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Let’s Explore
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• Why Adult, Online and Graduate enrollment is important for future 
enrollment?

• What focus areas inform A.O.G. strategic enrollment planning?

• What are the best practices for recruiting and serving adult 
undergraduate and graduate students?

• How to strategically plan for A.O.G. growth?

Adult, Online and Graduate



Why Adult, 

Online and 
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Enrollment is 
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The “traditional” shift
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• Traditional direct from HS enrollment is shifting and declining.

• Competition for adults and graduate students is intense.

• Attainment rates have increased over the recent decade.

• High entry-level wages create higher education competition.

• The higher education value proposition is in question.

• Digital connection is the new normal.

• Collaboration is critical.

Adult, Graduate and Online
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Projected change in high school graduates

School Year Public Schools Hispanic White Black

American 

Indian/Alaska 

Native

Asian/Pacific 

Islander

Two or More 

Races

Total Public 

SOC's

2021-22 3,370,560 883,750 1,655,320 458,630 29,400 219,550 125,190 1,716,520

2026-27 3,454,240 987,990 1,564,100 485,950 28,110 226,100 171,590 1,899,740

2031-32 3,358,850 938,950 1,495,370 458,070 24,360 255,420 192,800 1,869,600

5 yr Change 2.5% 11.8% -5.5% 6.0% -4.4% 3.0% 37.1% 10.7%

10 yr Change -0.3% 6.2% -9.7% -0.1% -17.1% 16.3% 54.0% 8.9%

Source: Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education, 
Knocking at the College Door: Projections of High School Graduates, 2020, www.knocking.wiche.edu
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• Increase of 25+ with associate degrees from 9.5% to 10.5% between 2011 – 2021
• Increase of 25+ with bachelor’s degree from 30.4% to 37.9 between 2011 – 2021
• Increase of 25+ with master’s degree 50.2% to 54.5% (24.1 million) – Census.gov

Attainment by age

Current Term Enrollment Estimates, National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, December 2022. 
https://nscresearchcenter.org/current-term-enrollment-estimates/
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Percent of U.S. Undergraduates that are 25+

34%

6,418,366

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), Fall Enrollment component final data (2003 - 2019) 
and provisional data (2021).



A profile of today’s student
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• Fall 2021 saw a 16% increase in students aged 24 or older considered 
first-time freshmen.

• Nearly one-third of all public 2-year college enrollment is classified as 
“other Undergraduate”.

– Undergraduate certificate/diploma, teacher preparation and special non-credential 
programs that have been classified by institutions as undergraduate programs, as well 
as enrollments that are not part of any structured program.

• Nearly one-half of all 2-year college students are enrolled part-time.

Community College Landscape

Current Term Enrollment Estimates-Fall 2021, National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, December 2021

https://nscresearchcenter.org/current-term-enrollment-estimates/
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Graduate enrollment is expected to be flat or 

increase slightly from 2022 to 2028

Source: US Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 2018 Digest of Educational Statistics: Table 303.80



The demand for eLearning has risen by 400% since COVID-19 began 
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Online Growth

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/04/27/survey-reveals-positive-outlook-online-instruction-post-pandemic

“ Tens of thousands of 18 
– 24-year-olds are now 
enrolling at Western 
Governors, Southern 
New Hampshire and 
other national online 
institutions” By Susan 
D’Agostino, Inside Higher 
Education, October 14, 
2022
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Does your campus 
embrace and 

celebrate adult 
learners?



