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A systematic review of research
on nontraditional students reveals
inconsistent definitions and a
need for clarity: focus on U.S.
based studies

Cory Brozina'*, Aditya Johri? and Alanis Chew!

!Rayen School of Engineering, Youngstown State University, Youngstown, OH, United States,
2Department of Information Sciences and Technology, George Mason University, Fairfax, VA, United
States

Background: The term "nontraditional students” (NTS) is widely used in higher
education research, but its definition varies across studies.

Objectives: This systematic literature review aims to examine how researchers
define NTS in U.S.-based studies and identify potential definitional issues.

Methods: We conducted a systematic review following PRISMA guidelines,
searching EBSCO databases (Education Research Complete, Education Full
Text, and ERIC) for peer-reviewed articles published between 2018 and 2022.
We analyzed 65 papers that met our inclusion criteria to assess the definitions
used for NTS. In this systematic literature review we focus on the definitional
issues related to how researchers use the term nontraditional students in US-
based studies. We review 65 papers from search results containing 432 papers
to understand how researchers define nontraditional students. Of the 65 papers
reviewed fully, 33 papers included a specific definition of nontraditional students,
15 included an unspecified definition of nontraditional students, and 17 papers
did not include a clear definition at all. Our work suggests that researchers use a
clearer definition, such as from the NCES, to define nontraditional students and
focus their attention on the seven categories given by NCES.

KEYWORDS

nontraditional students, systematic literature review, US-based, definitional issues,
research

1 Introduction

Colleges and universities across the world, but especially in the U.S., are made up of an
ever-increasingly diverse student population. There is great importance put on obtaining a
higher education degree in society; however, with a decreasing amount of governmental funds
available for higher education, students and their families must take on the burden of financing
a degree. Consequently, they are looking for opportunities to receive the greatest value for
their money.

Understanding the definition of nontraditional students (NTS) is crucial for several
reasons. First, it directly impacts the design and implementation of educational programs and
support services. A clear definition helps institutions tailor their teaching methods, course
schedules, and support systems to meet the specific needs of NTS. Second, it affects policy
decisions at institutional and governmental levels, influencing funding allocations and
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program development. Finally, a consistent definition allows for more
accurate research comparisons and trend analyses, leading to
evidence-based improvements in higher education accessibility and
effectiveness for diverse student populations.

The challenge of defining nontraditional students extends
beyond academia, impacting broader societal issues. In the
United States, unclear definitions hinder policymakers’ ability to
craft targeted legislation for higher education funding and
support services. For instance, the Lumina Foundation (2021)
reports that inconsistent categorization of nontraditional
students affects state-level funding allocations and federal
financial aid policies. Globally, the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2019) highlights how
varying definitions across countries complicate international
comparisons and knowledge sharing about effective support
strategies. Moreover, employers increasingly rely on higher
education institutions to upskill their workforce, but ambiguity
around nontraditional student definitions creates challenges in
designing appropriate continuing education programs (Hora
etal., 2021). Addressing this definitional issue is thus crucial not
only for educational institutions but also for economic
development, workforce preparation, and international
cooperation in higher education.

To support their studies, many students are taking on the costs
associated with higher education by being employed full-time during
an academic year and living at home to save on costs associated with
residential living. Additionally, students are delaying enrollment for
multiple reasons, one of which is to save for higher education
expenses. Costs though are not the only factors that are changing the
enrollment landscape. Students continue to deal with multiple life
circumstances as they pursue their degrees—many have families and
other responsibilities. Therefore, it is imperative that higher
educational systems understand the backgrounds of their students and
how to serve their needs best.

One way of characterizing and defining students whose
experiences are different than a standard 4-year in person on-campus
education is the term nontraditional students (NTS). Although
coined, at least within the U.S. context, post-World War II, research
on NTS continues to attract significant attention within the literature
on higher education. This is not surprising given the population of
students who fall under the NTS category total over 70% of students
nationally (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for
Education Statistics, 2015) and the many policies and support systems
that are being developed to target the success of NTS. The increase in
technology-driven education post-COVID has only fueled the interest
in NTS as the use of online and digital learning is being seen as a
mechanism to attract more NTS students and to support their
teaching and learning. There is a need to understand new
developments within any field to identify significant shifts or changes.

