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More than 60% of students enrolling in public
two- and four-year colleges aren’t ready for college
level work.1 Another 36 million Americans have some
college credit but no degree.2 And the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic is only exacerbating the problem.
In the past year, the overall enrollment across all institution types has declined by
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approximately 5.9%. But there’s been a much more significant impact by race and class.
Almost one-third (27%) of Hispanic and low-income respondents are much more likely to say
that COVID-19 influenced a household member’s re-enrollment decisions than white or uppermiddle-income respondents (7%).
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With growing pressure on higher ed institutions to increase access and deliver better student
outcomes, these numbers highlight an ongoing challenge: how to prepare at-risk students to
succeed at the college level.
As Katie Dawson, Assistant VP of Academic Innovation and Learning at the University of
Louisiana System notes, institutions must continue to expand pathways and think about different
student audiences. “I’m not a fan of the term ‘non-traditional student,’” she says, “because at
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this point, there are so many adult students that are re-enrolling in universities and colleges that
they’re becoming more of the norm.”

60%

More than
of students
enrolling in public two- and fouryear colleges aren’t ready for
college level work.

For example, in the state of Louisiana, there are more than 650,000 adults who have
some college education but no degree. To help these adults earn their degree, the
University of Louisiana System launched Compete Louisiana (Compete LA), which aims
to increase statewide educational attainment and contribute to the System’s goal to produce
150,000 new college graduates statewide by 2025. Through the Compete LA Academy,
currently led by Dawson, returning students will have access to approved online courses to
earn credits toward a degree. The Academy program is made possible through a collaboration
with StraighterLine, which partners with colleges to provide affordable competency-based
college readiness and re-entry programs.

This playbook explores how strategic partnerships
can help higher ed institutions implement low-risk
and low-cost programs that provide students with
an affordable, accessible, and achievable pathway to
a college degree.
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Understanding the
Barriers to At-Risk
Student Success
FOUR COMMON BARRIERS IMPEDE AT-RISK STUDENTS FROM SUCCESSFULLY
STARTING OR COMPLETING THEIR DEGREES.
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ACADEMIC

Navigating enrollment or re-enrollment for higher ed courses can be
complex. To complete the application process, students have to figure
out what tests to take, what credits will or won’t transfer from their
previous academic work, and complete the Free Application for Federal
Student Aid (FAFSA®). Students can get overwhelmed and drop out in
this stage of enrollment when they lack support to successfully navigate.

FINANCIAL
Many students aren’t sure they can afford to go
to college. Some students may have debt from
previous college enrollment or face barriers
to getting financial aid. According to the latest
statistics, 69% of college students took out
student loans with an average debt of $29,900.5
For minority students, the student debt picture
is even more dire. One study found that black
students hold as much as 85.8% more debt than
white students.6 Other financial barriers include not
wanting to pursue a big financial commitment like
college when they’re uncertain of whether they’ll
be successful. There’s also concern about getting
a quality education in return for what they pay. To
address these concerns, colleges need to map their
degree programs to pathways and show students
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how they are preparing them for future careers.
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DISPOSITIONAL
Having the confidence that they can
complete the course work and finish
a program is a significant issue for
many at-risk students. “Students often
walk in with their past failures as their
mindset,” says Dr. Amy Smith, Chief
Learning Officer at StraighterLine.
“There’s that question of what makes
this time different in students’ minds. It’s
a lot like weight loss. Why will I drop ten
pounds this time? So, previous negative
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experiences can definitely be a barrier.”

SITUATIONAL
Whether it’s a change in a job schedule,
health issues, getting married, a new
baby, having to care for a family member
or any other number of things, students
often don’t start or they may drop out
because they need more flexibility than
a traditional school environment allows.
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4 Ways
to Overcome
Barriers to
Student Success
ANY SUCCESSFUL INITIATIVE TO HELP AT-RISK
STUDENTS MUST UNDERSTAND AND ADDRESS THESE
BARRIERS. FOR INSTITUTIONS, THE FOLLOWING FOUR
KEY ELEMENTS SHOULD BE INCLUDED IN ANY INITIATIVE
FOCUSED ON AT-RISK STUDENTS.
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INVEST IN A STRONG STUDENT
SUPPORT INFRASTRUCTURE

