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Abstract 

 

Technological advances and changes to America’s workforce have created a need for 

adult workers to upskill their abilities. Many of these adults address this need by pursuing a 

college degree. While adult learners tend to excel in their coursework their graduation rates lag 

behind those of traditional undergraduates. Credit for prior learning or prior learning assessment 

(PLA) has the potential to improve graduation rates and decrease time to degree for adult 

students. The current study examined the relationship of PLA with graduation rates for adult 

students in online degree programs of a large, private, for-profit institution.  This study found a 

statistically significant relationship between graduation rates and the use of credit for prior 

learning (PLA). The study also revealed a significant relationship between degree completion 

and the type of PLA credit employed. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The current path of the American job market is changing.  It is estimated that by 

the year 2020 65% of jobs will require a college degree (Richards & Terkanian, 2013).  

Adult students are returning to college to pursue the necessary credentials to attain these 

new jobs (Michelson & Mandell, 2004).  The path to a college degree is different for 

adult students than for traditional undergraduates.   Adult students are typically employed 

part or fulltime and have adult responsibilities.  These adult responsibilities limit access 

to traditional classes, student services, and money for college.  Colleges have sought to 

adapt to adult learners by developing degree completion programs that employ various 

nontraditional delivery methods such as night classes, accelerated formats, and online 

classes.  For adult students, every credit and every dollar count as the quest for an 

education and a better job tend to have specific goals related to time to completion, the 

total cost of the degree, and return on investment (Star-Glass, 2016).   

The use of credit for prior learning can reduce the total number of credit hours 

required for a degree, therefore, reducing both the cost and time to completion (Olson & 

Klein-Collins, 2014).  For these reasons it is imperative that colleges utilize prior learning 

assessment (PLA) options for college credit in adult degree programs as a way to attract, 

enroll and retain adult learners (Besendorfer, 2016).   According to the American Council 

on Education (ACE), a prior learning assessment is an evaluation of college-level skills 

and knowledge that a student has gained outside of the classroom (Adult Learners Guide 

to PLA, 2018).  ACE documents and evaluates learning experiences to determine if it 

qualifies for college credit. 
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Adult learners prefer to determine what they will study and to incorporate real-

world training and experiences into their programs of study (Knowles, Holton, & 

Swansom, 2015). Some adults struggle to engage in topics that they have already learned 

at work (Erisman & Steele, 2015) as well as those that might seem irrelevant to their 

professional direction. The use of credits from Prior Learning Assessment addresses both 

of these issues by allowing for reflection on previous learning activities and their 

relevance to the student’s current path of study (Stevens, Gerber, & Hendra, 2010). 

This study sought to determine if PLA credit and PLA method affect the six-year 

graduation rates of adult learners in online degree completion programs at a large, for-

profit, online university.  Colleges and universities measure graduation rates on a six-year 

scale; a traditional undergraduate degree is thought to take four years of full-time study; 

the rate is calculated to allow for 150% of that time to complete the degree (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2018) thus allowing for stop gaps in enrollment and part-

time students.  The university utilizes American Council on Education transcripts, 

Council for Adult and Experiential Learning portfolios, credit for military training, 

challenge exams, and technical or professional certifications for PLA credit in the 

undergraduate program. 

Overview of Prior Learning Assessment 

According to the American Council on Education (ACE), a prior learning 

assessment is an evaluation of college-level skills and knowledge that a student has 

gained outside of the classroom  (American Council on Education, 2018). Learning is 

documented and evaluated to determine if it qualifies for college credit. 
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Prior Learning Assessments are used to measure or validate learning in non-

academic settings. Common examples of PLA are College-Level Examination Program 

(CLEP) tests, Defense Activity for Non-Traditional Education Support (DANTES), 

Advanced Placement, and portfolios.  The most commonly used programs are CLEP 

testing and Advanced Placement (AP) exams for recent high school graduates. For adult 

learners the discussion focuses on the use of DANTES for military students and veterans, 

portfolio credits, and workforce training credits; workforce training is often absorbed into 

a university’s portfolio program. 

A report compiled by the American Council on Education explores the 

institutional policies, practices, and infrastructure related to Prior Learning Assessment at 

seven colleges and universities. The study reveals that colleges and universities with 

clearly written policies, effective methods of data collection, and the support of campus 

leaders benefited from increased student outreach and faculty support (Lakin, Nellum, 

Seymour, & Crandall, 2015). 

Prior learning experiences are thought to impact learners affectively and 

behaviorally too. Adult learners participating in PLA programs cite improvement in 

social and personal development as they achieve life goals (Miguel, Ornelas, & Maroco, 

2016). Rivera and Heinrich (2016) demonstrate the importance of co-curricular learning, 

especially the benefits of reflection on the experience as a teaching tool. 

Research demonstrates that adult learners who participate in various PLA 

programs have higher rates of retention and graduation. Pearson (2000) states that 

students who complete the portfolio form of PLA persist toward graduation at higher 

levels than do students who are eligible and do not participate in the portfolio program.  
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The Council for Adult and Experiential Learning reported that adult students who 

receive some type of PLA credit have a graduation rate two and a half times greater than 

adult students who do not receive PLA credit. 

A more recent study by Starr-Glass (2016) shows this trend to be consistent. 

Adults who participate in PLA programs have higher graduation rates than those who do 

not. This increase in graduation rates exposes an increase in retention rates and a decrease 

in non-graduate student loan debt (potentially defaults) which benefit the institution as 

well as the student. 

One of the biggest challenges for colleges is assessing the creditworthiness of 

prior learning experiences. Prior Learning Assessments must take into account 

accreditation standards, appropriate demonstrations of mastery, and a level of rigor that is 

comparable to similar college coursework. The question of academic quality assurance is 

foundational to the study of PLA credit and its acceptance or rejection by many 

institutions. There is a need for consistency among colleges and universities—especially 

those within the same system of governance. Stenlund (2010) purports that this 

assessment must focus on the demonstrable aspects of learning rather than the experience 

in which the learning was obtained. 

Some institutions still resist using PLA under the notion that it does not provide 

any new experience for learning (Stevens et al., 2010). This study of program alumni at 

the University Without Walls at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst reveals that 

the reflective nature of portfolio assessments, in this case, a written reflection, is not only 

educational but also transformational. Alumni stated a change in work, relationships, and 

other aspects of life tied to that reflective assignment. 
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Trowler (1996) seeks to establish an assessment approach that embraces both the 

credit exchange and the developmental (the British equivalent of a portfolio) model as 

opposite poles in a continuum. This holistic approach allows for both the measurement of 

skills and knowledge and for personal reflection and development. 

Though there is no unified approach to using Prior Learning Assessments, some 

guidance offered by organizations such as the American Council on Education (ACE) 

and the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL). These third-party 

organizations provide recommendations, training, and assessment services to member 

institutions. 

The American Council on Education’s College Credit Recommendation Service 

(CREDIT) provides validation of training and workforce education via a system of 

program assessment and the issuing of transcripts.  Official documentation is provided 

for non-military corporate training completed through an ACE approved provider or 

course of study. 

ACE also provides a database of approved workforce training courses in the ACE 

National Guide to College Credit for Workforce Training (ACE, 2017). These courses 

can be cross-referenced with the ACE Credit College and University Network to 

determine which colleges accept specific types of PLA credit (Adult Learners Guide to 

PLA, 2018). 

Nationwide there are two hundred twelve institutions currently accepting the ACE 

Workforce/Corporate programs for credit. Two hundred fifty-one colleges utilize the 

ACE portfolio program for credit (Adult Learners Guide to PLA, 2018). The majority of 
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the institutions on the list are public colleges but both private non-profit and for-profit 

colleges are represented.  

CAEL provides structure to colleges on the development of portfolio programs 

and related portfolio classes. Institutional members have access to LearningCounts, an 

online portfolio assessment service. The PLA Accelerator program is designed to guide 

students through the process of applying for an evaluation of PLA opportunities.  CAEL 

also assists institutions in preparing for accreditation review by providing a set of 

standards for PLA credit (CAEL, 2018). 

Columbia Southern University 

Columbia Southern University (CSU) is a private, for-profit university located in 

Orange Beach, Alabama. The university has been awarding credit for prior learning to 

adult students since its founding. All academic programs are offered fully online. The 

university is accredited by the Distance Education Accrediting Commission. CSU grants 

credit for ACE transcripts, DANTES, CLEP, institutional challenge exams, and specific 

technical and professional training articulations. Columbia Southern University recently 

joined the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL) and began using CAEL 

essays in Fall 2019 for undergraduate students. All students pursuing credit for prior 

learning are required to submit all documents for review at the time of enrollment. 

Students may earn up to 90 hours of credit via direct transfer, including ACE credits and 

challenge exams. Students may also receive up to 30 credits for approved experiential or 

equivalent learning programs, including CAEL portfolios, police officer training, and fire 

academy training. The PLA process is managed by the Office of the Registrar. 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine if PLA credit and PLA method affect 

the six-year graduation rates of adult learners in online degree completion programs at a 

large, for-profit, online university.  Colleges and universities measure graduation rates on 

a six-year scale; a traditional undergraduate degree is thought to take four years of full-

time study; the rate is calculated to allow for 150% of that time to complete the degree 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2018) thus allowing for stop gaps in enrollment 

and part-time students.  The university utilizes ACE transcripts, CAEL portfolios, credit 

for military training, challenge exams, and technical or professional certifications for 

PLA credit in the undergraduate program. 

Statement of the Problem 

While the number of adults enrolled in degree programs has increased in recent 

years, the graduation rate and degree attainment for adult students lags behind that of 

traditional students (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2014). Previous studies 

have focused on the use of Credit for Prior Learning in community colleges and adult 

degree completion programs, but little research has been accomplished in relation to 

adults in online degree programs.  

Research Questions 

This study was guided by the following research questions. 

1. What is the relationship between graduation rates and utilizing credit by Prior 

Learning Assessment (PLA) among adult students in online degree programs? 
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2. What is the relationship between the PLA method (direct transfer, testing, or 

portfolio) and graduation rates among adult students utilizing PLA credit in 

online degree programs? 

Hypotheses 

Research Question 1 

Null Hypothesis:H01: Adult students utilizing credit for prior learning did not graduate at 

a higher rate than students who did not utilize PLA credit.  

Research Hypothesis:H11: Adult students utilizing credit for prior learning graduate at a 

higher rate than students who did not utilize PLA credit. 

Research Question 2 

Null Hypothesis: H02: Adult students utilizing PLA credit through a direct transfer of 

credit method graduate at the same rate as those utilizing the portfolio Credit 

method. 

Research Hypothesis: H12: Adult students utilizing PLA credit through a direct transfer 

of credit method graduate at a different rate as those utilizing the portfolio Credit 

method. 

Significance of the Study 

The catalyst for this study was the need to help adult students attain a degree 

within a reasonable timeframe and lower educational costs.  The current employment 

climate as well as new governmental programs related to both college completion and 

workforce training call for colleges and universities to revisit the idea of just what 

qualifies as learning. As institutions and employers discuss the issues of training and 

upskilling, as well as preparation for new kinds of jobs, there must be a new focus on 
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credit for prior learning.  The use of PLA can make the degree more attractive and 

attainable for adults returning to school while valuing the need for relevant and 

applicable learning. It is imperative that colleges review PLA policies and outcomes to 

determine if it is helpful to students and cost-effective for the institution. 

More studies are needed on PLA in online programs and at various types of 

institutions. This study sought to add to the body of knowledge regarding prior learning 

assessment and degree completion by examining outcomes for online adult students at a 

private, for-profit institution. The intended audience for this study was a group of 

university policymakers and adult educators seeking ways to increase adult degree 

attainment. 

Delimitations and Limitations 

This study was limited to online adult students in a bachelor’s degree program at 

one for-profit university. The university is a large, for-profit institution located in the 

Southeast United States, therefore, the demographics of the sample may not be reflective 

of the total population of adult learners nationwide. The study was limited to students 

who enrolled in a bachelor’s degree program from 2008-2012. It is possible that some 

enrolled students did not intend to complete the degree, but that data is not available. It 

was presumed that the data sets provided by the college were accurate and up to date. The 

study did not address outside factors that may have caused students to withdraw from the 

program prior to graduation. 

Terms of the Study 

Adult Learner: For the purposes of this study, an adult learner is defined as a 

student age 25 or older enrolled in a degree program. 
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Adult Degree Completion Program: An undergraduate program of study designed 

to meet the needs of working adult students. Programs are often acceleration, allow 

substantial transfer credits, and utilize credit for prior learning. 

Challenge Exam or CLEP exam: An exam given to undergraduate students to 

demonstrate competence in a specified content area. 

DANTES: Defense Activity for Non-Traditional Education Support program 

provides challenge exams related to documented military training. 

Direct Credit Recognition: Recognition of prior learning without the use of 

portfolios or exams. This type of recognition often involves a third-party certification or 

an institutional articulation agreement. 

Graduation rate: “Graduation rate is the percentage of a school's first-time, first-

year undergraduate students who complete their program within 150% of the published 

time for the program. For example, for a four-year degree program, entering students who 

complete within six years are counted as graduates” (FAFSA, 2018) . 

Online Degree Program: Undergraduate college degree program offered fully 

online. 