One of the first robust definitions of nontraditional students
focused on three major themes of enrollment criteria, financial and
family status, and high school graduation status (Horn, 1996). The
seven categories within these three themes specifically associated
with nontraditional students included: (1) Delayed enrollment by a
year or more after high school, (2) attended part-time, (3) having
dependents, (4) being a single parent, (5) working full time while
enrolled, (6) being financially independent from parents, and (7) did
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not receive a standard high school diploma. These seven
characteristics were defined primarily to bring focus to choices and
behaviors of students that may increase their risk of attrition, that is,
leaving or dropping out of college before completing their degree.
Due to the sole focus on attrition, these categories do not include
other aspects of students’ experiences that might make them
nontraditional. Within the categories a scale of minimal to high was
added, where one can be considered minimally nontraditional with
one characteristic, moderately nontraditional with two or three
characteristics, or highly nontraditional if they have four or
more characteristics.

The definition advanced by Horn (1996) was one of the first
ones to define nontraditional students comprehensively. Yet, it has
been over two decades, and it is unclear if the definition has gained
traction and is used consistently and universally or if other ways to
define NTS have taken a hold. Research on NTS has been quite
robust over the past few decades but reviews of NTS studies have
pointed out specific concerns with prior work especially in terms
of definitional issues within the field. The first review of NTS work
was published in 2002 (Kim, 2002), and a decade later another
paper followed up the issues raised (Chung et al., 2014). As
we discuss in detail later, the Kim and Chung et al. papers, limit
their focus on students within a specific context or concern; in the
case of Kim, community college students in the U.S., and in Chung
et al. mental health issues. Yet, they both highlight the lack of
cohesiveness in definitions, their inability to advance research or
practice agenda, and the need for a better understanding of
definitional issues. For instance, currently, in addition to three
major themes (Horn, 1996) NTS have been defined by up to 13
different subcategories (Chung et al., 2014). The concerns raised
by Kim and Chung remain relevant, as evidenced by subsequent
studies. For instance, Markle (2015) found persistent definitional
inconsistencies in NTS research, while Zerquera et al. (2018) noted
the ongoing challenges in aligning institutional practices with the
diverse needs of NTS. Moreover, recent data from the
U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education
Statistics, (2015) indicate a continued high enrollment of students
meeting various NTS criteria, underscoring the importance of
addressing these definitional issues.

How we define a student population has important ramifications
for how we then design policies and support structures for them.
Consequently, if we do not define it consistently, we cannot study
them or create policies and interventions to support them. The
definition allows us to have a more nuanced understanding of the
population and for the researcher to better define the population they
are working with. Common ground is important for research that
builds systematically. Therefore, definitions have to provide clarity not
only in terms of who is included and why they are included, but what
differentiates groups sufficiently. If there is overlap, what creates that
and how is diversity important for future research and practice?

In this paper we present a systematic review of articles on NTS
published during a five-year window (2018-2022) to assess what
definitions, if any, are being used within the recent nontraditional
student literature. We picked this window as it is the most recent
complete 5 years of publications (we collected data in mid-2023).
Prior work has also been covered in related reviews and this sample
size gave us a significant data corpus to analyze.
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We discuss our inclusion and exclusion criteria for the papers in
the methods sections, but one limitation of our work is that we restrict
the work to U.S. based studies given the larger number of papers from
this context and because one of the most referenced definitions was
from NCES and has been the marker for the field within the U.S.

2 Extant literature on nontraditional
student definitions

Kim (2002) conducted one of the first reviews of the use of the
term “nontraditional” within literature. Although her review was
focused primarily on community colleges within the U.S., many of the
concerns she raised through her reviews, and her argument for
undertaking the review still hold true. She argued that given the
diversity of student population within community colleges, it was
important to understand the challenges students faced in a more
systematic and defined manner. She contended that the way
nontraditional was defined ended up being so broad that most
students ended up being in that category. The problem with this,
according to her, was that “the term nontraditional is too broad to
be helpful in identifying specific needs (p. 74)” Nontraditional has
been defined largely in terms of age, student background
characteristics, and students’ at-risk behavior. The focus on at-risk is
consistent with one of the goals of studying NTS which is to develop
resources or programs, whether academic or non-curricular, to
support them that are different than those for “traditional” students.
Kim (2002) argues that “while some of these programs can
be beneficial for a wide range of nontraditional students, others do not
meet the specific needs of nontraditional students facing particular
personal or logistical challenges (p. 78)”