Do your institutions have “adult friendly” cultures?
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• Adult specific recruitment and communication strategies are in place

• Policies, procedures, physical space and hours of operations recognize 
adult needs

• Programs are designed and delivered based on adult student demands

• Instructor development includes “andragogy” insights

• Student success support and initiatives are customized for adult learners

• The campus is proud to serve adults and shares adult testimonials

Campus Culture
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Factors that influence adult, online and graduate enrollment

Geographic 
Market 

Conditions

Program-
Specific 
Demand

Course & 
Program 
Design

Marketing & 
Recruitment

Student 
Success
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Adult, Online and Graduate SEP working groups

SEP
Steering 

Committee

AOG Strategic Planning Data 

and Research

Strategy Action 
Planning 
Teams

AOG Strategic 
Planning 
Communication

Course / 

Program 

Development

Recruiting 

and 

Marketing

Academic 

Program 

Planning

Student 

Success

Financial 

Models and 

Affordability

Engaged 

Partnerships

Executive 
Leaders



• Program (academic, co-curricular, services, 
support)

• Place (on-site, off-site, online, hybrid)

• Price and Revenue (tuition, fees, discounts, 
incentives)

• Promotion (digital marketing, recruitment, 
web presence)

• Purpose and Identity (mission, 
distinctiveness, brand, ranking, reputation)

• Process (search, instruction, student support, 
engagement)

AOG Strategic Enrollment Planning involves:
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AOG

SEP

Program

Place

Price

Promotion

Purpose

Process



Program Strategy



Look for the Sweet Spot of Opportunity
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Identifying Potential Program



Considerations for the Program Portfolio
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• Program Demand 

– # of completions?

– Labor market?

• Program Competition

– Size of the market?

– Who are the players?

– Market distribution?

• Program Quality

– Institutional Capacity?

– Cost of Entry

Your Adult, Online and Graduate Programs

Program demand market 
research is CRITICAL!
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How is your portfolio of programs distributed?



US Largest 
Degree / 

Growth Areas

RNL Program Research
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25 Largest Associate Degree Subjects 
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25 Largest Bachelor’s Degree Subjects 
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25 Largest Master’s Degree Subjects 
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• What do employers and students need?

– Invest in market demand research

• What is your institution’s program 
strength?

– Do you have capacity?

• Who is the competition?

– How much market share can be gained?

Adult, Online and Graduate Program Planning

Critical Questions

Academic 

Program Planning



Student Success



Factors that influence graduate enrollment
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Enrollment factor Importance

Academic reputation 80%

Cost 79%

Future employment opportunities 77%

Financial Aid/ Scholarships 75%

Flexible (evening & weekend) courses 68%

Campus location (close to home or work) 67%

Personal attention prior to enrollment 64%

Family, friends and employers 58%

Size of institution 48%

What do Adult, Online and Graduate students want

Source: RNL Adult Priorities Survey and the RNL Priorities Survey for Online Students



Factors that influence adult online enrollment
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Enrollment factor Importance

Convenience 91%

Flexible pace for program completion 90%

Work schedule 89%

Program requirements 85%

Cost 85%

Transferability of prior course-work 83%

Institution’s reputation 82%

Financial assistance available 82%

Future employment opportunities 80%

Distance from campus 66%

Employer (recommendations) 59%

What do Adult, Online and Graduate students want

Source: RNL Adult Priorities Survey and the RNL Priorities Survey for Online Students



1. Evening and weekend hours

2. Prompt response to inquiries

3. College contact list

4. Academic degree-completion 
planning

5. Financial aid

6. Availability of resources online

7. Orientation to college

8. Orientation to the online learning 
environment

9. Responsive faculty

10. Regular and substantive feedback 
in the learning environment

Meet Service Expectations
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SUCCESS!
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• Collect performance data.

• Survey for student satisfaction.

• Implement pro-active student support (measure and alert).

• Align team, policies, services and student experience with data insights.

• Understand factors and invest accordingly.

• Develop recruitment plans that align with predictive success data.

• Ensure students support is designed for adult needs.

Equip for Adult, Online and Graduate Student
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• Is Adult student success institutionalized?

• Are you collecting student success data?

• Do you use the data to inform future practices and 
to pro-actively support students?

• What is the adult student journey?

• Is continuing student communication planned and 
organized?