Portfolio Assessment: A PLA method that involves the student assessing and 

evaluating a learning experience on their own (Michelson & Mandell, 2004). The process 

involves personal reflection, critical thinking, and application. Some institutions utilize a 

course for portfolio development while some contract with a third-party reviewer. 

Prior Learning Assessment (PLA): An evaluation of college-level skills and 

knowledge that a student has gained outside of the classroom (American Council on 

Education, 2018). 



11 
 

Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

Introduction 

The current path of the American job market is changing.  It is estimated that by 

the year 2020, 65% of jobs will require a college degree (Richards & Terkanian, 2013).  

Adult students are returning to college to pursue the necessary credentials to attain these 

new jobs (Michelson & Mandell, 2004).  The path to a college degree is different for 

adult students than for traditional undergraduates.   Adult students are typically employed 

part or fulltime and have adult responsibilities.  These adult responsibilities limit access 

to traditional classes, student services, and money for college.  Colleges have sought to 

adapt to adult learners by developing degree completion programs that employ various 

nontraditional delivery methods such as night classes, accelerated formats, and online 

classes.  For adult students, every credit and every dollar count as the quest for an 

education and a better job tend to have specific goals related to time to completion, the 

total cost of the degree, and return on investment (Star-Glass, 2016).   

The use of credit for prior learning can reduce the total number of credit hours 

required for a degree, therefore, reducing both the cost and time to completion (Olson & 

Klein-Collins, 2014).  For these reasons it is imperative that colleges utilize prior learning 

assessment (PLA) options for college credit in adult degree programs as a way to attract, 

enroll and retain adult learners (Besendorfer, 2016).   According to the American Council 

on Education (ACE), a prior learning assessment is an evaluation of college-level skills 

and knowledge that a student has gained outside of the classroom (Adult Learners Guide 
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to PLA, 2018).  ACE documents and evaluates learning experiences to determine if it 

qualifies for college credit. 

Adult learners prefer to determine what they will study and to incorporate real-

world training and experiences into their programs of study (Knowles, Holton, & 

Swansom, 2015).  Some adults struggle to take courses in topics that they have already 

learned at work (Erisman & Steele, 2015) as well as those that might seem irrelevant to 

their professional direction.  The use of credits from Prior Learning Assessment 

addresses both of these issues by allowing for reflection on previous learning activities 

and their relevance to the student’s current path of study (Stevens et al., 2010). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine if PLA credit and PLA method affect 

the six-year graduation rates of adult learners in online degree completion programs at a 

large, for-profit, online university.  Colleges and universities measure graduation rates on 

a six-year scale; a traditional undergraduate degree is thought to take four years of full-

time study; the rate is calculated to allow for 150% of that time to complete the degree 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2018) thus allowing for stop gaps in enrollment 

and part-time students.  The university utilizes ACE transcripts, CAEL portfolios, credit 

for military training, challenge exams, and technical or professional certifications for 

PLA credit in the undergraduate program. 

Statement of the Problem 

While the number of adults enrolled in degree programs has increased in recent 

years, the graduation rate and degree attainment for adult students lags behind that of 

traditional students (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2014). Previous studies 
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have focused on the use of Credit for Prior Learning in community colleges and adult 

degree completion programs, but little research has been accomplished in relation to 

adults in online degree programs.  

Research Questions 

This study was guided by the following research questions. 

1. What is the relationship between graduation rates and utilizing credit by Prior 

Learning Assessment (PLA) among adult students in online degree programs? 

2. What is the relationship between the PLA method (direct transfer, testing, or 

portfolio) and graduation rates among adult students utilizing PLA credit in 

online degree programs? 

Adult College Students 

The change in educational requirements for employment in the new workforce 

has led many adults to return to college for a degree.  This change has created a new 

normal in regard to the demographics of the college classroom (Freed & Mollick, 2010).  

The new norm is moving toward non-traditional students, including both adult students 

and traditional-aged online learners.  There is also a growing number of lower-income 

and minority adult students returning to college (Klein-Collins, 2011).  These adult 

college students differ greatly from their more traditional peers in both their life 

situations and approaches to learning.  As stated by Wlodkowski, (2008) “as adult 

educators, we have a moral and professional obligation to render postsecondary education 

accessible and successful for all adults” (p.  25).  Higher education has increased their 

recruiting of adult students but can they meet their unique needs (Dagavarian, Walters, & 
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Walters, 2011)? In response, some colleges and universities have developed degree 

programs aimed specifically at adult learners.   

In adult higher education it must be noted that learners may be distracted from 

their formal education by more immediate and higher-ranking needs such as family 

obligations, work schedule, financial strain or health issues (Mathew Bergman, Gross, 

Berry, & Shuck, 2014c)—these factors may interrupt ongoing enrollment and even 

currently enrolled coursework. Adult programs must focus on the actual and felt needs of 

learners in order to become relevant and a higher priority.  Many adult students have 

fulltime jobs and families and must attend college at night, on the weekends or online.  

These students are often too concerned about paying the bills or personal/family safety 

needs to see the benefits of education in meeting those needs as well as the lofty goal of 

academic fulfillment (Bergman, Gross, Berry, & Shuck, 2014a; Graduate! Network, 

2019).   

Wlodkowski (2008) considers responsibility to be the “cornerstone of adult 

motivation” (p.  96).  Approached correctly, this feeling of responsibility can be the 

motivator for many adults to complete the credential that could lead to a better life 

(Knowles, Holton, & Swansom, 2015; Knowles, 1988). 

A major issue facing adult education and higher education is the growing 

population of adult undergraduate students (Bergman & Olson, 2019).  If the majority of 

college students are now adult learners (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019), 

then have they become the new norm? What does this mean for education? Will there be 

a shift from traditional college teaching to an andragogical model? How will colleges 

adapt both their program offerings and teaching methodologies to meet this new demand? 
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Will institutions offer credit for workplace or lifelong learning in order to speed up the 

degree process?  

Few institutions offer adult degree programs and many of those simply offer a 

traditional education model in a night school or online setting rather than a true adult 

program.  An adult degree program is designed for working adults, typically over the age 

of 25, who have at least a semester of transfer credit from a previous college experience 

(Bergman, Rose, & Shuck, 2015). Research shows that adult learners are at a higher risk 

of not completing their degree programs (R Klein-Collins, 2010; Wlodkowski, 2008), 

therefore, colleges need the insights of adult educators to design programs to meet the 

needs (schedule, methodologies, outcomes, credit for prior learning, motivation) of adult 

learners if this trend continues (Mathew Bergman, Gross, Berry, & Shuck, 2014b; 

Mathew Bergman et al., 2015).  These insights will lead to the creation of new faculty 

and administrative jobs filled by adult education specialists trained to work with this 

population. 

Adult Learning 

A discussion of adaptations for adult higher education must start with an 

understanding of how and where adults learn.  Adult education is a relatively new field of 

study.  Its roots can be traced to the mid-twentieth century in the research of Lindeman, 

Knowles, and Houle (Knowles, Holton, & Swansom, 2015; Merriam & Bierema, 2014).  

Adult education can be described as multi-disciplinary, transdisciplinary, and 

interdisciplinary due to its interactions with other fields of study.  It is unique in that it 

incorporates professionals and researchers from disciplines such as business, talent 

development, higher education, and the helping professions.  Adult learning takes place 



16 
 

in a variety of settings from ESL classes at a library to professional development at a 

corporation to gardening classes at a community center to adult degree programs 

(Merriam & Bierema, 2014).  This interdisciplinary approach lends itself to the study of 

credit for prior learning as an integration of various disciplines into a course of study. 

Defining adult education has some challenges.  The first challenge is defining an 

adult (Merriam, 2007).  Age and criteria for adulthood vary greatly in different cultures 

(Wlodkowski, 2008) and can be based on social standing such as the difference between 

a 19-year-old with a job and a home versus a 19-year-old living in a college dorm.  While 

the first student fits the age demographic of a traditional college student, the life situation 

and motivation may demand a non-traditional approach to a college education that 

employs a flexible schedule and a career-focused curriculum.   

The second challenge is to determine what constitutes education—is it strictly 

formal classroom studies or is it broader than that? It seems that many American 

educators approach adulthood from a developmental or age-based perspective and the 

term education implies a more formalized or intentional approach to learning.  In the case 

of adult degree programs, students are typically considered adults, for purposes of 

enrollment, when they reach the age of 23 to 25 (Ludden, 1996; Klein-Collins, 2010).   

This age-based categorization may become blurry when life situation is factored in and 

often does not apply to online programs.  Many adult programs are considered degree 

completion programs and require previous college credit and work experience (Bergman, 

2019).   
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Andragogy 

Adult students approach a college education differently than traditional students 

because adults learn differently than children (Knowles, 1988; Tough & Knowles, 1985).  

Adult educators must understand how adults learn and design their courses accordingly.  

Andragogy is the art and science of helping adults learn (Knowles, 1988) as opposed to 

pedagogy which refers to teaching children.  Malcolm Knowles is often referred to as the 

“Father of Andragogy”; his research into adult learning theory eventually led to the 

formal development of andragogy as a separate theory of education (Knowles, Holton, & 

Swansom, 2015).  Knowles based his theory upon a set of assumptions related to adult 

learning motivation.  This theory was not a methodology for how to teach adults but 

rather a set of principles that drive adults to learn that can be utilized in most learning 

environments. 

Based on the key concept that adult learners are self-directed learners, Knowles 

developed six Core Adult Learning Principles. 

1. The Learner’s Need to Know 

2. Self-Concept of the Learner 

3. Prior Experience of the Learner 

4. Readiness to Learn 

5. Orientation to Learning 

6. Motivation to Learn (Knowles, Holton, & Swansom, 2015). 

While childhood education (pedagogy) is focused on completing the study of a 

subject within a set scope and sequence, andragogy is problem-focused in that adults are 

driven by a need or desire for knowledge or change (Knowles M. S., 1988).  Adults 
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pursue learning for a specific reason or motivation (Houle, 1961; Wlodkowski, 2008).  

For adult college students this often means a desire for learning that applies to their 

career goals.  While Lindeman (1926) states that adult education is more than just 

vocation, many adults do seek coursework that applies to their work directly or leads to a 

better employment situation rather than the general courses that many programs require.  

When adult learners find personal or professional relevance and application in their 

coursework they perform better and receive higher grades and are motivated to continue 

learning (Wlodkowski, 2008; Wlodkowski, Mauldin, & Gahn, 2001). 

One limitation of pedagogy in adult education is that it treats adult students like 

children by controlling the process of education and by limiting learner independence (M. 

S. Knowles, 1988).  This exercise of choice in self-directed learning takes many forms: 

choice of projects, choice of courses, and choice of learning methodologies (Knowles, 

Holton, & Swansom, 2015).   Self-directed or self-motivated learning is the process of 

guiding students to control the selection of goals, outcomes, and learning activities in 

their educational experience (Wlodkowski, 2008; Yount, 1996).   

The integrated concept of self-motivation is an important element in planning for 

independent studies and e-learning programs that remove the physical presence of an 

instructor.  Lindeman (1926) states that the role of the adult educator is different from the 

traditional teacher in that he is “no longer the oracle who speaks from the platform of 

authority, but rather the guide, the pointer-out who also participates in learning” (p.  6). 

Motivation to Learn 

Why do adults enroll in learning programs and classes? The current labor market 

promotes the idea that adults return to school only to obtain the necessary credentials for  
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a better job but that does not present the whole story.  In the 1950s, Cyrus Houle (1961) 

conducted research at the University of Chicago into the reasons that adults engage in 

continuing education.  Building on Lindeman’s (1926) theory that adult education is 

holistic and rooted in specific life situations, Houle’s research identified three categories 

of adult learners based on motivation: Goal-Oriented, Activity-Oriented, and Learning-

Oriented (Houle, 1961).    

1. Goal-Oriented Learners.  These learners engage in learning to accomplish 

a specific goal or meet a specific life/work need.  Learning activities are 

typically sporadic arising only with need.  Adults actively seeking a 

college degree or a professional certification for employment purposes 

would fit into this category. 

2. Activity-Oriented Learners.  These adults engage in learning for the social 

context or activity of learning.  There is not always a specific goal or 

outcome in mind beyond the social interactions of the activity itself.  

Examples include community center programs, gardening classes, and 

travel clubs. 

3. Learning Oriented Learners.  These learners tend to learn for the sake of 

learning.  There is often a consistent pursuit of learning via various 

methods, activities, classes, and reading (Houle, 1961).  Adults in this 

category might pursue formal learning programs for the sake of learning 

more or for a sense of personal fulfillment. 

Adult college students would likely be classified as Goal-Oriented Learners, but 

many continue their formal education simply out of a desire to continue learning 
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(Learning Oriented).  Houle proposed a fundamental system of educational design for 

adult learners.  The assumptions of Houle’s design include contextual learning, human 

experience, education as a practical art, cooperative education and that education is a 

complex system made of various interacting events and elements (Knowles, Holton, & 

Swansom, 2015). Houle’s model fits well within the current practice of adult degree 

completion and prior learning assessment programs. 

Building on the work of Houle, Tough (1979) focused on self-initiated learning in 

adulthood, specifically learning projects.  Tough presents the teacher as a helper who 

spends time with the learner and shows care, support, and friendship (Tough, 1979). 