Chung et al. (2014) further emphasized the concern in higher
education research about the lack of consistency in the how
“non-traditional students” has been defined and through their review
confirm that the term includes a broad range of definitional categories
even within their review of mental health related research within
higher education. They found that students have been classified as
nontraditional based on 13 categories that include demographic and
educational background, such as age, and admissions pathways and
that within each category there are even additional subcategories. In
terms of research, they found that in addition to the problem of
limited usefulness due to the ambiguity of the term, around 9% of
articles within their data corpus did not even provide a working
definition for “non-traditional students.” Furthermore, the sources of
definitions were often unreferenced or partially referenced and it was
unclear how the authors arrived at their method for categorizing
NTS. Overall, the definitions were unclear to allow for replication of
empirical work. They suggest that future research should address these
problems and work toward greater clarity and consistency for the
terms. They recognize the difficulty of the task in terms of reaching a
consensus definition but suggest that one of the elements to start with
is the purpose for defining and categorizing NTS. As an example, they
say a definition of NT'S that refers to characteristics which predispose
university students to noncompletion might be one way of doing this.

Finally, in a recent paper that focuses on definition of NTS,
Nguyen and Kramer (2023) take an empirical approach and utilize
a nationally representative, publicly available, dataset to examine
shifts in student population using data related to demographics,
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financial aid receipt, and academic experiences. They propose a
new term for defining NTS—“neotraditional,” and argue this shift
toward new terminology is important given the many different
roles students play in their lives and their varying life
circumstances. They define neotraditional students as “students
who previously have been identified as “nontraditional” students;
these students do not fit the historic image of the typical college
student, but who now comprise the majority of postsecondary
enrollment (p. 1) They argue that this new definitional work will
guide practitioners and policymakers in supporting students with
multiple life roles.

Overall, work from almost two decades or more consistently
shows definitional issues in the field that have consequences for
student support. The issues that have been identified include a very
broad characterization of NTS, use of categories and criterions
that are not meaningful, and the gap between the categories and
how they can be used to make policies or design support systems.
Given the increase in number of students who would fall under
NTS in recent years, what does the current literature tell us? Is
there any clarity? Are there more useful categories being used?
Basically, “How are nontraditional students defined in extant
literature?” This question guided the systematic literature review
we conducted.

In the rest of the paper, we first discuss our methodology for data
collection and analysis and then present the findings. A list of the final
papers in our sample is presented separately in Appendix.

3 Methodology
3.1 Search

We used our university’s EBSCO as our search engine. Specifically,
the databases used were Education Research Complete, Education Full
Text (H.W. Wilson), and ERIC. The search strings included different
student

ways  of (non-traditional,

nontraditional student, and non-traditional student). Quotation

spelling nontraditional

marks and the wildcard symbol (*) were used to keep the search
specific. Additional limiters included full text, scholarly journals,
academic journals, or journal articles written in English and published
between 2018 and 2022.

The search resulted with 432 papers: 284 papers from ERIC, 113
from Education Research Complete, and 35 from Education Full Text
(H.W. Wilson). The initial duplicate removal from the search left us
with 359 papers; however, duplicates were still found and had to
be removed in another iteration. We saved a copy of the search result,
which is what we used for the first round of inclusion/exclusion.

3.2 Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Figure 1 presents the PRISMA flow diagram detailing our
systematic review process. Of the initial 432 records identified through
database searching, 73 duplicates were removed. The remaining 359
records were screened based on titles and abstracts, resulting in the
exclusion of 257 records that did not meet our inclusion criteria.
We assessed 102 full-text articles for eligibility, further excluding 37
articles that did not focus on NTS definitions or were not U.S.-based
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SEARCH RESULTS

- ERIC: 284 PAPERS

n =432

\ 4
REMOVE DUPLICATES

v

- EDUCATION RESEARCH COMPLETE: 113 PAPERS
- EDUCATION FULL TEXT: 35 PAPERS

INITIAL REMOVAL FROM SEARCH

n =359

v

SCREEN TITLE AND KEYWORDS
n=102

\ 4
REMOVE DUPLICATES

A\ 4

DATABASE

REMOVE DUPLICATES THAT WERE

n =289

\ 4

SCREEN ABSTRACT
n=74

A4
APPRAISE FULL TEXT

\4

MISSED BY INITIAL SCREENING

n =65

v

FINALIZE "DEFINED" PAPERS
n=48

FIGURE 1
PRISMA flow diagram.