At-risk students need help navigating all the barriers that could possibly stand in
their way. They may need coaching and help filling out the application, guidance
on what tests they need to take or understanding FAFSA forms. They also need
academic coaching and tutoring as well as support to help them address both
dispositional and situational barriers that may be holding them back.
“The challenge is that it requires some serious infrastructure,” says Smith.
However, she notes that the risk of building this infrastructure can be
significantly lowered for institutions by finding a partner who already has
the infrastructure in place.
For Utah State University (USU), the ability to lean on a proven platform and
infrastructure was a key reason they partnered with StraighterLine to create their
Earned Admission program, which provides prospective students who aren’t quite
academically ready a pathway to enrollment at USU.
“Students get the support system they need to be successful. They have access
to mentors and coaches 24/7, and that’s something that we are constantly
working to improve at our institution. We need to rework our mindsets to meet
the students’ needs instead of expecting them to meet ours with how much
education has changed even in the past few years,” says Rene Eborn, Associate
Vice President of Strategic Initiatives and Deputy of Digital Transformation at Utah
State University.
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CREATE A LOW-RISK, LOW-COST PATHWAY FOR SUCCESS

Another critical element for both institutions and students is developing a pathway that is low-risk and low-cost. This was
important for both Compete LA and USU’s Earned Admission programs.
“My favorite part about StraighterLine is that they don’t transcript failure,” says Dawson, who notes that if a student doesn’t
pass a course, not only can they continue to retake the course until they pass, but there is also no D or F or Withdrawal on their
transcript. “It never follows them on their academic career and it doesn’t impact their GPA, so it’s not harming their academic
record in any way if they take a course and find out they’re not ready or they have to stop because life got in the way.”
This exceptionally low-cost subscription-based program allows students to take as many courses as they want and includes 24/7
access to coaches and tutors as well as the flexibility to go as fast or as slow as they need to complete the courses.
Students use the Math and Writing Center to get immediate help from experts on topics like problem solving and essay and
writing composition. When they have a quick question, the most popular choices are to open the mobile app or go to live chat on
their desktops to get immediate assistance from on-demand tutors.
“We find that a student completes a course on average within about two months. So, for the price of about $300, students can
complete a course. There is no more affordable way to go to school,” says Smith. “The financial risk for the student is basically
the cost of dinner out and a gym membership for a month.”

LOW RISK PATHWAY TO FINANCING COLLEGE
The cost of completing a course is up to 10x lower for StraighterLine students.

StraighterLine
Annual Tuition
Cost per 3-credit class

$442

For-Profit
School

4-Year Public
(in state)

4-Year Private
(non-profit)

$14,600*

$10,440*

$36,880*

$1,824

$1,305

$4,611

* College Board: Trends in College Pricing, 2019
^ Based on full-time, 24 credits per-year course load

7

3

PROVIDE FLEXIBILITY

Adult learners, stopped-out students and even pre-college students may be facing many situational barriers, such as the need
to work, health issues or the need to care for others. This makes having flexibility in how and when they complete their courses
extremely important.
Providing these students with an asynchronous learning environment, where students can learn online, including on mobile
devices, gives them the flexibility many of them need to be successful. In partnership with an online education provider like
StraighterLine, students can schedule their exams at any time of day that works for them; they can do their homework on their
mobile phones while commuting home from work or they can get tutoring help at midnight on a Friday, if that’s when they need it.
Students can also move as fast or slow as they need and want. At USU, students that enter the Earned Admission program must
complete three courses – English, math and a study skills course – to be accepted as a fully matriculated student. However,
freshmen entering the program can complete these courses at their own pace.
“We provide them with a framework, so they have a template of suggested courses to fill their schedules and they’re aware of the
deadlines for the term and registration,” says Eborn, “but it’s up to them when they choose to complete their courses, and we’ve
noticed a significant increase in completion and confidence.”
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CREATE A SENSE OF LEGITIMACY

Whether pre-college or stopped-out, students are more likely to succeed when they identify as a student of the institution
they want to attend. Therefore, even when institutions partner with another provider to create an affordable and accessible
pathway for these at-risk students, it’s important that the programs are branded and linked to the institution. This cobranded partnership creates immediate trust and connection for students, as they are familiar with the quality and
experiences offered by your institution.