Tough’s research has specific modern applications in the field of eLearning—both 

formal and informal approaches (Moore, 1986).  Many online courses function like 

independent studies and rely on learner self-motivation.  The teacher then takes on the 

role of encourager rather than instructor and often focuses more on providing feedback 

rather than giving information or instruction. This self-directed approach to learning is 

evident in the rise of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCS) and organizations such as 

StraighterLine, Unbound, and Coursera (Coursera, 2020; Pearson, 2020; Sandeen, 2013; 

StraighterLine, 2020). These programs allow students to enroll and complete the course 

at their own pace and then apply for college credit at participating institutions. 

Adults are driven to learn by an intrinsic desire to continuously improve 

themselves and their life—to find personal meaning and to give meaning to their life 

situations (Houle, 1961; Wlodkowski, 2008).  Adult educators serve as motivators and 

encouragers of this natural desire whether its focus is on personal growth, 

accomplishment, or attaining better employment. 
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Formal/Nonformal/Informal Education 

Where do adults learn? Adult education is not limited to formal coursework but 

takes place throughout all aspects of life (Knowles, 1973; Merriam & Bierema, 2014; 

Michelson & Mandell, 2004).  Learning is holistic and incorporates the various roles, 

situations, and experiences of life (Dewey, 1986; Lindeman, 1926).  While formal 

learning is related to educational institutions and schools that offer degrees or 

certifications, non-formal learning is done at organizations that teach but are not 

considered schools (Merriam & Bierema, 2014).  These learning activities may be 

organized but they do not lead to a specific credential.  Examples of providers include 

churches, community organizations, libraries, and some professional training programs. 

By contrast, informal learning is learning that is done during the day-to-day 

activities of life.  Most informal learning is experiential in that it is learned in the process 

of participating in an activity or interacting with a person or group.  These experiences 

are valuable to learning in that they often frame or inform adult learners as they 

participate in more organized learning (Dewey, 1986; Knowles, Holton, & Swansom, 

2015; Lindeman, 1926). 

Role of Experience 

A major component of adult learning is the role of the learner’s prior experience 

in life, work, and learning environments (Knowles, Holton, & Swansom, 2015; Kolb, 

1983; Merriam & Bierema, 2014).  John Dewey (1986) addressed the priority of prior 

experience in adult learning.  Dewey posited that in order for education to effect change 

in society and create meaning to the individual learner, it must give priority to the 

learner’s experience (Dewey, 1986).  It is this prior experience combined with the 
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learner’s current situation that makes sense and gives application to learning.  Evaluating 

adult learner experiences for academic credit allows students to connect past learning, 

including nonformal and informal, to the material being covered in the classroom thus 

creating a truly holistic and relevant approach to learning (B. Klein-Collins & Hain, 

2009; Rebecca Klein-Collins et al., 2018; Michelson & Mandell, 2004). 

David Kolb’s Model of Experiential Education (1984) is considered to be 

foundational in the field of experiential education.   The theory is rooted in the idea that 

students learn more through personal discovery and experience than traditional methods. 

Kolb breaks the process of experiential learning down into four stages: 

1. Concrete Experience—participating in the activity  

2. Reflective Observation—thinking about, reviewing or analyzing one’s 

performance in the activity, specifically personal success and failure; often 

includes seeking input from observers, teacher or other participants 

3. Abstract Conceptualization—seeking to understand the experience, may 

utilize prior knowledge or theory to make connections 

4. Active Experimentation—consideration of how this experience can be 

utilized in the future—within the learner’s personal context (A. Y. Kolb & 

D. A. Kolb, 2017; D. A. Kolb, 1984). 

Kolb’s theory aligns well with the common methods of adult education.  This 

approach allows learners to experience the material first-hand rather than simply reading 

about it or listening to the experiences of others.  Potential uses include apprenticeships, 

projects (rather than papers), co-op programs, and career/technical educational settings. 
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Kolb (1984) stated that “as the population, in general, grows older and the 

frequency of adult career change continues to increase, the 'action' in higher education 

will be centered around adult learners who demand that the relevance and application of 

ideas be demonstrated and tested against their own accumulated experience and wisdom" 

(p.  6). 

Workforce Learning 

Workforce Development, or workforce learning, can be defined as the “wide 

range of education, training and professional development activities carried out in the 

workplace (Short & Harris, 2017).  These programs seek to train or upskill employees for 

new roles, or to improve performance in the workplace. 

“Workforce development initiatives aim to deliver targeted education, training, 

and employment support services that allow people to improve their opportunities 

for employment.  These initiatives assist governments, universities, and training 

institutions to understand and anticipate the changing demand for skills.  

Workforce learning programs build tools and systems that bring together job 

seekers and employers” (What is Workforce Development, 2017). 

The rapid rate of technological advancement and cultural change has created a 

growing need for an educated workforce (Matt Bergman & Herd, 2017).   More career 

paths now require a college degree than in the past (A Skilled and Educated Workforce: 

2015 Update, 2015; Mathew Bergman et al., 2015).   This is partially related to the need 

to work with technology and a renewed focus on STEM careers but there is also a new 

focus on soft skills in the workforce.   Many adults in the workforce have neither the 

skills nor the credentials to get hired for these positions.  The workforce development 
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side of adult education must answer the question of how to educate or “up-skill” the 

current adult workforce.   

Some corporations such as McDonald's and Marriott sought to accomplish this by 

starting their own corporate universities to train employees according to the company’s 

philosophy and to create pathways for promotion (Waks, 2004). Human resource 

professionals and corporate trainers must be able to create on-going professional 

development programs that allow workers to keep up with current trends as well as have 

opportunities for advancement. Because some organizations recognize digital badges and 

workforce certificates but many still look for the traditional college degree, it is important 

to leverage corporate training in such a way as to make advancement through degree 

attainment a reality and also map specific employment competencies learned in the 

classroom (Rebecca Klein-Collins & Wertheim, 2013).  

These workplace learning programs could be designed in a way to qualify for 

academic credit by following PLA guidelines (Rebecca Klein-Collins & Wertheim, 

2013). College credit could be routed through ACE Workforce programs or specific 

articulation agreements with a college or university.  These programs could be regulated 

or accredited through various organizations to provide legitimacy for both employment 

and academic credit. In order to streamline this process, there is a need to create a system 

of universally recognized training credentials (Klein-Collins & Wertheim, 2013).   

Adult degree programs can serve as the umbrellas under which universities and 

employers work together to create pathways for workforce training and educational 

attainment. Colleges and universities must work together with industry to prepare the 

current workforce for the jobs of the future.  To do this, colleges must continue exploring 
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new methods for teaching, course delivery formats, and credit options that meet the needs 

of adult students (Mathew Bergman et al., 2014a).  It is common to find workforce 

development tied to community and technical colleges.   The Alabama Community 

College System recently launched a program to create stronger ties with new and existing 

industries (especially advanced manufacturing) in the state  (A. Smith, 2017).   This 

partnership is designed to keep educational institutions relevant in training students for 

jobs that actually exist.  Partnering industries can communicate trends in training as well 

as expected hiring needs.    

Online Learning 

Though not always seen as specifically adult-oriented, much of online education 

is focused on adult learners as the majority of online students are working adults (Hobson 

& Puruhito, 2018; National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019).  Thirty-two percent 

of all undergraduate students were enrolled in some distance education course, while 

13% were enrolled exclusively online (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019).  

These adults choose to enroll in online programs that offer the greatest schedule 

flexibility as they seek to balance work, school, and family responsibilities.  A report by 

Inside Higher Education revealed that adult learners tend to prefer degree programs 

where most or all of the instruction is offered fully online (Garrett, 2018).  The report 

also revealed that students at online institutions are less likely to graduate within the 

typical eight-year period; this outcome may be more related to the situation of adult 

learners than the mode of education’s effectiveness. 

Effective online education will call for the integration of adult teaching methods if 

it is to be effective.  There is also a need for technology training—both for professors and 



26 
 

adult students.  Some institutions offer credit for prior learning via an online modality; 

these courses often involve producing a portfolio of past learning experiences such as 

those employed by CAEL’s LearningCounts program (Klein-Collins & Hudson, 2017). 

Prior Learning Assessments 

History 

The formal acceptance of PLA credit at universities started after WWI when 

soldiers returning from the war needed to quickly obtain a college education in order to 

enter the workforce (M. Lakin, Seymour, Nellum, & Crandall, 2015).  Changes in 

America’s industries and employment requirements, as well as societal expectations, led 

to an increase in post-secondary enrollment.  Similarly, the growth of women and 

minorities entering the workforce in the 1960s and 1970s created another need for 

increased educational credentials for workers.  In order to speed the process of degree 

attainment for these students, many institutions chose to embrace PLA as a viable 

academic option for adult learners (Travers, 2012).  PLA credit sped up the time to 

degree attainment, decreased the cost of attendance, and connected the student’s 

workplace and classroom learning.  Given recent changes to America’s workplace and 

economic stability, the need for affordable, flexible, and timely degree attainment 

continues to be an important issue (M. Lakin et al., 2015). 

Purpose and Methods 

According to the American Council on Education (ACE), a prior learning 

assessment is an evaluation of college-level skills and knowledge that a student has 

gained outside of the classroom (Adult Learners Guide to PLA, 2018).  The Council for 

Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL) defines PLA as “the process by which an 

individual’s learning is assessed and evaluated for purposes of granting college credit, 
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certification, or advanced standing toward further education or training” (Merrill, 2015, 

p. 470).   

A wide variety of topics and activities fall under the heading of PLA including 

military training, workforce education, religious education, and community education.  

Some programs offer direct credit while others use a written portfolio or class structure 

(Merrill, 2015).  Prior learning experiences should be documented and evaluated to 

determine if they qualify for college credit (Travers & Evans, 2011).  Organizations like 

the American Council on Education and The Council for Adult and Experiential Learning 

are working to promote recognition, academic or otherwise, for adults who participate in 

formal workforce training.  ACE provides transcript services to students that are 

recognized by several institutions while CAEL provides member institutions with access 

to a portfolio evaluation program. 

Prior Learning Assessments are used to validate the creditworthiness of learning 

in non-academic settings.  While there are a variety of PLA methods available (Harris & 

Wihak, 2018), common examples are CLEP, DANTES, AP, ACE transcripts, and 

portfolios.  Many colleges use CLEP testing and Advanced Placement (AP) exams for 

recent high school graduates but need to make these more readily available for adult 

students (Hayward & Williams, 2015).  For adult learners, the discussion focuses on the 

use of DANTES for military students and veterans, portfolio credits, and workforce 

training credits; workforce training is often absorbed into a college’s portfolio program.  

Unfortunately, some institutions offer CLEP and AP programs but neglect PLA options 

that would focus specifically on adult learners. 
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Research demonstrates that PLA credits are typically organized into four 

categories: standardized challenge exams, institutional-specific evaluations, 

experiential/portfolio assessments, and externally evaluated programs (M. Lakin et al., 

2015).  Institutions vary in their acceptance and use of the four methods with 

standardized challenge exams being the most used type of PLA. 

Standardized exams are challenge tests within a specific area of proficiency.  

Examples of these exams include the College Level Examination Program (CLEP), 

DANTES Subject Standard Test (DSST), Advanced Placement (AP) and the 

International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Program. 

Institutional-specific evaluations are challenge tests designed and managed by the 

institution.  Faculty or other subject matter experts (SME) create and grade these exams. 

Experiential/portfolio assessments are often the subject of scrutiny due to the 

often-non-academic nature of the learning experience.  Students use written essays, 

portfolios, etc.  to demonstrate college-level learning.  Some institutions utilize programs 

such as CAEL’s LearningCounts portfolio program to administer and evaluate portfolio 

assessments. 

Externally evaluated programs are typically third-party providers that evaluate 

and validate learning activities then provide documentation to the university.  Examples 

are the ACE College Credit Recommendation Service and the National College Credit 

Recommendation Service (NCCRS).  Students look up completed training programs in 

the registry and apply for credit with an ACE or NCCRS transcript that serves as 

validation. 
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Institutional and Assessment of PLA 

One of the biggest challenges for colleges is assessing the creditworthiness of 

prior learning experiences.  Institutions using Prior Learning Assessments must consider 

accreditation standards, appropriate demonstrations of mastery, and a level of rigor that is 

comparable to similar college coursework (Bodies, 2014).  The question of academic 

quality assurance is foundational to the study of PLA credit and its acceptance or 

rejection by many institutions.  There is a need for consistency among colleges and 

universities—especially those within the same system of governance.  Stenlund (2010) 

purported that prior learning assessment must focus on the demonstrable aspects of 

learning rather than the experience in which the learning was obtained.  This theoretical 

study sought to evaluate the quality of the PLA assessment procedures.  The overarching 

question addressed in this article was whether informal learning is different from formal 

learning.  This question of academic quality assurance is foundational to the study of 

PLA credit and its acceptance or rejection by many institutions.  There is a need for 

consistency among colleges and universities—especially those within the same system of 

governance. 

Some institutions still resist using PLA under the notion that it does not provide 

any new experience for learning (Stevens et al., 2010).  This study of program alumni at 

the University Without Walls at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst reveals that 

the reflective nature of portfolio assessments, in this case, a written reflection, is not only 

educational but also transformational.  Alumni stated a change in work, relationships, and 

other aspects of life tied to that reflective assignment. 
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Trowler (2006) sought to establish an assessment approach that embraces both the 

credit exchange and the developmental (the British equivalent of a portfolio) model as 

opposite poles in a continuum.  This holistic approach allows for both the measurement 

of skills and knowledge and for personal reflection and development. 