FINAL REVIEW OF PAPERS

A\ 4

studies. This process resulted in 65 studies included in our
qualitative synthesis.

We conducted two rounds of inclusion and exclusion. First,
we read the article titles, journal names, and subjects/keywords to
decide whether to include or exclude the papers based on our
scope of interest which we defined as the following terms
within NTS:

(1) Student support, (2) Engagement, (3) Retention, (4) Student
success, (5) US-based, (6) Undergraduate students, and (7) Not-online
focused programs.

After this round of analysis, we were left with 102 papers, but
the sample still contained duplicates. After we removed the
duplicates, we had 89 papers. All papers were downloaded, and their
abstracts were analyzed for the presence of our reference to NTS in
a definitional form, which formed the second round of inclusion/
exclusion. We were finally left with 65 papers in total for review.

3.3 Data analysis

For the final set of 65 papers we collected information on the
paper’s (1) Author(s), (2) Publication Year, (3) Journal, (4) Title, (5)

Frontiers in Education

Keywords/Subjects, (6) Main Idea, (7) NTS categorization, (8) NTS
definition, (9) Research Question(s), (10) Methodology, (11)
discussion of STEM, and (12) Findings. We categorized how the
papers defined NTS as “Not defined,” “Defined: Unspecific,” and
“Defined: Specific” (refer to table #). Some of the papers do not
explicitly define NTS, but instead hint or imply certain criteria. For
these cases, we classified them as “Defined: Unspecific” because
we were able to gather some general definition through more
reading and making our own judgment.

Term Definition

Not Defined Paper discusses NTS in some manner

without defining NTS

Defined: Unspecific Paper discusses NTS however it required
in-depth reading to determine the general
definition (paper hints at definitions), or the

definitions were unspecific (i.e., age)

Defined: Specific Paper defines NTS specifically or a quick
general definition could be easily determined

(i.e., 25 and older)
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4 Findings

We found that 48 papers defined nontraditional students in some
way. Of the 48 papers, 33 of them were classified as “Defined: Specific,”
while 15 of them were classified as “Defined: Unspecific” Additionally,
17 papers did not define nontraditional students thus were classified
as “Not Defined”

"DEFINED" CATEGORIES

65 PAPERS
DEFINED NOT DEFINED
48 PAPERS 17 PAPERS

l l

DEFINED: SPECIFIC DEFINED: UNSPECIFIC
33 PAPERS 15 PAPERS

Most papers that define NTS referred to the NCES criteria in some
manner. We identified four major themes in the NTS identification:
(1) enrollment criteria, (2) financial and family status, (3) high school
graduation status, and (4) identity.

Theme 1: Enrollment Criteria: delayed enrollment, part-time
enrollment, age, transfers, and returning for 2nd Bachelor’s. Only the
first two criteria are part of the NCES criteria.

Theme 2: Financial and Family Status: financial independence,
full-time employment while enrolled, have dependents, single
parent, and working. The first four are part of the NCES criteria.
We added “working” as a criterion because there were a significant
number of papers that mention working students without
specifying full-time or otherwise.

Theme 3: High School Graduation Status looks at students who did
not receive standard high school diploma. This is also one of the
NCES criterion.

Theme 4: Identity. This is the only theme that is not included
in the NCES criteria. In this theme, we included commuter,
under-represented (student of color), first-generation, gender
(M/F, outside traditional gender binary), re-entry to college,
disabled, ESL, “adults,”
low-income statuses.

veterans, distance learning,
From the NCES criteria, the top five requirements were having
dependents (48% of the “defined” papers), part-time enrollment
(46%), delayed enrollment (46%), full-time employment while
enrolled (38%), and financial independence (29%).
Have dependants | 3
part-time enroliment I 2>

Delayed enr

Full-time employment wh
F

independence s

Did not receive standard high school diploma 13

Single parent 1

NCES Criteria Breakdown

Of the non-NCES criteria, age (65%), working (15%), and
commuter (10%) were the top three requirements. The breakdown
of the other criteria are as follows: under-represented (8%), “adults”
(6%), first-generation (6%), veterans (6%), gender (4%),
low-income (4%), disabled (2%), distance learning (2%), ESL (2%),
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re-entry to college (2%), returning for 2nd Bachelor’s (2%),
transfer (2%).