• Are the appropriate supports in place?
– Online tutoring

– Refresh support

– Mental health

– Basic needs

Adult, Online and Graduate Student Success

Critical Questions

Student Success



AOG 

Recruitment and 

Marketing



• Organic web lead generation: SEO, 
getting to the top of search

• Paid online advertising: digital lead 
generation based on sophisticated 
personas and messaging 
architecture 

• Business development 

• Off-campus events

• On-campus events and online hosted 
events (live and on-demand)

• Market to your UG alumni (class 
visits, mail to UG majors)

• Referrals (current student, alumnus, 
faculty, etc.)

• Lists (GRE, GMAT, etc.)

• Radio, TV, print advertising

36

Connecting with the Audience



What is most influential?

• Organic web lead generation: SEO, 
getting to the top of search

• Paid online advertising: digital lead 
generation based on sophisticated 
personas and messaging 
architecture 

• Business development 

• Off-campus events

• On-campus events and online hosted 
events (live and on-demand)

• Market to your UG alumni (class 
visits, mail to UG majors)

• Referrals (current student, alumnus, 
faculty, etc.)

• Lists (GRE, GMAT, etc.)

• Radio, TV, print advertising
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Connecting with the Audience



Recruitment and Marketing
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• SEO and digital lead strategy is dynamic, evaluated and consistently 
evaluated and accordingly updated.

• Program marketing is prioritized to maximize ROI and enrollment.

• Communication flow is developed and refined by student persona.

• Drip campaigns and student responses are timely and personalized.

• Know your target audience and determine how to engage.

• Set goals and measure effectiveness continuously.

Adult, Online and Graduate Student



Institutions Program Type Price Credit Hours Modality

Competitor 1 Ed.D. $825 47 Blended

Competitor 2 Ed.D. $875 48 80/20 ground-based

Competitor 3 Ed.D. (Organizational Leadership) $875 57 On Ground

Competitor 4 Ed.D. $857 60

Blended Online/On Ground using 
Blackboard; late afternoons and 
weekends

Competitor 4
Ed.D. (Educational Administration or 
Teacher Leadership) $870 53 Online

Competitor 5 Ed.D. $885 54 Blended Online/On Ground

Competitor 6 Ed.D. (Educational Leadership) $1,340 56-60 60/40 Online/On Ground

Competitor 7 Ed.D. (Educational Leadership) $1,420 43 On Ground

Competitor 8 Ed.D. (Leadership Studies) $1,320 63 On Ground

Sample competitor grid

39

Understand What Others Are Offering



40

Today’s Funnel
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A Comprehensive Lead Generation Solution



43

Paid Digital Lead Generation

Cohesive, Collaborative, and Continuous

Discovery and Onboarding
• Understand goals and university needs

Persona Development
• Understand your student audiences

Strategy and Planning
• Leverage content marketing approaches

to create highly measurable experiences

Creative Development
• Infuse brand standards with best practices

and gained insights

Testing, Analysis, and Optimization
• Connect often; review and refine

RADICAL transparency with sharing

campaign outcomes, details,

and challenges



• Approximately 50% of all higher 
education website traffic comes 
from search engines.

• 77% of students will use a search 
engine to access a website EVEN 
if they know which school they 
want to look up.

44

Organic Lead Generation



• Adults have consumer mentalities

• Respond quickly to leads; the longer it sits, the colder it gets

• Use an omni-channel approach
– Texting

– Calling with visual caller ID

– Emails with custom curated content based on each student’s interests or concerns

– Retarget

– First-party data match to deploy display ads

– Online events (live and on-demand)

• Personalization is key

• Assume they are contacting the competition

• Provide superior service and secret-shop yourself

Converting the Lead

45
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Inquiry development: Media mix optimization



What matters to Google?

• High-quality content

• Mobile-first

• Page Experience

• Page speed

• On-page optimization

• Internal links

• External links

47

Generating leads via your website starts with 

good search engine optimization 



• 75% of interested students go directly to your website

• Adult programs segmentation on homepage or, at most, one click in

– Prospective students MUST see themselves on your website

• For the adult, provide content-rich, interactive, 
self-service information 

• Video testimonials  
(See sample at http://www.cui.edu/academicprograms/adult-degree-programs) 

• Degree credit calculators & transfer credit resources

• Online hosted Q&A events with faculty

• Career information  

Your Website: Friend or Foe 
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http://www.cui.edu/academicprograms/adult-degree-programs


• Use testimonials 
– Current employer information for recent graduates

– Current salary information for recent graduates

• Use images of adults 

• Call to action, sense of urgency: “Complete your application today. Classes are 
forming now.”