Though there is no unified approach to using Prior Learning Assessments, some 

guidance is offered by organizations such as the American Council on Education (ACE) 

and the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL).  These third-party 

organizations provide recommendations, training, and assessment services to member 

institutions. 

The American Council on Education’s College Credit Recommendation Service 

(CREDIT) provides validation of training and workforce education via a system of 

program assessment and the issuing of transcripts.  Official documentation is provided 

for non-military corporate training completed through an ACE approved provider or 

course of study. 

ACE also provides a database of approved workforce training courses in the ACE 

National Guide to College Credit for Workforce Training (The ACE National Guide to 

College Credit for Workforce Training, 2019).  These courses can be cross-referenced 

with the ACE Credit College and University Network to determine which colleges accept 

specific types of PLA credit (ACE CREDIT COLLEGE & UNIVERSITY 

PARTNERSHIPS, 2019). 

Nationwide there are 212 institutions currently accepting the ACE 

Workforce/Corporate programs for credit (The ACE National Guide to College Credit for 
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Workforce Training, 2019).  Most of the institutions on the list are public universities but 

both private non-profit and for-profit colleges are represented.   

Measuring the effectiveness, benefits, and quality of credit for prior learning 

(PLA) is a concern for many academic administrators and faculty members as it differs 

from how college credit is traditionally earned (M. Lakin et al., 2015).  A report compiled 

by the American Council on Education explores the institutional policies, practices, and 

infrastructure related to Prior Learning Assessment at seven diverse colleges, community 

colleges, and universities (M. B. Lakin, 2011).  Researchers conducted 37 phone 

interviews with campus leaders at the seven participating institutions explored 

administrative policies, student support, and methods for faculty engagement in the PLA 

process.  The study reveals that colleges and universities with clearly written policies, 

effective methods of data collection, and the support of campus leaders have benefited 

from increased student outreach and faculty support (M. B. Lakin, 2011).   

CAEL provides structure to member colleges on the development of portfolio 

programs and related portfolio classes.  CAEL’s 10 Standards of Good Practice, first 

published in 1989 (Whitaker, 1989), are now in their third edition and give guidance 

regarding PLA credit and assessing adult learning (Younger & Marienau, 2017).  The 

third edition includes steps and guidelines for implementing a PLA program and 

developing administrative policies. 

CAEL’s 10 Standards of Good Practice 

1. Credit or competencies are awarded only for evidence of learning, not for 

experience or time spent. 

2. Assessment is integral to learning because it leads to and enables future learning. 
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3. Assessment is based on criteria for outcomes that are clearly articulated and 

shared among constituencies. 

4. The determination of credit awards and competence levels are made by 

appropriate subject matter and credentialing experts. 

5. Assessment advances the broader purpose of equity and access for diverse 

individuals and groups. 

6. Institutions proactively provide guidance and support for learners’ full 

engagement in the assessment process. 

7. Assessment policies and procedures are the result of inclusive deliberation and are 

shared with all constituencies. 

8. Fees charged for assessment are based on the services performed in the process 

rather than the credit awarded. 

9. All practitioners involved in the assessment process pursue and receive adequate 

training and continuing professional development for the functions they perform. 

10. Assessment programs are regularly monitored, evaluated, and revised to respond 

to institutional and learner needs (Younger & Marienau, 2017). 

CAEL institutional members have access to LearningCounts, an online portfolio 

assessment service.  The PLA Accelerator program is designed to guide students through 

the process of applying for and evaluation of PLA opportunities.  CAEL also assists 

institutions in preparing for accreditation review by providing a set of standards for PLA 

credit (CAEL, 2018).   

Walker (1995) sought to establish a correlation between PLA quality and 

membership in CAEL for SACS accredited institutions in Texas.  Walker developed a 
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survey based on CAEL’s 10 Standards for Quality Assurance in Assessing Learning for 

Credit (Whitaker, 1989).  Walker’s instrument was based on the Council for Adult and 

Experiential Learning’s (CAEL) 10 Standards of Good Practice (Whitaker, 1989).  The 

instrument utilized a Likert-type scale to address each of the ten standards.  These 

standards have been revised (Younger & Marienau, 2017) since their original publication 

but the survey is still relevant for evaluating PLA program quality.  Potential limitations 

for this type of research include the assumption that the responder was a credible 

representative of the participating institution and the potential for bias in completing the 

survey. 

Participating institutions showed a consistent concern for following administrative 

procedures regardless of CAEL membership.  Walker (1995) found that CAEL member 

universities were more likely to observe the stated academic standards.  The 

accountability fostered through membership in CAEL created adherence to accepted 

standards such as awarding credit only for demonstrated learning rather than simply 

experience.  One area of concern was the lack of faculty and PLA reviewer training in 

both groups; “if prior learning assessment programs are to increase and become more 

widely accepted, it is imperative that the practitioners be well trained and have a 

thorough understanding of the process” (p.  89).  CAEL now provides training and 

certification as a PLA reviewer. 

Freed (Freed & Mollick, 2010) built upon Walker’s (1995) foundation and sought 

to identify and profile the existing PLA processes associated with nontraditional 

baccalaureate degree programs.  The study also identified whether quality standards were 

being met for each PLA process based upon the frequency of application of Whitaker’s 



34 
 

10 Standards for Quality Assurance in Assessing Learning for Credit (Whitaker, 1989).  

This study was primarily descriptive in nature and utilized a within-stage mixed-model 

design.  The research participants in this study responded to Walker’s (1995) survey 

regarding the various methods of PLA utilized at their respective institutions of higher 

education and the quality of their PLA processes.  Participant institutions were state-

supported institutions of higher education in Texas offering nontraditional baccalaureate 

degree programs.  The combined information obtained by this survey provided 

descriptions of the types of PLA processes that exist in those institutions offering 

nontraditional baccalaureate degree programs and to identify policy commonalities 

among the institutions.  The data were analyzed to determine whether the PLA program 

quality existed based on CAEL’s 10 standards for PLA credit (Fiddler, Marienau, & 

Whitaker, 2006). 

Student Outcomes 

In 2009, then-President Barak Obama challenged higher education to increase 

degree attainment among Americans in order to maintain positive economic and 

employment growth.  The goal of this challenge was to produce 8.2 million new 

graduates by 2025—to reach this goal many of those graduates must be working adults 

who are currently without a college credential.  President Donald Trump built on this 

with a new focus on job-readiness and alternate credentials in order to link higher 

learning with employment outcomes.  Organizations like the Lumina Foundation 

(Lumina Foundation, n.d.) and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (Bill and Melinda 

Gates Foundation, n.d.) have become champions for educational access, equity, and 

attainment. Research (Bergman, 2019; Hayward & Williams, 2015; Pearson, 2000) 
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demonstrates that PLA is a valuable tool in assisting adult students in completing a 

college degree. 

Institutions offering PLA credit must do so with the intent of improving student 

outcomes. Dagavarian, Walters, and Walters (2011) identified four recommended student 

outcomes of a PLA program. 

1. To provide students with an opportunity to gain insight into how college 

works and how their past learning will assist them 

2. To assist adult learners in setting educational goals 

3. To promote self-discovery and a sense of self 

4. To provide evidence of college-level learning. 

Research (Bergman et al., 2014a; Brigham & Klein-Collins, 2011; Hayward & 

Williams, 2015; Pearson, 2000) demonstrates that adult learners who participate in 

various PLA programs have higher rates of retention and graduation.  The outcomes of 

the research are of interest to this current project in that it sets a foundation for the 

benefits of PLA for the individual student (degree completion) and for the institution 

(mission fulfillment and increased rates of graduation and retention).  These potential 

benefits must be identified for future research to have purpose, i.e.  is there a need for 

institutions to offer PLA credit? 

Graduation rate data is collected and reported by the National Center for 

Educational Statistics (NCES).  These rates are controlled by the Student Right-to-Know 

and Campus Security Act (Pub.  L.  No.  101-542) and are calculated at 150% of the time 

to complete a specified program.  Students pursuing a bachelor’s degree are allowed six 

years to complete the program (“NCES Fast Facts,” 2018).  According to the NCES, 60 
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percent of students who began enrolling in a bachelor’s degree program at a 4-year 

institution in fall 2011 completed that degree within the six-year timeframe (National 

Center for Educational Statistics, 2019).   The graduation rate for private for-profit 

institutions with open enrollment policies, such as the subject of the current study, from 

2016 to 2017 was 48% (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019). The 

accumulation of more credits in less time increases the likelihood of degree completion 

(Pearson, 2019). 

Prior learning experiences are thought to impact learners affectively and 

behaviorally too.  Recognition of prior work and learning appears to increase a sense of 

accomplishment and motivation toward goal completion in adult students.  In a mixed-

methods study in Portugal, students utilizing credit for prior learning in adult basic 

education programs cited improvement in social and personal development as they 

achieve life goals (Miguel et al., 2016).  While this study did focus on adult secondary 

educational achievement, the fact remains that PLA credit lessened the time to complete 

the credential and allowed students to achieve their goal of better employment.  Some 

participants stated that they felt more confident and socially valued simply by being 

better educated (Miguel et al., 2016).   This personal dimension lends credence to the 

importance of valuing life experiences and service-learning in adult degree programs. 

Travers and Evans (2011) found that students participating in PLA programs 

demonstrated a higher level of “self-awareness and self-regulation; problem-solving, 

study, and reflection skills; use of tacit knowledge; and a better understanding of the role 

of faculty and mentors” (p. 45). 

Similarly, Belzer (2007) theorized that adult learners are directly affected by their 
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prior educational experience, good or bad, in how they perceive new learning 

environments.  The study suggests that adult students need to adapt to new environments 

and overcome past negative (as well as positive) school experiences to succeed.  This 

could be particularly important in working with adult students with learning or mental 

disabilities as well as those from low support backgrounds (Belzer, 2004).   The use of 

PLA for workforce training can also benefit students with learning differences by 

including hands-on learning versus traditional book study.   

Rivera and Heinrich (Rivera & Heinrich, 2016) demonstrated the importance of 

co-curricular learning, especially the benefits of reflection on the experience as a teaching 

tool.  In this study, the researchers sought to assess emotional and affective learning using 

reflection methods typically employed in Prior Learning Assessment.  Participants 

utilized digital technology including video reflections, blogs, and images to demonstrate 

personal reflection and meaning related to outside of class learning activities including 

study abroad, community engagement, and service-learning (Rivera & Heinrich, 2016). 

The research shows that the use of credit for prior learning has positive results on 

persistence and graduation rates for students in various settings.  There is still a need for 

research regarding adult students in specific programs and settings including online 

programs.   

PLA and Graduation 

According to the Graduate! Network (Graduate! Network, 2018) there are over 36 

million adults in the United States who attended college but did not complete a degree. A 

few studies directly addressed the issues of PLA and graduation rates, persistence, or 

degree attainment (Hayward & Williams, 2015; Klein-Collins, 2010; Klein-Collins et al., 
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2018a; Pearson, 2000; Rust, & Ikard, 2016). These studies examined a variety of 

institutional types and student demographics that are useful for comparison. Given that 

adult students have lower graduation rates than traditional-aged college students, it is 

important to address solutions for the barriers to graduation, such as time to degree, work 

schedules, cost of attendance and cost of living during school (Bergman, Gross, Berry, & 

Shuck, 2014b; B. Smith, 2019; Wlodkowski, 2008). 

College graduation rates are calculated on first-time, full-time undergraduate 

students who graduate from the institution at which they first started their education 

(National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019).  These rates allow for 150% of the 

expected time to completion, thus the graduation rate for a four-year degree would be 

calculated based on six years.   

“About 60 percent of students who began seeking a bachelor’s degree at a 4-year 

institution in fall 2011 completed that degree at the same institution within 6 

years; the 6-year graduation rate was higher for females than for males (63 vs.  57 

percent)” (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019, p. 13). 

While these measurements are helpful, they focus primarily on more traditional 

students. These reports are useful but do not allow for the unique situations of adult 

learners who have often transferred schools or attend part-time.   

In response, the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) has 

recently begun to address the outcomes of nontraditional students. The following 

information sheds light on the current situation. 

“At private for-profit institutions, completion rates ranged from 13 percent for 

first-time, part-time students to 41 percent for non-first-time, full-time students.  
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The percentage of students who remained enrolled at their initial institutions 8 

years after entry was 2 percent or less.  Transfer rates 8 years after entry at private 

for-profit 4-year institutions were higher among part-time students (20 percent for 

first-time students and 27 percent for non-first-time students) than among full-

time students (6 percent for first-time students and 12 percent for non-first-time 

students)” (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019, p. 13). 

Pearson (2000) addressed the issue of persistence in adult college students 

indicating that adult students have a higher drop-out rate than traditional students while at 

the same time earning higher grades.   

“Despite the advantages of degree completion and the growth of programs 

intended to help adult students gain their degree, adult students find it difficult to 

persist to graduation.  They face a series of barriers arising from: their situation at 

work and home, their level of confidence and goal commitment, their interaction 

with the college or university, and their level of academic preparation and 

(occasionally) capacity” (p.  4).   