Under-Represented (student of color,
“Adults” 3
First-Generation 3
Veterans 3
Gender (Male/Female, Outside traditional gender binary) 2
Low-Income 2
Disabled
Distance learning
ESL
Re-entry to College
Returning for 2nd Bachelor’s

P RRR R

Transfer

Non-NCES Criteria Breakdown

The most popular criteria used to define NTS was age, with 24 papers
describing specific age (i.e., above 25) and 7 papers just broadly
mentioning age. Even though age is not one of the NCES criteria, it is
still highly used in the literature to describe NTS.

The second most referred to criteria is the 7 NCES NTS criteria.
However, not all the papers that use the NCES criteria will use or
mention all 7 criteria. Some papers may mix their definitions with
other non-NCES identity criteria (i.e., commuter, under-represented,
first-generation, etc.)

Did not receive standard high school d

sin nt I 11

Under-Represented (stu

First-G

Gender (Male/Female, Outside traditional g

Low-Income 2

[ER T

Returning for 2nd Bac

NTS Criteria Breakdown

Overall, the literature defines NTS in many different ways, but

primarily has an age and some NCES criteria components.

Defined Defined Row total
specific, unspecific,
N = 33 N =15
Theme 1: Enrollment
Paper Paper
criteria
Count % # Count % # Count %
(1) Delayed 2,7, 3,8,
16 48% 6 40% 22 46%
enrollment 12 15
NCES
(2) Part-time 5,7, 4,9,
15 45% 7 47% 22 46%
enrollment 14 22
1,10, 3,34,
(1) Age 24 73% 7 47% 31 65%
12 50
(2) Transfers 0 0% N/A 1 7% 15 1 2%
Other
(3) Returning
for 2nd 0 0% N/A 1 7% 44 1 2%
Bachelor’s
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Defined Defined Row total 5 Discussion
specific, unspecific,
N = 33 N =15 -
Overall, there are many opportunities found to develop a
Theme 2: Financial and family status more comprehensive way moving forward to discuss and
(3) Financial 7,11, 9,22, conduct research on nontraditional students. First, “Age” was
o 33% 30 20% 14| 29% . .
independence 45 35 used most frequently to define a nontraditional student, even
(4) Full-time though it is too broad a category. Second, there are still a wide
employment 14, 9,22, range of definitions used to define nontraditional students even
13 39% 5 3% 18| 38% . . )
while 23,29 34 with calls to be more specific. And third, the seven NCES
NCES
enrolled categories give a succinct definition to use if you want to talk
(5) Have 29, 9,22, about nontraditional students broadly, however there are ways to
19 58% 4 2% 23 48% . ) .
dependents 40,41 35 focus in on the categories more purposefully depending on
(6) Single 45, the rationale.
9 2% 2 1% 2235 11 23%
parent 55, 60

11,

Other (4) Working 5 15% 2,43 2 13% | 4,13 7 15% 5.1 Age as a defining term for NTS

Theme 3: High school graduation status

Overall, we found that Age is still one of the criteria that is

(7) Did not
. e used the most to define NTS. Although the relationship between
receive
NCES | sandardhigh 1| 3% 2 | | a2ss| 13 | 27 Age and being a student is strong, it is increasingly too broad a
school 33,60 category to be useful for making decisions about NTS support.
diploma 65% of the papers use Age as a defining characteristic of a

nontraditional student either defined specific or unspecific.