• Offer to waive application fee 

• Promote tuition/value 

• Provide both phone number and website

The Right Message 

49
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• Who is the target audience?

• How to engage the target audience?

• What is the SEO strategy and spend?

• What is the digital lead strategy and spend?

• Is our communication flow strategic and 
aligned with student personas?

• Does our messaging emphasize our value 
proposition?

• Is your website resonating with the AOG 
target audience?

AOG Recruitment and Marketing

Critical Questions

Recruiting and 

Marketing



Engaged Partnerships 

– Influencer 

Recruitment
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• Do we have opportunities for earn and learn?

• What relationships exist and how do we 
create more?

• How to position the College / University as a 
talent source for employers?

• Is the institution a key player in local, 
regional, state economic development?

• What partnerships, collaborations, mergers, 
etc… could be a game changer?

AOG Recruitment and Marketing

Critical Questions

Engaged Partnerships



Course and Program 

Development



1. Learn to solve problems

2. Share work and life experiences

3. Theory and application

4. Clear course objectives and 
outcomes

5. Active learning

6. Self-direction opportunities

7. Technology optimized

Relevant Curriculum  
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1. Provide faculty training and support

2. Recognize great learning facilitation

3. Define interactive curriculum expectations

4. Leverage online learning management system

5. Integrate theory and application

6. Optimize learning with technology

7. Exceed Section 503 / ADA compliance

Instructional Excellence 
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1. Up time for online systems

2. Help desk support for technology

3. Minimum turnaround time on assignments

4. Minimum standards for frequency of student contact

5. Course material costs

6. eCourse navigation 

7. CMS / LMS utilization

Establish Standards 

56
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• Who is the target audience?

• How to engage the target audience?

• What is the SEO strategy and spend?

• What is the digital lead strategy and spend?

• Is our communication flow strategic and 
aligned with student personas?

• Does our messaging emphasize our value 
proposition?

• Is your website resonating with the AOG 
target audience?

AOG Recruitment and Marketing

Critical Questions

Recruiting and 

Marketing



Fiscal and Financial 

Aid



Fiscal and Financial Aid Planning
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• Price strategy 

– Expanded geography for online

• Cost clarity 

• FAFSA support for adults

• Scholarships and institutional aid for adults

• Understand net tuition revenue

• Determine the ROI for AOG strategies

Adult, Online and Graduate
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• What is our price for programs compared to 
competition?

• Is our cost clear to adult students?

• How can we provide adult FAFSA completion 
support?

• Do we have scholarships available to adult 
students?

• What is our average net tuition revenue for adult 
focused programs?

• How do we determine the ROI for adult strategies?

AOG Fiscal and Financial Aid

Critical Questions

Financial Models 

and Affordability



SEP for Adult, 

Online and 

Graduate 

Growth
3



Planning for growth
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• Ensure that the campus embraces and celebrates adult, graduate and / or online students.

• Develop a program portfolio that is targeted for AOG growth.

• Measure AOG student success and establish support structures based on data insights.

• Equip for digital marketing and AOG recruitment.

• Operationalize influencer engagement for AOG growth.

• Implement best practices for course and program development.
– Establish standards.

• Extend institutional aid and FAFSA support to AOG students.

• Establish financial metrics, goals and ROI for AOG initiatives.

Adult, Online, and Graduate



Questions



Thank You

Dawn Fortin Mattoon

dawn.fortinmattoon@ruffalonl.com



Thank you for attending!

SPECIAL OFFER TO RNL

SEP FORUM PARTICIPANTS

$595 flat rate on 2023 

RNLNC registration!

Must register by 6 /1/23

to receive this special offer.

Use code:

SEPVIP
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