Pearson’s study is considered foundational in PLA research. The study utilized 

Cross’s (1981) three types of barriers to learning: dispositional, institutional, and 

situational.  This typology (with the addition of academic performance) was used to 

organize the research on persistence factors in the literature review.  Pearson identified 

factors within each element of this rubric as having an impact on persistence.  Prior 

Learning Assessment is presented as one mode of intervention that can increase adult 

student persistence.   
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This quantitative study analyzed the association of the use of the PLA portfolio 

method with the persistence and completion rate of adult degree-seeking students who 

were studying part-time at Simpson College, a Midwestern liberal arts college.  Pearson 

tested the variables of age, gender, high school performance, number of prior college 

credits, and Simpson grade point average.   

The study found that the use of prior college credits was a key factor in adult 

student persistence and that PLA credit enhanced the persistence rates of adult students, 

particularly those with few prior academic credits.  The study compared adult students 

who completed the PLA process to those who did not and considers various factors 

including age, gender, number of credits, and prior performance in high school.  Pearson 

states that “students who complete the portfolio form of PLA persist at higher levels than 

do students who are eligible and do not complete the portfolio (p.  4).”   

The Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (Klein-Collins, 2010) reported 

that adult students who receive some type of PLA credit have a graduation rate two and a 

half times greater than adult students who do not receive PLA credit.  This 48-institution 

study reviewed the academic records and outcomes of 62,475 adult students and found 

that students utilizing PLA credit had better academic outcomes and graduation rates than 

their peers.  The study tested for gender, age, academic ability, race, and type of 

institution. Students earning PLA credits had a 43% graduation rate as compared to 15% 

for students not earning PLA credits. Not only did the PLA students have a higher rate of 

graduation but they graduated in less time than students not utilizing PLA credits (Klein-

Collins, 2010).  These additional credits may serve as a motivator for some students by 

giving the feeling of a running start, displaying obvious progress, and providing a short-
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game win. It is also notable that the PLA students in this study were also more likely 

(75%) than non-PLA students (44%) to have additional non-PLA transfer credits. 

Students with academic transfer credits were more likely to earn PLA credits (43%) than 

those without transfer credits (11%). 

The use of PLA credit also benefits low-income and minority students (Klein-

Collins, 2010; Klein-Collins & Olson, 2014).  Kuang and McKay (2015) found that the 

use of PLA credit benefits students from every racial group.   Lower-income students 

benefit from paying less total tuition and accruing less educational debt.  Title IV funding 

does not always benefit the working poor adult student therefore a shorter time to degree 

and less time taken off work for classes benefits the student’s living condition during 

school. 

Starr-Glass (2016) shows this trend to be consistent.  Starr-Glass argues that PLA 

enhances the college experience by connecting the various forms of learning that adults 

compile.  Adults who participate in PLA programs have higher graduation rates than 

those who do not, in part due to increased feelings of connection to the institution.  The 

increase in graduation rates and decreased time-to-degree created an increase in retention 

rates and a decrease in non-graduate student loan debt (potentially defaults) which benefit 

the institution as well as the student (Star-Glass, 2016). 

The  Rutgers Education and Employment Research Center (McKay, Cohn, & 

Kuang, 2016) conducted a study of PLA and student outcomes in the Colorado 

Community College System (CCCS).  The population included 299,377 students of all 

ages enrolled in a CCCS degree program between 2007 and 2010. The study revealed 

that PLA students did graduate at a higher rate (40%) than non-PLA students (13%).  The 
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PLA students also had a decreased time to degree than non-PLA students regarding an 

associate’s degree but no difference was found in regard to certificate programs. Of 

interest is that this study controlled for academic capability to determine if the increased 

graduation rate was more related to student motivation, preparation, or ability than actual 

PLA use.  The researchers tested for academic goals, remedial coursework, and GPA; the 

study revealed that PLA student outcomes were stronger in each category.  The study 

found that “PLA earners had higher graduation rates than their non-PLA-earning 

counterparts regardless of their overall academic aptitude” (p. iii).  This study revealed 

“strong associations between PLA and graduation rates, persistence, and time to degree 

persist regardless of students’ sociodemographic characteristics and life experiences” (p. 

70). 

Jackson (Jackson, 2016) compared persistence, completion, and time to degree 

outcomes for community college students utilizing PLA against those who did not. This 

one-institution study focused on first-time, full-time students of all ages enrolling in a 

degree program between 2011 and 2014.  Jackson used a mixed-methods approach to 

obtain both quantitative data regarding outcomes and qualitative data regarding student 

experience.  The study revealed that students completing PLA credit were more likely to 

complete their program of study and earn a credential than students without PLA credits.  

PLA students had a 29.53% completion rate compared to 10.6% for non-PLA students. 

The results were consistent when testing for race and gender. Students earning PLA 

credits were reported to have completed their degree programs in less time than their non-

PLA counterparts.  
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Jackson also found that students earning PLA credits typically had higher GPAs 

but there was no significant impact on student persistence.  Interviews conducted with 27 

students revealed that the learning experiences that led to PLA credit were felt to have 

contributed to the participants’ ability to “comprehend and successfully complete 

required courses” (p. 74). 

Hayward and Williams (2015) compared PLA outcomes for students in four 

community colleges.  This study was limited to adult community college students and 

measured progress toward an associate degree. The study revealed that the use of PLA 

credits did have a significant effect on graduation. Students earning PLA credits had a 

graduation rate of 28.4% while students not earning PLA credits had an 11.8% 

graduation rate. These findings were consistent across racial/ethnic groups.  

The study also compared the graduation rates of PLA students by method (ACE, 

CLEP, Portfolio, and Combination).  The researchers found that students earning CLEP 

credits had the highest graduation rate (52.3%) followed by students using a combination 

of PLA methods (29.9%), ACE credits (24%) and Portfolio credits (12.3%) (Hayward & 

Williams, 2015). These results imply that adult students utilizing CLEP credits have an 

advantage toward degree attainment over both non-PLA students and students using other 

forms of PLA credit. Hayward and Williams recommend making CLEP testing more 

available to adult learners and even offering exam preparation programs. 

Rust and Ikard (2016) studied 2,491 adult learners at a large public university 

enrolled in an adult degree completion program. This degree program is offered in an 

evening format and includes an option for PLA credit via a portfolio development course.   

Supporting other research, participants in the study graduated at a rate higher than the 
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national average. In this study, there was not a significant difference in graduation rates 

for PLA and non-PLA students within the institution. The authors surmised that it might 

be related to the high level of student support offered to all students in the program, the 

number of part-time students, or because the study focused specifically on the portfolio 

method of PLA. 

Klein-Collins and Hudson (2018) addressed the issue of PLA methods and 

student outcomes.  Does the method of PLA credit impact graduation?  This study 

included 26,122 students over the age of 25 at four participating institutions—three were 

private and one was a public university. Supporting their previous research, the authors 

found that students earning PLA credit continued to graduate at a higher rate than non-

PLA students. The study revealed that students earning credit for any type of PLA had at 

42% graduation rate compared to 26% for students not earning PLA credit. When 

methods of PLA were compared those earning credit via portfolio had the highest 

graduation rate (66%) followed by standardized tests, including CLEP, (56%), external-

evaluated programs (42%), and other methods (22%).  Students using a combination of 

methods had a 50% graduation rate.  The difference in outcomes by PLA method may be 

explained by the way the portfolio method requires college-level thinking and often 

includes guidance by faculty members or a classroom setting. The researchers stated that 

“the findings could be explained by the theory that the level of a student’s engagement 

with their past learning can create new forms of learning – and portfolio assessment and 

standardized exams are the two PLA methods that require students to do more of that 

kind of reflection on or re-engagement in their learning” (p. 12). 
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For-Profit Education 

The demand for college credentials for working adults has led to the growth of 

many for-profit colleges and universities.  These institutions are privately owned by 

either individuals or publicly traded entities (Pusser, 2015).  For-profit institutions are 

often structured more like a corporation than a university, have a profit-earning focus, 

and provide career-focused programs for nontraditional learners (Tierney & Hentschke, 

2007). For-profit or proprietary education in the United States began with training centers 

and then career and technical colleges (Fagan, 2019).  In the 19070s, Walden University 

paved the way for modern online, degree-granting institutions (Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 

2012).  Much of the literature on for-profit education is negative and is written by those 

in nonprofit institutions who see this sector as both a rival for students and an affront to 

their philosophical perspective (Fagan, 2019).  Many of these writings are op-ed pieces 

written for newspapers or websites, little peer-reviewed research on for-profits and their 

student outcomes is available. 

For-profit institutions fill a gap in higher education by offering flexible degree 

programs to students who might otherwise not have access to a college education (Fagan, 

2019).  These colleges often attract students from underserved populations such as 

minorities, military students, and adult learners (Deming et al., 2012).   According to the 

National Center for Educational Statistics (2019), over two-thirds of students enrolled at 

for-profit institutions attended college exclusively online. 

While enrollment at for-profit institutions reached their peak in 2010 at 1.7 

million students, the sector has felt new growth. Data from the National Center for 

Educational Statistics shows that from 2000 to 2010, for-profit enrollment grew by 329 
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percent (from 403,000 to 1.7 million students).  During this same period, public 

institution enrollment increased by 30 percent (from 10.5 million to 13.7 million 

students) and while private nonprofits increased enrollment by 20 percent (from 

2.2 million to 2.7 million students) (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019). 

For-profit enrollment saw a 51 percent decline (from 1.7 million to 842,000) between 

2010 and 2017.   

Graduation rates at for-profit institutions tend to be lower than both public and 

private, nonprofits (McFarland et al., 2019).  While this may be related to the life 

situation of adult learners, it may also be a reflection of the typically open enrollment 

policies at for-profits (Fagan, 2019). Many for-profit institutions offer open enrollment 

like community colleges thus enrolling students who may not be academically prepared 

for college. 

Graduation rates at for-profit institutions tend to be lower than both public and 

private nonprofit institutions. According to the NCES, the combined 6-year graduation 

rate for first-time, full-time undergraduate students pursuing a bachelor’s degree at 4-year 

degree-granting institutions in fall 2011 overall was 60%.  By 2017 60% of those 

students had completed a bachelor’s degree at the same institution where they started in 

2011.  Comparatively, the graduation rate was 60% at public institutions, 66% at private 

nonprofit institutions, and 21% at private for-profit institutions (National Center for 

Educational Statistics, 2019).  It should be noted that this figure addresses completion at 

the same school that the student first enrolled in and does not account for part-time 

students who take longer to complete. 
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Selectivity appears to be a factor for graduation rates.  The six-year graduation 

rates for first-time, full-time undergraduate students at 4-year degree-granting institutions 

in 2011 varied according to the level of institutional selectivity in admissions. The most 

selective institutions (less than 25% acceptance rates) had graduation rates averaging 

87% while the least selective institutions (open admissions) graduated only 31% 

(National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019).  In 2016-17, for-profit institutions 

awarded 6% of all bachelor’s degrees in the United States (NCES, 2019).   

A major concern regarding low graduation rates at for-profit institutions is the 

higher level of student loan debt and default rates for these students (Deming et al., 2012; 

Fagan, 2019).  Students who do not complete their education must still pay off the high 

levels of loans but without the added benefit of a better job that a degree could have 

provided. 

Tuition at for-profit institutions is typically higher than public institutions and 

often higher than private, nonprofit institutions.  While the cost of attendance at these 

institutions varies, the average annual tuition and fees at for-profit institutions were 

positioned between public and private non-profit universities at $17,000.  Students at for-

profit institutions were more likely to use student loans to fund their education; these 

students borrowed an average of $10,000 more than their counterparts at private non-

profit institutions (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019).  This higher student 

debt level may lead to higher levels of student debt for both drop-outs and graduates 

(Deming et al., 2012; Fagan, 2019).  

The higher tuition cost is often offset by the liberal application of PLA credits that 

many of these institutions offer adult learners. For-profit colleges and universities are 
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leaders in offering credit for workforce and military training.  Many have partnered with 

industry to accept industry-specific training for credit or give credit for work experience 

in certain fields.  This generous approach to PLA credit allows adult learners to leverage 

experience to speed up their time to degree and lessen the total cost of their education.  

For accredited institutions, the amount and type of PLA credit accepted must meet 

specific criteria.   

Table 2.1 

 

For-Profit Institution PLA and Graduation 

 

Institution Annual Cost PLA Offerings Graduation Rate 

Capella University $7,290 Yes 11% 

Strayer University $26,000 Yes 20% 

University of Phoenix $4,776 Yes 16% 

Walden University $21,276 Yes 21% 

 

Columbia Southern University 

Columbia Southern University was founded in 1993 by the late Dr.  Robert 

Mayes, Sr.   The university focused on providing educational opportunities for non-

traditional students.  The university remains privately-owned and for-profit in nature.  It 

is a subsidiary of the Columbia Southern Education Group which also owns Waldorf 

University, a regionally accredited, faith-based institution with a traditional campus in 

Iowa. 

The mission of CSU is to provide “diverse learning experiences and affordable, 

flexible distance education programs at the certificate, undergraduate and graduate levels 
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to a global student body, delivered by qualified, student-centered faculty committed to 

teaching and student learning.  The university is dedicated to providing exceptional 

academic and student support services” (About Columbia Southern University, n.d.).   