Theme 4: |dentity
Examples of Defined: Specific for Age, Goldman (2019) define

11,

(5) 15, Age as “25 years or older” and Rabourn et al. (2018) use Age as
Commuter 3 9% | 18, z | 13% 46 > | 10% “students over the age of 24 or over the age of 21 at first entry”
2 Whereas Defined: Unspecific examples include (Paper 31) defines
(6) Under- Age as “adult students”
represented s |en | ™ 2 |%|es2| ¢ | % In a study of faculty about NTS, Jinkens (2009) found that
(student of 49 composite opinion of 30 faculty indicated that age may not
color) properly identify whether students are traditional or
(7) First- nontraditional. Furthermore, faculty said that a life changing
1 3% | 14 2 13% 9,52 3 | 6% . . .
generation event is more of a determinant of how students approach their
(8) Gender education. Additionally, Tilley (2014) conducted a study of
(MJE students over 25 versus under 25 on multiple factors of stress and
outside academic self-concept and determined that the age criterion is
waditional |~ | 2® | Y| 1 || 9 2| 4% not enough to define a nontraditional student as there were no
gender differences between groups.
binary) Thus, using Age in any manner takes away the details
underlying what their specific circumstances have to do with
Other | () Re- their nontraditional status. Age should be thought of as an
entry to 1 3% 14 0 0% | N/A 1 2% . . . . )
college 1nd1ca.t0r of other hffe happenst?nces 'fmd further dehr'leat'lon of
those into more specific categories. It is not a useful criterion on
(10) 2 the surface to use age solely, or in conjunction with other criteria,
Veterans 3% ] 14 0 | 0% | NAT 3 | 6% to define a nontraditional student.
40
an

% % /A % . e ey
Disabled | M0 NATL 2% 5 5 Wide breadth of definitions used to
(12) ESL 1 3% 60 0 | 0% NA 1 | 2% define NTS

(13)

. From our systematic review, we note the stark inconsistency
Distance 1 3% 60 0 0% | N/A 1 2% . . . .
Jearning with the way the literature defines nontraditional students. Out

1]
of the 48 “defined” papers, there were 6 papers that clearly

a9 1 3% 28 2 13% 3L, 3 6% defined NTS using all 7 NCES criteria. There were 7 papers that
Adults 32 used all NCES criteria together with non-NCES criteria. There
15) Low- ) -
(15) Low Ll aw | 1 P I s | 4% were 14 papers that used only non-NCES criteria. The rest of the
Income papers use some mix of the two, NCES and non-NCES.
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Description ‘ Number of papers

Uses all 7 NCES criteria only 6 papers
Uses all NCES criteria except delayed enrollment 7 papers
Uses all 7 NCES and non-NCES criteria 9 papers
Uses only non-NCES criteria 14 papers

The lack of a consistent use of a definition for nontraditional
students underscores a few areas of concern. First, the continuing
inconsistency in how NTS is defined. This problem around lack of a
common and consistent definition for NTS has been discussed at least
since 2002 when Kim (2002) brought attention to it and the concern
was raised again almost a decade later in 2014 (Chung et al., 2014). In
this review, we found the same troubling pattern. Second, and even
more problematic, is the concern with the lack of any definition of
NTS within research studies. Although there is an acceptable and
useful definition, at least to some degree, available in literature
(NCES), researchers do not use it.

This highlights either a lack of rigor in studies that are conducted
and/or the ineffectiveness of the current definitions for research
studies that scholars want to conduct. It is unclear from our review
which of these might be a factor but so long as these inconsistencies
continue, the overall research terrain in this field will remain weak
largely due to lack of any replication or the ability to build on prior
work. Consequently, it is imperative that either a standard definition
be developed and used, or well-defined elements within the
educational experiences of NTS become focal point of research, so
that the population is not defined by broad categories.

