skills are integrated into all courses, internships 
and apprenticeships give students hands-on 
training, and out-of-class support and resources are 
easily accessible. In addition, program elements 
are developed in tandem with employers and 
industry representatives who understand the skills 
and experiences needed in the workforce.
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Policy Recommendations in Action

Create standard skills de�nitions that align 
with workforce needs.

Established in 2020, the Open Skills Network 
(OSN) is a partnership of employers, 
educational institutions, and technology 
providers.61 OSN is creating a library of skills 
definitions that can help align educational 
offerings with workforce needs. Western 
Governors University (WGU), a partner 
in the OSN, has released 16 skills library 
collections.62

Develop public and private partnerships to 
increase workforce opportunities.

Building partnerships and designating funding 
to build and scale solutions for in-demand and 
highly needed programs is key to meeting 
individuals’ employment needs and a state’s 
workforce goals. Working adult learners 
need access to quick, efficient, high-quality 
workforce solutions, especially in newer, 
quickly changing occupations and future-facing 
careers. WGU can be a partner in these 
efforts. 

•	 Idaho Launch is an online career and 
training research hub that addresses 

workforce issues.63 Idaho Launch also offers 
training funds for Idahoans who intend to 
work in Idaho, covering about 75–100% of 
training costs.64

•	 Missouri’s Fast Track Workforce Incentive 
Grant addresses workforce needs by 
encouraging adults to pursue certificates, 
degrees, or industry-recognized credentials 
in high-need areas.65  

•	 New Mexico’s Grow Your Own Teachers 
program offers scholarships and a pathway 
for school employees to become fully 
licensed classroom teachers.66

Expand apprenticeship programs.

In 2022, the Council of State Governments 
(CSG) and the Urban Institute received funding 
from Ascendium Education Group to expand 
civic sector apprenticeship programs in 
Idaho and Maine targeting low-income rural 
learners. CSG and the Urban Institute “will 
support state and local agencies in developing 
apprenticeships to meet their workforce needs, 
and in recruiting, enrolling and supporting low-
income rural apprentices.”67

WGU in Action
Iowa’s Teacher & Paraeducator Registered Apprenticeship Program provides a no-cost 
opportunity for existing paraeducators to earn a bachelor’s degree while learning and working 
in the classroom. WGU is partnered with more than 60 mostly rural school districts in Iowa as 
an education provider for this program.68

Higher Education Should Be Applicable
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