The original programs focused on environmental compliance, occupational safety, 

and training for local firefighters and police officers.  Online programs were added in 

1996 that included degrees in business, healthcare, and computer science.  In 2003, CSU 

expanded to open hybrid campuses in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City in Vietnam.  All 

academic programs are now offered fully online.  At the time of writing CSU’s total 

student enrollment was just over 31,000 students (About Columbia Southern University, 

n.d.). 

The university has been accredited by the Distance Education Accrediting 

Commission (DEAC) since 2001.  DEAC is recognized by both the U.S.  Department of 

Education and the Council on Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA).  The university 

was approved to offer Title IV financial aid in 2008. 

The university’s academic programs are designed for adult learners but enroll 

learners of all ages. Many CSU students are current or former military or first responders. 

While historically most CSU students transferred from another institution there is a 

growing demographic of first-time full-time college students. 

The university has been awarding credit for prior learning to adult students since 

2002 when it received approval from the Defense Activity for Non-Traditional Education 

Support (DANTES) and Veterans Affairs.  CSU was also selected to be among the first 

group of colleges and universities to be accepted into the Air Force Academic Institution 

Portal and into the U.S.  Army’s Centralized Tuition Assistance Management (CTAM) 
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program, GoArmyEd.  The university recognizes ACE transcripts, DANTES, CLEP, 

institutional challenge exams, and specific technical and professional training 

articulations.  Technical and training articulations, considered experiential learning, are 

reviewed internally by subject matter experts using rubrics and program comparisons. 

PLA credit is awarded for verified work-based learning, military training, and 

continuing education credits. CSU does not provide credit for work experience.  Students 

must demonstrate that prior learning is transferrable and equivalent to college-level 

learning. Guidelines for PLA credit is found in the Transfer Credit Policy and the current 

University Catalog. 

Students may earn up to 90 hours of credit toward a bachelor’s degree via direct 

transfer, including ACE Workforce (“The ACE National Guide to College Credit for 

Workforce Training,” 2019) and ACE Military (“Guide to the Evaluation of Educational 

Experiences in the Armed Services,” 2019) transcript credits and challenge exams.   

Undergraduate students may also receive up to 30 credits (25%) for approved 

experiential or equivalent learning programs, including CAEL portfolios, technical 

certifications, police officer training, and fire academy training.  All experiential or 

equivalent learning credits must be reviewed by CSU’s subject matter experts.  Columbia 

Southern University recently joined the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning 

(CAEL) and began using CAEL’s LearningCounts portfolio evaluation program in Fall 

2019.  CSU was the first nationally accredited institution granted membership in CAEL.  

All CSU students pursuing credit for prior learning are required to submit all documents 

for review at the time of enrollment.  The PLA review process is managed by the Office 

of the Registrar. 
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Summary 

Chapter One presented the introduction to the study and its importance to adult 

education.  Chapter Two addressed relevant literature from the existing body of research.  

The review of the literature included commercially available books, dissertations, and 

journal articles.  Books and articles related to prior learning assessment (PLA) were often 

reports published by the American Council on Education (ACE) or the Council for Adult 

and Experiential Learning (CAEL). 
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Chapter 3 

Methods 

Introduction 

The current path of the American job market is changing.  It is estimated that by 

the year 2020 65% of jobs will require a college degree (Richards & Terkanian, 2013).  

Adult students are returning to college to pursue the necessary credentials to attain these 

new jobs (Michelson & Mandell, 2004).  The path to a college degree is different for 

adult students than for traditional undergraduates.   Adult students are typically employed 

part or fulltime and have adult responsibilities.  These adult responsibilities limit access 

to traditional classes, student services, and money for college.  Colleges have sought to 

adapt to adult learners by developing degree completion programs that employ various 

nontraditional delivery methods such as night classes, accelerated formats, and online 

classes.  For adult students, every credit and every dollar count as the quest for an 

education and a better job tend to have specific goals related to time to completion, the 

total cost of the degree, and return on investment (Star-Glass, 2016).  The use of credit 

for prior learning can reduce the total number of credit hours required for a degree, 

therefore, reducing both the cost and time to completion (Olson & Klein-Collins, 2014).  

For these reasons it is imperative that colleges utilize prior learning assessment (PLA) 

options for college credit in adult degree programs as a way to attract, enroll and retain 

adult learners (Besendorfer, 2016).   According to the American Council on Education 

(ACE), a prior learning assessment is an evaluation of college-level skills and knowledge 

that a student has gained outside of the classroom (Adult Learners Guide to PLA, 2018).  

ACE documents and evaluates learning experiences to determine if it qualifies for college 

credit. 
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Adult learners prefer to determine what they will study and to incorporate “real 

world training” and experiences into their programs of study (Knowles, Holton, & 

Swansom, 2015)(Knowles, M; Holton, E; Swansom, 2015).  Some adults struggle to 

engage in topics that they have already learned at work (Erisman & Steele, 2015) as well 

as those that might seem irrelevant to their professional direction.  The use of credits 

from Prior Learning Assessment addresses both of these issues by allowing for reflection 

on previous learning activities and their relevance to the student’s current path of study 

(Stevens et al., 2010). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine if PLA credit and PLA method affect 

the six-year graduation rates of adult learners in online degree completion programs at a 

large, for-profit, online university.  Colleges and universities measure graduation rates on 

a six-year scale; a traditional undergraduate degree is thought to take four years of full-

time study; the rate is calculated to allow for 150% of that time to complete the degree 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2018) thus allowing for stop gaps in enrollment 

and part-time students.  The university utilizes ACE transcripts, CAEL portfolios, credit 

for military training, challenge exams, and technical or professional certifications for 

PLA credit in the undergraduate program. This study sought to investigate whether there 

is a significant difference in graduation rates of adult college students who utilize credit 

for prior learning versus those who do not. This quantitative project employed a non-

experimental, ex-post-facto design (Mertler, 2019) to compare six-year graduation rates 

among students in an online adult degree completion program. The study also tested for 

additional factors such as student demographics and type of PLA credit used. 
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Statement of the Problem 

While the number of adults enrolled in degree programs has increased in recent 

years, the graduation rate and degree attainment for adult students lags behind that of 

traditional students (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2014). Previous studies 

have focused on the use of Credit for Prior Learning in community colleges and adult 

degree completion programs, but little research has been accomplished in relation to 

adults in online degree programs.  

Research Questions 

This study was guided by the following research questions. 

1. What is the relationship between graduation rates and utilizing credit by Prior 

Learning Assessment (PLA) among adult students in online degree programs? 

2. What is the relationship between the PLA method (direct transfer, testing, or 

portfolio) and graduation rates among adult students utilizing PLA credit in 

online degree programs? 

Hypotheses 

Research Question 1 

Null Hypothesis:H01: Adult students utilizing credit for prior learning did not graduate at 

a higher rate than students who did not utilize PLA credit.  

Research Hypothesis:H11: Adult students utilizing credit for prior learning graduate at a 

higher rate than students who did not utilize PLA credit. 
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Research Question 2 

Null Hypothesis: H02: Adult students utilizing PLA credit through a direct transfer of 

credit method graduate at the same rate as those utilizing the portfolio Credit 

method. 

Research Hypothesis: H12: Adult students utilizing PLA credit through a direct transfer 

of credit method graduate at a different rate as those utilizing the portfolio Credit 

method. 

Design 

This quantitative study utilized a non-experimental, causal-comparative (ex-post 

facto) design (Cone, 2006) to compare graduation rates of adult online students who 

utilized PLA credit toward their degree to graduation rates of those adult students who 

did not utilize PLA for credit. The study is limited to those adult students previously 

enrolled in an online degree program at a large, private, for-profit university. The design 

is non-experimental in that no manipulation of the variables occurred (Mertler, 2019). 

Research seeking to establish a cause-and-effect relationship between variables often 

employ causal-comparative research methods (Glatthorn, 2005). Causal-comparative 

research allows the researcher to investigate events that have already occurred and draw 

conclusions from the data (Merriam, 2000). Limitations to causal-comparative research 

include the inability to control for confounding variables (Leedy, 2018), less control over 

the independent variable, and the inability to employ random sampling (Glatthorn, 2005). 

Potential confounding variables included the participant’s use of student support services, 

level of previous college experience, and family/employer support while enrolled in the 
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program.  Rust and Ikard (2016) found that external factors such as the availability and 

participation in student support programs may impact the results of such a study. 

Variables 

The first research question tested whether there is a statistically significant 

difference in the graduation rates between adult students who utilized PLA credits and 

those who did not. For this study, an adult learner who received college credit for any 

type of amount of prior learning was categorized as a PLA student. The independent 

variable for the first research question was PLA status (PLA or non-PLA).  The 

dependent variable was the graduation rates of adult students (Table 3.1). Graduation or 

non-graduation was based on a six-year completion time and was measured by  

percentage. 

The second question was designed to examine whether a statistically significant 

difference exists between adult PLA students by PLA method. The independent variables 

were the adult student PLA methods; students were categorized into three groups based 

on the PLA method employed (CLEP, ACE, or Experiential). The dependent variable 

was adult student graduation rates (Table 3.1). Graduation or non-graduation was based 

on a six-year completion time and was measured by  percentage. 
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Table 3.1 

Variable Table 

Research Question Independent 

Variable 

Dependent Variable Means of Analysis 

One PLA Status  

(PLA or non-PLA) 

Graduation Rates Chi-Square 

Two PLA Method 

(Experiential, 

CLEP, 

ACE/transfer) 

Graduation Rates Chi-Square 

 

Population 

The population of this study was all adults pursuing a bachelor’s degree online at 

Columbia Southern University, an accredited online university. Participants for this study 

included adult students enrolled in an online bachelor’s degree program. The institution is 

a large, private, for-profit university located in the Southeast United States. In addition to 

more common courses of study, Columbia Southern provides educational programs to 

first responders, active-duty military, and veterans, as such the demographics may not be 

comparative to adult learners at more traditional institutions. Total enrollment at the time 

of this study was just over 31,000. This study addressed data from student records for 

students enrolling in a bachelor’s degree in academic years 2008-2012. A total of 28,803 

students fit the parameters of the study with 18,274 students being classified as PLA 

users (Table 3.2). University staff gathered, processed, and de-identified the student data 
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prior to submission to the researcher. Due to the specific nature of the study, it was not 

possible to employ random sampling, therefore, the study employed nonprobability 

sampling techniques to select the participants (Mertler, 2019). It must be noted that 

nonprobability sampling does not allow for subjects to have an equal chance at being 

selected for the study (Mertler, 2019); however, this study did not allow for random 

assignment due to selection criteria. The review of student enrollment, PLA use, and 

degree completion data from previous semesters cannot be altered or regrouped, therefore 

purposive sampling was employed (Leedy, 2018). Purposive sampling allowed the 

researcher to set criteria for participants (Mertler, 2019), in this case, participants were 

selected based on enrollment in the adult degree completion program during the years 

employing PLA credit.  

Table 3.2  

 

Adult Learner PLA Use 

 

There was some diversity among adult students in this study. Among the 

participants 67.3% identified as male while 32.6% identified as female; 0.1% did not 

   PLA Status   

   Non-PLA PLA Total 

 No degree N 5990 9330 15320 

  % within 

PLA Status 

57% 51%  

 Completed 

Degree 

N 4518 8965 13483 

  % within 

PLA Status 

43% 49%  

Total  N 10508 18295 28803 

  % within 

PLA Status 

100% 100% 100% 
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provide gender/sex information (Table 3.3). White students comprised the largest group 

at 56.1% of the population, African American 21.5%, Hispanic 6.3%, and Asian 2%.  

Students identifying as Native American/Alaskan represented 0.9%, Pacific 

Islanders 0.1%, and unidentified students 12.8% (Table 3.4).  While attempts were made 

to address demographic variables, those variables were limited by actual enrollment and 

graduation data as well as the voluntary nature of the information.  Columbia Southern 

University is a recognized provider of education to the military and veterans; active duty 

military students represented 50.3% and 19.4% were veterans (Table 3.5). 

Table 3.3 

Adult Learner Gender 

 Frequency % PLA Use 

Male 19393 67.3 14483 

Female 9377 32.6 3791 

Unknown 33 0.1  

Total 28803 100.0 18274 
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Table 3.4 

Adult Learner Race/Ethnicity 

 Frequency % 

Asian 599 2.08 

African American 6197 21.52 

Hispanic 1831 6.36 

Native American/Alaskan 270 0.94 

Pacific Islander 32 0.11 

White 16172 56.14 

Unknown 3702 12.85 

Total 28803 100 

 

Table 3.5 

Adult Learner Veteran Status 

 Frequency % 

Active Military 14489 50.3 

Veteran 5588 19.4 

Non-Military/Veteran 8726 30.3 

Total 28803 100.0 

 

Data Sources 

The researcher utilized a review of student enrollment and graduation records as 

the primary data source in this study. An analysis of de-identified student records 

regarding the use of PLA credit, graduation rates, and student demographics was 
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conducted. The college keeps records of PLA credit applications and approvals on file. 

These records were evaluated for the number of credits received, type of PLA credit 

employed, and degree completion. 

