
In 2017, nearly 40% of U.S. undergraduates were 
25 years or older (NCES, 2018). Nontraditional 
students often find their academic needs at odds 
with their career or personal lives (Pelletier, 2010). 
We explored the attitudes and teaching styles of 
university faculty toward nontraditional students. 

Traditional and nontraditional students differ in their 
motivations, learning strategies, and study skills, 
(e.g., Justice & Dornan, 2001; Ross, 1988). 
Nontraditional students report higher levels of 
intrinsic motivation to learn than do traditional 
students, (Bey, Pushkar, & Conway, 2007). They 
also report more highly valuing their learning and 
school-related opportunities compared to traditional 
students, (Kasworm, 2003; Landrum, Hood & 
McAdam’s, 2001). 

Faculty perceive older students to be better 
motivated and more willing to do serious work than 
younger students (Galerstein and Chandler, 1982). 
Mishler and Davenport, (1984) found that faculty 
felt that the older students’ presence in class 
enhanced the intellectual environment. Raven and 
Jimmerson (1992) found that faculty believed that 
nontraditional students were more likely to be 
motivated, goal-oriented, responsible, self-directed, 
and more competent than traditional students.

Teaching style might predict attitudes toward 
nontraditional students. Grasha’s (1994) typology 
of teaching styles (expert, formal authority, 
personal model, facilitator, and delegator) are 
shown in Table 1. We asked instructors to identify 
the extent to which they self-identify with each.

Hypothesis one: Instructors would report mostly 
positive attitudes toward nontraditional students. 

Hypothesis two: Most instructors would agree that 
nontraditional students are more committed to the 
learning process than traditional students.  

Hypothesis three: Instructors would agree that they 
treat both their traditional and nontraditional 
students the same. 

Hypothesis 4: Instructors identifying more as a 
facilitator or a delegator as their teaching style will 
have more positive attitudes toward nontraditional 
students than those who identify more as an expert 
or a formal authority.

One-sample t-tests comparing observed means to 
the scale midpoint (3) supported hypotheses one 
and two. Faculty had positive attitudes toward adult 
learners and appreciated what they bring to the 
classroom, consistent with findings by Brinthaupt
and Eady (2014) (see Table 2).  

Supporting hypothesis three, faculty members 
agreed they do not treat adult learners differently 
from traditional students (see Table 3). 

Faculty members reported few professional 
experiences related to adult learners. However, 
unlike in past research, FranU faculty reported 
significant interest in learning more about how to 
help adult learners succeed (see Table 4).

Hypothesis 4 was not supported.  Teaching styles 
were largely unrelated to attitudes toward 
nontraditional students. A one-way within-subjects 
ANOVA revealed that faculty varied in their 
agreement with Grasha’s (1994) teaching styles, 
F(4, 46) = 3.83, p < .01.  Post-hoc tests revealed 
that faculty members agreed more with the 
Facilitator style (M=4.21), than the Formal Authority 
style (M=3.62), suggesting that FranU faculty are 
more apt to serve as a supportive guide than as an 
authority figure. See Table 1.

Nontraditional students can be confident that FranU
instructors will see them as motivated, responsible 
students. However, instructors should be open to 
reevaluating the extent to which they are catering to 
their needs. Future research should study the 
experiences of adult learners and their interactions 
with their instructors and their institution.  

A convenience sample of 52 (16m, 36f) FranU
faculty members with a mean age of 46.08 
participated.  The sample included 22 faculty 
members from Arts and Sciences, 15 from Health 
Professions, and 14 from Nursing.  One was 
affiliated with more than one school.
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Table 3
Teaching 
Style

Description Mean (SD)

Expert Possesses knowledge and expertise that students need. Strives to 
maintain status as an expert among students by displaying detailed 
knowledge and by challenging students to enhance their competence. 
Concerned with transmitting information and ensuring that students are 
well prepared.

4.04 (0.95)

Formal 
Authority

Possesses status among students because of knowledge and role as a 
faculty member. Concerned with providing positive and negative 
feedback, establishing learning goals, expectations, and rules of conduct 
for students. Concerned with the “correct, acceptable, and standard 
ways to do things.”

3.62 (0.97)*

Personal 
Model

Believes in “teaching by personal example” and establishes a prototype 
for how to think and behave. Oversees, guides, and directs by showing 
how to do things, and encouraging students to observe and then to 
emulate the instructor’s approach.

3.91 (0.83)

Facilitator Emphasizes the personal nature of teacher student interactions. Guides 
students by asking questions, exploring options, suggesting alternatives, 
and encouraging them to develop criteria to make informed choices. The 
overall goal is to develop in students the capacity for independent action 
and responsibility. Works with students on projects in a consultative 
fashion and provides much support and encouragement.

4.21 (0.81)*

Delegator Concerned with developing students’ capacity to function autonomously. 
Students work independently on projects or as part of autonomous 
teams. The teacher is available at the request of the student as a 
resource person.