5.3 Future directions—some alternate and
more ecological valid conceptions of NTS

Given the lack of consistency in the use of NTS definitions and
increasing critique around the usefulness of the term, we argue that there
is a need to think differently about how we define NTS. We propose that
there needs to be a better alignment between student needs and policies
and support systems and for this we need definitions that take a more
purpose-driven approach as outlined by Nguyen and Kramer (2023).
Although the term proposed by them, neotraditional, might or might
not be needed in the field, the suggestion to align definition of NTS to
the purpose it serves for students is useful. We additionally suggest that
like the use of the term “value-based healthcare;” higher education itself
needs to think more about the value it aims to provide and how student
experiences are linked to that. Similar arguments have been made by
scholars studying online delivery from a “value-based delivery of
education” perspective (Gilfoil and Focht, 2015). The nuances of how a
student is NTS shape the value they can derive from their education, and
it is important to capture that. In a value-based definition context, the
usefulness can come from aligning family or work with flexible delivery
of content, for instance. There are other conceptions in the literature such
as “strengths-based” (Pang et al., 2018) and “alignment-based” (Zerquera
et al.,, 2018) that are also possible ways to define NTS. Aligning what
students want—a degree for job promotion, to their support is essential.
Opverall, we are arguing for a more ecologically valid (Cole et al., 1997)
definition of NTS that serves the students. An ecologically valid
definition in this context will consider the contexts in which students
study and learn, the resources they use and need, and the responsibilities
they must fulfill in the different roles they play in their lives.
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The evolving landscape of higher education necessitates a
reevaluation of how we define and support nontraditional students
(NTS). Recent studies have highlighted the multifaceted nature of
student experiences, encompassing factors such as work-life balance,
financial constraints, and diverse educational pathways (Chung et al.,
2014; Markle, 2015). We propose that any new definition of NTS should
these
recommendations to address the needs of NTS in the current era include:

incorporate nuanced dimensions. Concrete  policy

1 Implementing a comprehensive national assessment of student

needs, going beyond demographics to include life
circumstances, educational goals, and support requirements
(Zerquera et al., 2018).

2 Expanding federal and state financial aid programs to cover
indirect educational costs, such as childcare and transportation,
which disproportionately —affect NTS (Goldrick-Rab
et al., 2020).

3 Mandating flexibility in academic policies, including more
lenient leave of absence and re-entry procedures, to
accommodate the complex lives of NTS (van Rhijn et al., 2016).

4 Developing a national database that tracks NTS experiences
and outcomes, using a standardized definition to inform
evidence-based policymaking (Cruse et al., 2019).

5 Incentivizing institutions to provide comprehensive support
services, including mental health resources, career counseling,
and academic advising tailored to NTS needs (Cotton

etal., 2017).

These policy changes would not only better serve the needs of
NTS but also modernize the higher education system to reflect the
diverse realities of contemporary student populations.

The findings of this systematic literature review have several practical
implications. For educational institutions, a clearer definition of NTS can
guide the development of targeted support services, flexible learning
options, and inclusive policies. Policymakers can use this information to
refine financial aid programs and educational legislation to better serve
the diverse NTS population. Researchers can benefit from a more
standardized definition, enabling more reliable comparisons across
studies and facilitating meta-analyses. Finally, students themselves may
find it easier to identify and access appropriate resources and programs
when institutions use consistent NTS definitions.

6 Conclusion

Our systematic literature review of 65 U.S.-based studies published
between 2018 and 2022 revealed significant inconsistencies in the
definition and use of the term “nontraditional students” (NTS). The
analysis uncovered that only half of the reviewed papers (33 out of 65)
included a specific definition of NTS, while nearly a quarter used
unspecified definitions, and the remaining quarter provided no clear
definition at all. This lack of definitional clarity undermines the ability
to compare studies, build on prior work, and develop effective policies
for NTS support.

Notably, age emerged as the most prevalent factor in defining
NTS, appearing in 65% of the papers that defined the term, despite not
being part of the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)
criteria. This finding highlights a disconnect between research
practices and established guidelines. Furthermore, our review found
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varied use of the NCES criteria, with only a small fraction of papers
(6 out of 65) employing all seven NCES criteria. Many researchers
opted for a combination of NCES and non-NCES criteria, further
contributing to the definitional inconsistency in the field.

The review also identified the emergence of new categories used
to define NTS, such as commuter status, under-represented status, and
first-generation status. This evolution in conceptualizing NTS reflects
the changing landscape of higher education but also adds to the
complexity of achieving a standardized definition.

A critical finding from our review is the scarcity of purpose-
driven definitions. Few studies aligned their definition of NTS with
the specific objectives of their research or the needs of the student
population being studied. This lack of alignment between definition
and research purpose potentially limits the practical applicability of
findings and the development of targeted support strategies.

These results echo concerns raised in previous reviews by Kim
(2002) and Chung et al. (2014), indicating that the issue of definitional
inconsistency in NTS research persists. This ongoing challenge
hinders the field’s ability to advance cohesively and impacts the
effectiveness of policies and support systems designed for NTS.