Data for this study came from the records of adult students enrolled in an online 

degree program at the university. Student data was gathered by authorized staff members 

at the institution and all identifying information was removed before the data was shared 

with the researcher.  Because the ex-post facto design studies data from the past (Mertler, 

2019), it removes possible interaction between the researcher and study participants. To 

address content validity (Mertler, 2019), the method of data collection was replicated 

from prior studies that found it to be effective (Hayward & Williams, 2015; Rust et al., 

2016). The data were originally collected and de-identified for non-research purposes by 

the university. Because the data was de-identified and owned by the institution, no 

participant permissions were required (Auburn University, 2018).  Potential errors in the 

data include inaccurate demographic reporting and misclassification of PLA credits. 

 Instrumentation 

The data gathered were categorical in nature; subjects were grouped according to 

the use of PLA for college credit. The categorical data were analyzed using descriptive 

statistics and non-parametric tests (Cone, 2006). While non-parametric tests do not 

demonstrate distribution or probability, they are the most effective tests to use when the 

research design does not conform to standard parametric designs (Gravetter, 2018). These 

tests provided summary information including frequencies, means, percentages, and 

standard deviations. The Chi-Square Test of Independence was used to determine 

whether a relationship exists between two categorical variables (Gravetter, 2018), in this 
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case, the use of PLA credit and graduation rates among the subjects. The a priori alpha 

level for this test was set at 0.05. The independent variable was PLA use and the 

dependent variable was the six-year graduation rate. The independent variable had two 

levels: those that earned PLA credit and those who did not. Potential confounding or 

extraneous variables that could impact graduation focus on student history such as 

participation in student support programs, personality type, and family/employer support 

during enrollment; testing for these variables was outside the scope of this study. 

Graduation rates were calculated beginning with the student’s first enrollment in an 

undergraduate program at Columbia Southern University; time spent at other academic 

institutions was not addressed. Data analysis was conducted using R statistical software 

version 3.6. 

Summary 

Chapter One presented the introduction to the study and its importance to adult 

education. Chapter Two presented a review of the related literature and scholarship 

related to the use of credit for prior learning and its influence on graduation rates and 

student outcomes. Chapter Three presented the research methods, the design of the study, 

information regarding the context, population and sample, and procedures for data 

collection and analysis. 

This chapter re-addressed the purpose of the study, the research questions, and the 

related hypotheses. Attention was given to the overall research design, the population and 

sample, the instrumentation, the data collection process, and procedures for data analysis.  

The instrumentation and data collection process were pre-approved by the university’s 
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Institutional Review Board (IRB). Copies of the researcher’s and advisor’s Collaborative 

Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) certificates were made available in the Appendix. 
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Chapter 4 

Findings 

The current path of the American job market is changing.  It is estimated that by 

the year 2020, 65% of jobs will require a college degree (Richards & Terkanian, 2013).  

Adult students are returning to college to pursue the necessary credentials to attain these 

new jobs (Michelson & Mandell, 2004).  The path to a college degree is different for 

adult students than for traditional undergraduates.   Adult students are typically employed 

part or fulltime and have adult responsibilities.  These adult responsibilities limit access 

to traditional classes, student services, and money for college.  Colleges have sought to 

adapt to adult learners by developing degree completion programs that employ various 

nontraditional delivery methods such as night classes, accelerated formats, and online 

classes.  For adult students, every credit and every dollar count as the quest for an 

education and a better job tend to have specific goals related to time to completion, the 

total cost of the degree, and return on investment (Star-Glass, 2016).  The use of credit 

for prior learning can reduce the total number of credit hours required for a degree, 

therefore, reducing both the cost and time to completion (Olson & Klein-Collins, 2014).  

For these reasons it is imperative that colleges utilize prior learning assessment (PLA) 

options for college credit in adult degree programs as a way to attract, enroll and retain 

adult learners (Besendorfer, 2016).   According to the American Council on Education 

(ACE), a prior learning assessment is an evaluation of college-level skills and knowledge 

that a student has gained outside of the classroom (Adult Learners Guide to PLA, 2018).  

ACE documents and evaluates learning experiences to determine if it qualifies for college 

credit. 
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Adult learners prefer to determine what they will study and to incorporate real-

world training and experiences into their programs of study (Knowles, Holton, & 

Swansom, 2015).  Some adults struggle to engage in topics that they have already learned 

at work (Erisman & Steele, 2015) as well as those that might seem irrelevant to their 

professional direction.  The use of credits from Prior Learning Assessment addresses both 

of these issues by allowing for reflection on previous learning activities and their 

relevance to the student’s current path of study (Stevens et al., 2010). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine if PLA credit and PLA method affect 

the six-year graduation rates of adult learners in online degree completion programs at a 

large, for-profit, online university.  Colleges and universities measure graduation rates on 

a six-year scale; a traditional undergraduate degree is thought to take four years of full-

time study; the rate is calculated to allow for 150% of that time to complete the degree 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2018) thus allowing for stop gaps in enrollment 

and part-time students.  The university utilizes ACE transcripts, CAEL portfolios, credit 

for military training, challenge exams, and technical or professional certifications for 

PLA credit in the undergraduate program.  

Statement of the Problem 

While the number of adults enrolled in degree programs has increased in recent 

years, the graduation rate and degree attainment for adult students lags behind that of 

traditional students (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2014). Previous studies 

have focused on the use of Credit for Prior Learning in community colleges and adult 
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degree completion programs, but little research has been accomplished in relation to 

adults in online degree programs.  

Research Questions 

This study was guided by the following research questions. 

1. What is the relationship between graduation rates and utilizing credit by Prior 

Learning Assessment (PLA) among adult students in online degree programs? 

2. What is the relationship between the PLA method (direct transfer, testing, or 

portfolio) and graduation rates among adult students utilizing PLA credit in 

online degree programs? 

Hypotheses 

Research Question 1 

Null Hypothesis:H01: Adult students utilizing credit for prior learning did not graduate at 

a higher rate than students who did not utilize PLA credit.  

Research Hypothesis:H11: Adult students utilizing credit for prior learning graduate at a 

higher rate than students who did not utilize PLA credit. 

Research Question 2 

Null Hypothesis: H02: Adult students utilizing PLA credit through a direct transfer of 

credit method graduate at the same rate as those utilizing the portfolio Credit 

method. 

Research Hypothesis: H12: Adult students utilizing PLA credit through a direct transfer 

of credit method graduate at a different rate as those utilizing the portfolio Credit 

method. 
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Chapter One presented the introduction to the study and its importance to adult 

education. Chapter Two presented a review of the related literature and scholarship 

related to the use of credit for prior learning and its influence on graduation rates and 

student outcomes. Chapter Three presented the research methods, the design of the study, 

information regarding the context, population and sample, and procedures for data 

collection and analysis. Chapter Four presents the results of the study. This quantitative 

project employed a non-experimental, ex-post-facto design (Mertler, 2019) to compare 

six-year graduation rates among students in an online adult degree completion program. 

The study also tested for additional factors such as student demographics and type of 

PLA credit used.  Statistical analyses were developed using R statistical software Version 

3.6.1. 

Demographics 

The population of this study was all adult students who enrolled in an online 

bachelor’s degree program at the university from 2008-2012. Data were collected from 

the university’s historical student records. Participants were adult students over the age of 

24 enrolled in an online bachelor’s degree program.  All student records were de-

identified to protect privacy during the study. During this time 28,803 students enrolled 

in the specified programs; of those enrolled, 18274 students utilized credit for prior 

learning. While attempts were made to address demographic variables, those variables 

were limited by actual enrollment and graduation data as well as the voluntary nature of 

the information. 
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Biological Sex 

There was some diversity among the adult students in this study. Over two-thirds 

of the students identified as male (n = 19,393), one-third identified as female (n = 9,377) 

and less than 1% (n = 33) did not provide gender/sex information (Table 4.1). This 

distribution remained consistent in regard to PLA use with 79% of the PLA students 

identifying as male (n = 14,483) and 21% identifying as female (n = 3,791). 

PLA 4.1 

 

PLA Biological Sex 

 

 Frequency % PLA Use 

Male 19393 67.3 14483 

Female 9377 32.6 3791 

Unknown 33 0.1  

Total 28803 100.0 18274 

 

Race/Ethnicity 

White students comprised the largest group at just over one-half of the population 

(n = 16,712),  followed respectively by African Americans (n = 6,197), Hispanics (n = 

1831) , and Asians (n = 599). Students identifying as Native American/Alaskan and 

Pacific Islanders each accounted for less than 1% of the population. Students choosing 

not to self-identify comprised 12% (Table 4.2).   
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Table 4.2 

PLA Race/Ethnicity 

 Frequency % 

Asian 599 2.08 

African American 6197 21.52 

Hispanic 1831 6.36 

Native American/Alaskan 270 0.94 

Pacific Islander 32 0.11 

White 16172 56.14 

Unidentified 3702 12.85 

Total 28803 100 

 

Veteran/Military Status 

 Columbia Southern University has historically served a large number of military 

and veteran students. Just over one-half of the students were active-duty military (n = 

14,489) while about 20% (n = 5,588) held veteran status (Table 4.3). Students without 

military affiliation made up the remaining 30% (n = 8,726). Many CSU students bring 

PLA credit via ACE military transcripts or technical credits. 
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Table 4.3 

PLA Veteran Status 

 Frequency % 

Active Military 14489 50.3 

Veteran 5588 19.4 

Non-Military/Veteran 8726 30.3 

Total 28803 100.0 

 

Research Question One 

The first research question sought to identify any difference in graduation rates 

between online adult learners who utilized credit by PLA and those who did not. The null 

hypothesis stated that there would be no statistically significant difference in graduation 

rates between adult students by PLA status (PLA or non-PLA). 

Descriptive statistics showed that 63.5% (n = 18,295) of students in the 

population utilized some type of PLA credit. Students receiving PLA credit graduated at 

49% (n = 8,965) with a 95% confidence level.  Non-PLA students graduated at 43% (n = 

4,518) with a 95% confidence level.  Adult students earning PLA credit graduated at a 14 

percentage point higher rate than those who did not (Table 4.4).  A Pearson’s Chi-squared 

test revealed a significant association between graduating and receiving PLA credit thus 

supported rejection of the null hypothesis, χ2 
(1) = 107.67, p < .001. The Phi coefficient of 

.058 demonstrated a negligible effect size, therefore there is a weak relationship between 

PLA use and graduation with PLA students graduating at a higher rate. Since 

demographic reporting is optional at the institution, there was not enough information to 

form a conclusion on the role of biological sex or ethnicity. 
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Table 4.4 

 

PLA Use and Graduation 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 

 

Association between Graduation Rate and PLA Status 

 

Research Question Two 

The second research question focused on identifying the difference in 

graduation rates of adult learners who utilized three PLA methods (ACE, CLEP, or 

Experiential Learning) in online degree programs.  The null hypothesis stated that 

there would be no statistical difference in graduation rates between the three groups. 

A nonparametric test of proportions was used to compare the graduation rates 

of students utilizing PLA credit by method (Table 4.5).  Students utilizing CLEP 
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Association between Graduation Rate and PLA Student 
 

 
Not Graduated Graduated 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graduated On Time 

   PLA Status   

   Non-PLA PLA Total 

 No degree N 5990 9330 15320 

  % within 

PLA Status 

57% 51%  

 Completed 

Degree 

N 4518 8965 13483 

  % within 

PLA Status 

43% 49%  

Total  N 10508 18295 28803 

  % within 

PLA Status 

100% 100% 100% 



72 
 

exams, the smallest group, had the highest graduation rate at 57% (n = 1,560). 

Learners with Experiential credit, the largest group, had a graduation rate of 53% (n = 

5,178).  Students earning ACE credits had a graduation rate of 46% (n = 4,374).  The 

chi-squared test revealed a significant relationship between graduation and the type of 

PLA credit awarded, χ2
(1) = 141.41, p < .00, at a 95% confidence level (.064, .093) 

thus the researcher rejected the null hypothesis. The Cramer’s V score of .078 

indicated a weak relationship between PLA method and graduation with students 

using CLEP credit graduating at a slightly higher rate.  

 

Table 4.5 

 

Adult Degree Attainment by PLA Method 

 

  ACE CLEP Experiential Total 

No degree N 5188 1157 4659 11004 

      

 % within PLA Method 54% 43% 47%  

      

Completed Degree N 4374 1560 5178 11112 

      

 % within PLA Status 46% 57% 53%  

      

Total N 9562 2717 9837 22116 

      

 % within PLA Status 100% 100% 100% 100% 
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Figure 4.2 

 

Association Between Graduation Rate and PLA Method 

Summary 

This quantitative study revealed that students who obtain credit for prior learning 

at Columbia Southern University did graduate at a higher rate than their non-PLA peers. 

While PLA did have an effect on graduation, the effect is minimal.  A comparison of 

graduation outcomes by PLA method revealed that students who earned CLEP, or similar 

challenge exam, credit graduated at a higher rate than those earning ACE or experiential 

credits though, again, the effect of the method on graduation is small. However small the 

effect may be, it must be acknowledged that earning PLA credit did increase the 

graduation rates for adult learners at the institution. In an era where the need for a degree 

is increasing, any additional motivator or aid to degree completion should be seen as a 

worthwhile endeavor both for student success and institutional reporting. 
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Chapter 5 

Summary, Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations 

Introduction 

The current path of the American job market is changing.  It is estimated that by 

the year 2020, 65% of jobs will require a college degree (Richards & Terkanian, 2013).  