3.72 (1.16)

Mean scores on Faculty Members’ Agreement with Grasha’s (1994) Teaching Styles

Measure Mean (SD) t-value
1. Having adult learners in my classes makes my job more difficult. 1.75 (0.76) -11.80***
2. I like the diversity that adult learners bring to my classes. 4.49 (0.61) 17.38***
3. The adult learners in my classes are very self-conscious about being 
“nontraditional” students.

3.17 (1.08) 1.16

4. In my classes, adult learners are generally less motivated to do well 
than are traditional students.

1.44 (0.50) -22.40***

5. The adult learners in my classes are more grade conscious than the 
traditional students.

3.19 (1.07) 1.30

6. The adult learners in my classes frequently think they should know 
more about the course content than they actually do.

2.79 (0.85) -1.80

7. I’m typically aware of which of my students are nontraditional. 3.98 (0.75) 9.38***
8. It is difficult for me to know whether my students are classified as 
traditional or nontraditional.

2.23 (0.85) -6.49***

9. The adult learners in my classes usually want me to know that they are 
nontraditional students.

2.94 (0.89) -0.46

10. The adult learners in my classes have an easier time learning the 
material than the traditional students.

2.75 (0.68) -2.64*

11. The adult learners in my classes have weaker critical thinking skills 
than do the traditional students.

2.02 (0.75) -9.38***

12. The adult learners in my classes often think that they have inferior 
study skills compared to their fellow students.

2.75 (0.95) -1.90

13. The adult learners in my classes are generally better at time 
management than the traditional students.

3.69 (0.96) 5.20***

14. The adult learners in my classes are more likely to look for real-life 
applications of the course materials than traditional students.

3.73 (0.82) 6.43***

15. I get more complaints from traditional than nontraditional students in 
my classes.

3.04 (1.03) 0.27

16. All things considered, the adult learners in my classes are less 
responsible than the traditional students.

1.67 (0.62) -15.50***

17. The adult learners in my classes are more motivated than the 
traditional students.

3.81 (0.74) 7.85***

18. The adult learners in my classes typically blend in well with the 
traditional students.

3.69 (0.70) 7.12***

19. The adult learners in my classes can work more independently than 
the traditional students.

3.54 (0.70) 5.55***

20. There are large variations in previous knowledge and experiences 
among the adult learners in my classes.

3.77 (0.81) 6.87***

Attitudes and Perceptions toward their Nontraditional Students

Note: N = 52. * = <.05; ** = <.01; *** = <.001 (2-tailed).

Measure Mean (SD) t-value

1. I have altered my teaching style to accommodate the needs of the adult learners 
in my classes.

2.50 (0.99) -3.55**

2. I purposely don’t treat my adult learners any differently from the other students in 
my classes.

4.00 (0.87) 8.19***

3. I usually include course content that I think is especially relevant to adult 
learners.

2.88 (0.99) -0.85

4. I make a special effort to encourage the adult learners in my classes to participate 
in class discussions.

2.96 (0.85) -0.33

5. I make no distinctions between traditional and nontraditional students in my 
classes.

4.10 (0.81) 9.72***

6. I tend to be more flexible with class deadlines when a student is an adult learner 
than when a student is a traditional student.

1.84 (0.70) -11.74***

7. I am more likely to speak with a nontraditional student after or outside of class 
than a traditional student.

2.16 (0.95) -6.36***

8. Overall, I need to provide more evaluative feedback (e.g., on tests, assignments) 
to the traditional than the nontraditional students in my classes.

2.24 (0.82) -6.54***

9. Overall, I need to provide more reassurance about class progress to the 
traditional than the nontraditional students in my classes.

2.29 (0.86) -5.89***

Faculty Members’ Teaching Behaviors toward Nontraditional Students

Note: N = 52. * = <.05; ** = <.01; *** = <.001 (2-tailed).

Measure Yes% No%
Over the past 2 years, I have:
• Attended a workshop or presentation devoted to adult learner issues 20 80***
• Attended a conference devoted to adult learner issues 6 94***
• Presented at a workshop or conference devoted to adult learner issues 4 96***
• Published a paper devoted to adult learner issues 0 100***
I would be interested in learning about the following:
• How to make my course materials more appropriate to the adult learners in my classes 49 51
• How to incorporate better the experiences and knowledge of the adult learners into my 

classes
57 43

• How to help the adult learners in my classes to be more successful academically 71 29**
• The most common experience and knowledge characteristics of adult learners at 

FranU
36 15**

• The most common interests, goals, and motivations of adult learners at FranU 73 27**

Professional Experiences Regarding Nontraditional Students

Note: N = 51. * = <.05; ** = <.01; *** = <.001 (2-tailed).

Methods
We replicated a survey conducted by Brinthaupt & 
Eady (2014). It consisted of three categories of 
questions regarding attitudes and perceptions of 
teachers toward their nontraditional students (Table 
2), teachers’ class-related behaviors directed 
toward their nontraditional students (Table 3), and 
professional experiences devoted to an interest in 
learning about adult learners (Table 4).

Table 2
Table 4

Note: * These two means were significantly different at p<.01.
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