‘‘

Being able to offer a branded program to its students was also extremely important for USU. “I think that for the students,
it’s important for them to know that they’re going to be a USU student and that these courses are USU courses,” says Eborn.

The students that enroll in Compete
LA think of themselves as going
through a program that’s affiliated
with the nine institutions in the
University of Louisiana System.
That’s really important because it
adds legitimacy to what they’re doing.
And it also makes an easy transition
from regular coursework during a
regular semester to this alternative
opportunity to take asynchronous
courses that fit their schedule.
K ATIE DAWSON,
ASSISTANT VP OF ACADEMIC INNOVATION AND LE ARNING,
UNIVERSIT Y OF LOUISIANA SYSTEM
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A Win-Win for
Students and Institutions
As institutions continue to look for ways to provide more equity and access, third-party partnership programs provide a low-risk,
low-cost pathway — not only for students, but for the school’s themselves. In the partnerships that StraighterLine builds with
institutions, there are no upfront costs to the school, and StraighterLine provides the infrastructure for assisting prospective
students in the enrollment process, supporting students with ongoing coaching and tutoring, and delivering the courses.
Institutions should look for a partner who is ACE approved and who has built their platform on common course outcomes. “By
offering ACE approved courses we’ve seen high transferability and acceptance rates,” says Smith. “This is because from an
institution perspective there’s a level of certainty that you know that you’re using a really high-quality curriculum that matches
exactly what competencies your students have to master for a pathway into the university.”
There is also less risk of losing the student, especially when considering whether to steer at-risk students to a community college as
a pathway for academic readiness versus developing a branded program with a partner.
“Ninety-two percent of the students that we would send to StraighterLine for a course would come back to us,” says Dawson,
referring to her experience partnering with StraighterLine when she was at the University of Louisiana Monroe. “And that’s
compelling, because otherwise you’re sending students to another institution or to a community college, and there’s not
a direct pathway back to you.”

Higher
Retention Rates

Faster
Progress

Increased
Graduation Rates

93% for StraighterLine

StraighterLine students

StraighterLine students’

students vs. 79%

complete courses at more than

2x the rate

graduation rate is

of non-StraighterLine students

than non-StraighterLine students

non-Straighterline students
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41% higher

Utah State
Success with
StraighterLine
Institutions also have the flexibility to build a program that
meets their exact needs. “We created an admission process for
our Earned Admission students alongside Straighterline,” says
Eborn. “It wasn’t something we just adopted. It matched our
mission and goals and alignment with USU.”
While USU’s program just began in the fall of 2020, they’ve
already seen strong results. In the first four months of 2021,
172 students were referred to their Earned Admission
program and enrollments increased from 33% to 86%.

‘‘

StraighterLine is part of our team.
They’re part of our recruiting
process. We work together
to develop the right nudges,
reminders, and the student support
that represents our USU values.
RENE EBORN,
ASSOCIATE VICE PRESIDENT OF STR ATEGIC INITIATIVES AND DEPUT Y
OF DIGITAL TR ANSFORMATION, UTAH STATE UNIVERSIT Y
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studioID is Industry Dive’s global content studio offering brands an ROI rich tool kit: Deep industry expertise, first-party audience
insights, an editorial approach to brand storytelling, and targeted distribution capabilities. Our trusted in-house content marketers
help brands power insights-fueled content programs that nurture prospects and customers from discovery through to purchase,
connecting brand to demand.

StraighterLine is a student success and college readiness company focused on
helping higher ed institutions improve retention and admit more college-ready

LEARN MORE ABOUT HOW YOUR INSTITUTION
CAN PARTNER WITH STRAIGHTERLINE

students. Our pathway programs help pre-college, at-risk, and stopped-out
students save money, return, and persist to graduation.

partners.straighterline.com
(877) 787-8375
partnerships@straighterline.com