Based on these findings, we recommend that future research in
this field adopt a more consistent use of the NCES criteria as a baseline
definition for NTS in U.S.-based studies. Researchers should
be encouraged to explicitly state and justify their definition of NTS in
relation to their study’s objectives. Additionally, there is a need to
develop more nuanced, purpose-driven definitions that consider the
evolving nature of higher education and student needs.

It is important to acknowledge the limitations of this study. Our
review focused exclusively on U.S.-based research, which limits the
generalizability of our findings to other national contexts. Additionally,
the five-year timeframe (2018-2022) we selected, while providing recent
data, may not capture longer-term trends in the field. Our search strategy,
although comprehensive, may have inadvertently excluded relevant
studies that did not use our specific search terms. Furthermore, our
analysis was primarily qualitative, and a quantitative meta-analysis could
provide additional insights into the patterns of NTS definitions
across studies.

Looking ahead, the field would benefit from establishing a national
framework for tracking and supporting NTS. Such a framework should
allow for both standardization and flexibility in defining this diverse
population. Future research should focus on developing and validating
a more comprehensive, flexible framework for defining NTS that can
accommodate the diverse realities of contemporary student populations
while still allowing for meaningful comparisons across studies. By
addressing these definitional issues, researchers and policymakers can
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Appendix

Table A1

TABLE Al Defined specific and defined unspecific papers.

References

Journal

How the NTS are

defined?

1 Ignizio (2018) Journal of Community Engagement | Advanced Spanish Conversation and the Non- Traditional | Defined: specific
and Higher Education Student: A Case Study for Implementing Community-
Based Learning at the Urban University
2 Beaumont and International Journal of Education Assessing the Efficacy of a Character Development Defined: specific
Pernsteiner (2021) and Practice Program in Non-Traditional Undergraduate Students
5 Chemosit and Rugutt | Educational Research Quarterly The Impact of Professor Engagement, Student Peer Defined: specific
(2020) Interactions, and Traditional Status on Student
Assessment of Quality of Teaching and Learning.
7 Babb et al. (2021) Adult Education Quarterly Assessing the Effects of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Defined: specific
Nontraditional Students’ Mental Health and Well- Being.
10 Mkhatshwa and Association for University Regional = Undergraduate Students’ Experiences in Different Course | Defined: specific
Hoffman (2019) Campuses of Ohio Journal Formats: An Exploratory Study Examining Traditional
and Nontraditional Student Perceptio
11 Hamilton (2022) Adult Education Quarterly Too Much Grit to Quit? An Examination of Grit in Two Defined: specific
Separate Within-Institution Contexts.
12 Crone et al. (2020) Adult Education Quarterly Assessing the Relationship Between Nontraditional Defined: specific
Factors and Academic Entitlement.
14 Spagnola and Yagos Adult Learning Driving Out Fear in the Nontraditional Classroom: Five Defined: specific
(2021) Practical Strategies From Neuroscience to Build Adult
Student Success.
17 Moore et al., 2020 Journal of College Counseling Nontraditional and Struggling: Academic and Financial Defined: specific
Distress Among Older Student Clients.
18 Wagner and Long Journal of College Student From Start to Finish: What Factors Inhibit Student Defined: specific
(2020) Retention: Research, Theory and Veterans Completion?
Practice
19 Kamer and Ishitani Journal of College Student First-Year, Nontraditional Student Retention at Four- Year = Defined: specific
(2019) Retention: Research, Theory and Institutions: How Predictors of Attrition Vary across Time
Practice
21 Tipton and Wideman | Journal of Communication Toward an Invitational Andragogy: Articulating a Defined: specific
(2021) Pedagogy Teaching Philosophy for the Andragogic Classroom
23 Minichiello (2018) International Journal of Education From Deficit Thinking to Counter Storying: A Narrative Defined: specific
in Mathematics, Science and Inquiry of Nontraditional Student Experience within
Technology Undergraduate Engineering Education
27 Jepson and Journal of College Student From Delay to Degree: The Postsecondary Experiences of = Defined: specific
Tobolowsky (2020) Retention: Research, Theory and Six Nontraditional Students
Practice
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