Adult students are returning to college to pursue the necessary credentials to attain these 

new jobs (Michelson & Mandell, 2004).  The path to a college degree is different for 

adult students than for traditional undergraduates.   Adult students are typically employed 

part or fulltime and have adult responsibilities.  These adult responsibilities limit access 

to traditional classes, student services, and money for college.  Colleges have sought to 

adapt to adult learners by developing degree completion programs that employ various 

nontraditional delivery methods such as night classes, accelerated formats, and online 

classes.  For adult students, every credit and every dollar count as the quest for an 

education and a better job tend to have specific goals related to time to completion, the 

total cost of the degree, and return on investment (Star-Glass, 2016).  The use of credit 

for prior learning can reduce the total number of credit hours required for a degree, 

therefore, reducing both the cost and time to completion (Olson & Klein-Collins, 2014).  

For these reasons it is imperative that colleges utilize prior learning assessment (PLA) 

options for college credit in adult degree programs as a way to attract, enroll and retain 

adult learners (Besendorfer, 2016).   According to the American Council on Education 

(ACE), a prior learning assessment is an evaluation of college-level skills and knowledge 

that a student has gained outside of the classroom (Adult Learners Guide to PLA, 2018).  
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ACE documents and evaluates learning experiences to determine if it qualifies for college 

credit. 

Adult learners prefer to determine what they will study and to incorporate real-

world training and experiences into their programs of study (Knowles, et al., 2015).  

Some adults struggle to take courses in topics that they have already learned at work 

(Erisman & Steele, 2015) as well as those that might seem irrelevant to their professional 

direction.  The use of credits from Prior Learning Assessment addresses both of these 

issues by allowing for reflection on previous learning activities and their relevance to the 

student’s current path of study (Stevens et al., 2010). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine if PLA credit and PLA method affect 

the six-year graduation rates of adult learners in online degree completion programs at a 

large, for-profit, online university.  Colleges and universities measure graduation rates on 

a six-year scale; a traditional undergraduate degree is thought to take four years of full-

time study; the rate is calculated to allow for 150% of that time to complete the degree 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2018) thus allowing for stop gaps in enrollment 

and part-time students.  The university utilizes ACE transcripts, CAEL portfolios, credit 

for military training, challenge exams, and technical or professional certifications for 

PLA credit in the undergraduate program. 

Statement of the Problem 

While the number of adults enrolled in degree programs has increased in recent 

years, the graduation rate and degree attainment for adult students lags behind that of 

traditional students (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2014). Previous studies 
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have focused on the use of Credit for Prior Learning in community colleges and adult 

degree completion programs, but little research has been accomplished in relation to 

adults in online degree programs.  

Research Questions 

This study was guided by the following research questions. 

1. What is the relationship between graduation rates and utilizing credit by Prior 

Learning Assessment (PLA) among adult students in online degree programs? 

2. What is the relationship between the PLA method (direct transfer, testing, or 

portfolio) and graduation rates among adult students utilizing PLA credit in 

online degree programs? 

Hypotheses 

Research Question 1 

Null Hypothesis:H01: Adult students utilizing credit for prior learning did not graduate at 

a higher rate than students who did not utilize PLA credit.  

Research Hypothesis:H11: Adult students utilizing credit for prior learning graduate at a 

higher rate than students who did not utilize PLA credit. 

Research Question 2 

Null Hypothesis: H02: Adult students utilizing PLA credit through a direct transfer of 

credit method graduate at the same rate as those utilizing the portfolio Credit 

method. 

Research Hypothesis: H12: Adult students utilizing PLA credit through a direct transfer 

of credit method graduate at a different rate as those utilizing the portfolio Credit 

method. 
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 Methods 

This quantitative study utilized a non-experimental, causal-comparative (ex-post 

facto) design (Cone, 2006) to compare graduation rates of adult online students who 

utilized PLA credit toward their degree to graduation rates of those adult students who 

did not utilize PLA for credit. The study is limited to those adult students previously 

enrolled in an online degree program at a large, private, for-profit university. 

The population of this study was all adults pursuing a bachelor’s degree online at 

Columbia Southern University, an accredited online university. Participants for this study 

included adult students enrolled in an online bachelor’s degree program. The institution is 

a large, private, for-profit university located in the Southeast United States. 

This study addressed data from student records for students enrolling in a 

bachelor’s degree in academic years 2008-2012. A total of 28,803 students fit the 

parameters of the study with 18,274 students being classified as PLA users. University 

staff gathered, processed, and de-identified the student data prior to submission to the 

researcher. Due to the specific nature of the study, it was not possible to employ random 

sampling therefore the study employed nonprobability sampling techniques to select the 

participants (Mertler, 2019). 

The data gathered was categorical in nature; subjects were grouped according to 

the use of PLA for college credit. The categorical data were analyzed using descriptive 

statistics and non-parametric tests (Cone, 2006). Non-parametric tests provided summary 

information. The Chi-Square Test of Independence was used to determine whether a 

relationship exists between the use of PLA credit and graduation rates among the 

subjects. The a priori alpha level for this test was set at 0.05. The independent variable 
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was PLA use and the dependent variable was the six-year graduation rate. The 

independent variable had two levels: those that earned PLA credit and those who did not. 

Summary of Findings 

Research Question One 

The first research question sought to identify any difference in graduation rates 

between online adult learners who utilized credit by PLA and those who did not. The null 

hypothesis stated that there would be no statistically significant difference in graduation 

rates between adult students by PLA status (PLA or non-PLA). 

Descriptive statistics showed that 63.5%  of students in the population utilized 

some type of PLA credit. Students receiving PLA credit graduated at 49% with a 95% 

confidence level.  Non-PLA students graduated at 43% with a 95% confidence level. 

Adult students earning PLA credit graduated at a 14 percentage points higher rate than 

those who did not 

A Pearson’s Chi-squared test revealed a significant association between 

graduating and receiving PLA credit thus supported rejection of the null hypothesis, χ2 
(1) 

= 107.67, p < .001. The Phi coefficient of .058 demonstrated a negligible effect size. The 

analysis confirmed that PLA students did graduate at a higher rate than non-PLA students 

but the effect of PLA was minimal. 

A 2010 study by the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL) 

surveyed 48 colleges and universities revealed that students using PLA credits graduated 

at a higher rate than their non-PLA peers (Klein-Collins, 2010). The effect of PLA credit 

on graduation rates at Columbia Southern University were lower than those in the CAEL 

(2011) study. Table 5.1 compares CSU to the CAEL study and specific institutional 
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categories within the CAEL study. Notably, non-PLA students at CSU graduate at a 

much higher rate than the category means. 

Table 5.1 

CAEL Graduation Rate Comparison 

 CSU CAEL For-profit Large Institution 

PLA 49% 58% 74% 44% 

Non-PLA 42.5% 27% 23% 18% 

 

Hayward and Williams (2015) conducted a similar study comparing graduation 

rates at four community colleges. Hayward found that students who earned PLA credit 

graduated at  2.4 times the rate of non-PLA students. Pearson (2000) reported similar 

findings in a single institution study of adult learners in a traditional campus setting. A 

study by the Rutgers Education and Employment Research Center found that community 

colleges students earning PLA credits not only graduated at a higher rate than non-PLA 

earners but also significantly reduced their time to degree completion (McKay et al., 

2016; Jackson, 2016) found similar results.  Rust and Ikard (2016) found conflicting 

results in a single institution adult degree completion program; while students in that 

study had higher graduation rates than the national norms, the graduation rates for PLA 

and non-PLA students within the program were similar--PLA had no significant effect.  

The effect of PLA on graduation appears to vary (Table 5.2). The reasons for this 

variance are beyond the scope of this study but is a topic that needs further investigation 

if college leaders are to make informed decisions regarding PLA credit options and 

institutional investment. 
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Table 5.2 

 

Research Question One Comparison 

 

 CSU CAEL Pearson Rutgers Hayward Jackson 

PLA 49% 58% 58% 40% 28.4% 29.53% 

Non-PLA 42.5% 27% 27% 13% 11.8% 10.6% 

 

Research Question Two 

The second research question focused on identifying the difference in graduation 

rates of adult learners who utilized three PLA methods (ACE, CLEP, or Experiential 

Learning) in online degree programs.  The null hypothesis stated that there would be no 

statistical difference in graduation rates between the three groups. 

A nonparametric test of proportions was used to compare the graduation rates of 

students utilizing PLA credit by method (Table 5.3).  Students utilizing CLEP exams had 

the highest graduation rate. The chi-squared test revealed a significant relationship 

between graduation and the type of PLA credit awarded, χ2
(1) = 141.41, p < .001, at a 

95% confidence level (.064, .093). The Cramer’s V score of .078 indicated a weak 

relationship between PLA method and graduation with students using CLEP credit 

graduating at a slightly higher rate.  
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Table 5.3 

 

CSU Degree Attainment by PLA Method 

 
   ACE CLEP Experiential Total 

 No degree N 5188 1157 4659 11004 

       

  % within PLA Method 54% 43% 47%  

       

 Completed Degree N 4374 1560 5178 11112 

       

  % within PLA Status 46% 57% 53%  

       

 Total N 9562 2717 9837 22116 

       

  % within PLA Status 100% 100% 100% 100% 

 

While Research Question One revealed that PLA students graduate at a higher 

rate, Research Question Two demonstrated that the use of credit by examination had the 

greatest effect on graduation. Hayward (2012) found similar results with CLEP students 

graduating at more than twice the rate of students using ACE or experiential credits. The 

results of this study are in contrast to a 2018 CAEL study (Rebecca Klein-Collins et al., 

2018) in which students earning portfolio/experiential learning outperformed students 

using all other PLA methods (Table 5.4).  There is limited research addressing the 

effectiveness of each type of PLA or the method that presents the most benefit to 

students. 
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Table 5.4 

 

Research Question Two Comparison 

 

 CSU CAEL Hayward 

CLEP 57% 56% 52.3% 

Portfolio/Experiential

ACE 

53% 

46% 

66% 

42% 

23% 

24% 

 

Conclusions 

The current study revealed a statistically significant difference in the graduation 

rates of online adult undergraduates who utilized PLA credits and those who did not. 

While PLA cannot be proven to have a positive effect on adult student graduation, it is 

apparent PLA is helpful for many students.  In the current changing economic and job 

market, adult workers must have or obtain the college level credentials that many 

employers seek, for many adults, this means returning to college.  To best support adult 

learners, colleges and universities must take every opportunity to shorten the path to a 

degree as well as create programs that allow for prior learning and experience credit. 

The effectiveness of the different methods of PLA credit varies by institution. 

This variance could be related to differing institutional policies, support services, or ease 

of access.  Regardless of the reason, for PLA credit to be fully utilized by adult learners 

and have the greatest impact, institutions of higher learning should create pathways for all 

possible methods of credit.  This openness and availability will likely attract adult 



83 
 

learners from a variety of backgrounds and increase the institution’s influence within the 

community and workplace. 

Recommendations 

Certifications and technical credits. Some institutions offer programs and 

credits which are considered professional, trade-related, or not intended for academic 

credit or transfer. These credits pose a unique problem for the institution to which a 

student seeks to transfer. A timely study would address this distinct type of course and its 

application to academic degrees. Research should address how to incorporate these 

credits into existing or new PLA credit models. 

PLA Methods. There continues to be a gap in the research regarding the 

comparative benefits of the various methods of PLA credit.  While research exists 

promoting specific methods, more research is needed into which method benefits adult 

students the most. There is also a need to create comparison studies in similar 

environments such as adult learners, online learners, and adult students in traditional 

university settings. 

Total number of transfer or PLA credits. While PLA credit had a significant 

impact on graduation rates in this study, it could be part of a larger conversation. Was it 

the PLA credit specifically or the total number of credits that led to increased graduation 

rates? During this study, data revealed that students with a similar amount of academic 

transfer credit graduated at a slightly higher rate than PLA students. This analysis was 

outside of the scope of this study but needs to be investigated. A  study exploring the 

differences in PLA credits versus transfer credits would add to the knowledge base and 

help institutions determine the effectiveness of multiple approaches. 
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Learner profile.  In the current study, many of the participants held some type of 

military affiliation and all were online students. Other studies focused on students at 

traditional institutions, degree completion programs, and community colleges—all with 

different results. A study addressing learner profiles could help shed light on these 

differences as well as the different outcomes associated with various types of PLA credit. 

Issues related to financial aid, job status/history age and major could also add to the 

relevant literature. 

Military Affiliation.  In the current study, a large percentage of the the 

participants were affiliated in some way with the military. A study addressing the use of 

PLA for military training could further add to the research on how PLA usage and learner 

profiles affect degree completion. 

Meta-analysis.  Many of the prior studies reviewed used different statistical tests. 

This lack of a unified approach made it difficult to make accurate comparisons of the 

results. At the time of writing, CAEL is producing a new multi-institution study that will 

provide updated information on PLA use and student outcomes. While additional 

independent research is still needed, researchers need to adopt a unified approach to 

produce usable comparisons. 

Concluding Remarks 

As American colleges and universities adapt to the growth of adult student 

enrollment, it is important to consider how adults learn and what motivates them to return 

to school.  For adult students to succeed, institutions must lay aside bias toward 

traditional programming and embrace these new opportunities.  The new traditional 

student has come of age and higher education must follow suit.  
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