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Executive summary

Re-engaging and re-enrolling adult learners with some college credit but
no degree is an increasing priority nationally and in New Jersey. Credential
completion not only enables individuals to access higher paying jobs, but
also generates tuition revenue for institutions and supports regional
economic development. Recognizing this and the other benefits
experienced when students return, New Jersey’s higher education
institutions and the Office of the Secretary of Higher Education (OSHE)
have made significant investments in re-engaging and re-enrolling stopped
out students.

Despite these efforts, students still encounter significant barriers to re-
enrollment, particularly when unpaid balances and administrative holds
are involved. To better understand these challenges, Ithaka S+R and New
Jersey OSHE collaborated on a project examining institutional and student
experiences with the re-engagement and re-enroliment process, including
the impact of New Jersey’s Some College, No Degree (SCND) initiative.
This work was made possible by generous funding from Lumina
Foundation and The Kresge Foundation.

This report uses mixed methods research to document the challenges
students and institutions face, highlight promising practices underway,
examine the implementation and impact of the SCND initiative, and
identify high-impact opportunities for further work.

Key findings

e Administrative holds are inhibiting New Jersey students from
registering for classes. Ambiguous hold resolution processes can
create delays for students seeking to re-enroll in their home
institution or elsewhere.

e Past due balances continue to be a major barrier for students who
wish to restart their education. Beyond leading to administrative
holds, these balances can be difficult for returning students to
address.

e Proactive outreach strategies and dedicated points of contact are
among the most effective approaches to re-engaging stopped out
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students. However, the capacity and resources necessary for this
personalized support are often limited.

e Student-focused incentive funding from the state grant program
(SCND grants) are vital for returning students. These grants have
helped institutions resolve students’ past due balances and
provide emergency basic needs support. They have also helped
institutions develop the capacity to expand support for adult
learners.

Scope and context

Purpose

Re-engaging and re-enrolling students with some college, no degree
(SCND) has increasingly become a priority nationwide to achieve state
attainment goals and address the enroliment cliff in higher education.1 As
in other states, New Jersey has made significant investments in
supporting the re-enroliment of these students. In 2017, New Jersey set
its ambitious “65 by ‘25” attainment goal in response to the growth of
workforce demand for individuals with high-quality postsecondary
credentials outpacing that of the supply. The goal of 65 percent of working
age residents attaining a high-quality postsecondary credential or degree
by 2025 prompted institutions and the New Jersey Office of the Secretary
of Higher Education (NJ OSHE) to examine ways to re-engage, re-enroll,
and support students with SCND. As part of the statewide SCND initiative,
NJ OSHE has awarded over $4 million in grant funding, launched a
statewide marketing campaign, provided credit for prior learning technical

1 Examples include, but are not limited to: “Statewide Campaign in California Helps Adult
Learners Return to Higher Education at 3x Nationwide Re-Enrollment Rate,” Inside Track,
February 5,2025, https://www.insidetrack.org/news/statewide-campaign-in-california-
helps-adult-learners-return-to-higher-education-at-3x-nationwide-re-enroliment-rate;
“Tennessee Reconnect,” Tennessee State Government,
https://www.tn.gov/nexttennessee/tennessee-reconnect.html; “Michigan Reconnect,”
Michigan Department of Lifelong Education, Advancement, and Potential,
https://www.michigan.gov/reconnect/about; “State Programs Empower More Students
to Achieve Their Academic Pursuits,” National Student Clearinghouse, July 24, 2025,
https://www.studentclearinghouse.org/nscblog/state-programs-empower-more-

students/.
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assistance, and partnered with ReUp Education, an organization focused
on providing outreach to and coaching for stopped out students, to help
New Jersey colleges and universities successfully re-engage, re-enroll, and
graduate students with SCND.2

As a continuation of this investment, NJ OSHE collaborated with Ithaka
S+R to better understand the challenges of re-engaging stopped out
students and document the promising practices grantees and other
institutions are employing to support students with SCND. This project was
guided by four major goals:

1. Compile, review, and assess current initiatives across institutions
of higher education in New Jersey supporting adult learners with
SCND,

2. Better understand the scope of stopped out students in New Jersey
by identifying and analyzing available data on past due balances
and administrative holds,

3. Propose ways to improve and build on student-focused incentive
funding interventions, and recommend implementation
opportunities to address past due balances, and

4. Support stakeholders invested in removing barriers to re-
engagement and re-enrollment by sharing key insights and
findings.

Data collection

To meet these overarching goals, our team used a mixed-methods
approach that included gathering aggregated institutional data and
interviewing key stakeholders who are involved with implementing the
SCND grants and supporting returning students. This section outlines the
qualitative and quantitative sources used to inform the analysis and
recommendations presented in this report. We also present additional
information pertaining to sample, protocols, and the analysis process in
the appendices.

2 For more information about the New Jersey Statewide SCND Initiative, see:
https://www.nj.gov/highereducation/somecollegenodegree.shtml; for more information
about ReUp, see: https://reupeducation.com/.
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Interviews

Between December 2024 and early March 2025, we interviewed over 30
participants from 18 institutions as part of our data collection process
(See Table 1a in Appendix B for the breakdown of schools by institution
type). These interviews provided qualitative insights into respondents’
perspectives on administrative holds and past due balances, promising
practices within re-enrollment initiatives, and the challenges faced by
adult learners who want to re-enroll and the institutions that want to re-
enroll them. They also provided additional context on how the SCND state
initiative and grant funding contributed to institutions’ capacity for
effective outreach and re-enroliment. Additional interviews with
participants from ReUp Education, the New Jersey Council of County
Colleges, the Higher Education Student Assistance Authority, and with the
secretary of higher education for the state of New Jersey also provided a
higher-level perspective on these topics. We analyzed each interview using
a codebook developed by our team, which focuses on themes related to
administrative holds, past due balances, the SCND grant, and support for
returning learners.

Administrative data

As part of our aggregate data collection, we administered a survey to
stakeholders at 21 New Jersey institutions (10 two-year public institutions,
eight four-year public institutions, and three four-year private institutions).
Our administrative data spanned the years 2013 - 2023. We requested
data on the number of stopped out students from that time period, how
many of those students had transcript holds for past due balances, how
many had a registration hold for a past due balance, the total amount
owed by stopped out students, the total amount of debt that has been
repaid, and the percentage of debt repaid. We also requested information
about policies and practices, such as the past due balance threshold that
would historically trigger a transcript or registration hold and efforts
institutions have undertaken to re-enroll students who are stopped out.

This report is guided by our goal to better understand support for students
with SCND throughout New Jersey and the implementation of the SCND
statewide initiative. First, we present a descriptive overview of students
with SCND, administrative holds, and past due balances nationally and in
New Jersey. We then outline the challenges for both students and
institutions related to administrative holds, past due balances, and
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targeted student supports and highlight promising solutions already in
place throughout New Jersey. We then share more about New Jersey’s
SCND initiative and its impact and provide recommendations based on
key findings from our data collection process.

Overview of some college, no credential
population

National context

Re-engaging students who have stopped out has become an increasingly
important priority as states and institutions seek to meet educational
attainment goals, increase enroliment and graduation numbers, and
support individual economic mobility. Many states, including North
Carolina, California, Michigan, and Tennessee, have programs targeted
towards reconnecting a growing number of stopped out students to
institutions in their state.3 According to recent National Student
Clearinghouse (NSC) data, the population of students with some college,
no credential (SCNC) at the start of the 2023-24 academic year reached
43.1 million. Of those, 37.6 million were of working age (under 65), which
equated to a 2.2 percent increase from the previous academic year. Every
state experienced an increase in the number of SCNC students during the
NSC data collection period, highlighting the importance of continuing to re-
engage and support these students.4

NSC data also reveal several positive trends for returning students. The
numbers of students stopping out declined for the second consecutive
year. In 42 states plus the District of Columbia, the number of students
with SCNC who re-enrolled increased, and nationally the numbers of
students re-enrolling and earning a credential within the first year of re-
enrollment increased by 0.3 percentage points (to 4.7 percent). Students
with at least two years of full-time enrollment before stopping out showed
particularly promising progress: they were more likely to return, earn a

3 For North Carolina, see: https://ncreconnect.com/; for California, see:
https://www.californiareconnect.org/home; for Michigan, see:
https://www.michigan.gov/reconnect; for Tennessee, see: https://tnreconnect.gov/.
4 J. Cohen, J. Causey, B. Randolph, M. Holsapple, and D. Shapiro, “Some College, No
Credential Student Outcomes, Annual Progress Report - Academic Year 2023/24,”
National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, June 2025,
.https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/SCNCReport2025.pdf
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credential within their first year back, continue into a second year, and
complete a credential during that second year.® These promising trends
illustrate the work being done across the nation to re-engage stopped out
students and keep them engaged to re-enrollment.

Students with SCND in New
Jersey

To meet the state’s specific economic and educational goals, New Jersey
OSHE and institutions have made a concerted effort to re-engage, re-
enroll, and graduate students with some college, no degree. Although
SCNC and SCND are not synonymous (credential encompasses both
degrees and other certifications of knowledge), there is significant
overlap, and national SCNC data provides meaningful insights related to
New Jersey’s SCND statewide initiative, which began in New Jersey’s fiscal
year 2023. According to NSC data, the total population of New Jersey
residents age 18 or older with SCNC as of August 1, 2023, numbered
840,502 (757,282 for those ages 18 through 64). New Jersey, with 2.3
percent of students with SCNC re-enrolling, slightly lags behind the
national average re-enrollment rate of 2.7 percent. However, for the past
three years, a smaller than average percentage of students stopped out
from New Jersey institutions.6

Compared to the statewide data from NSC, Ithaka S+R’s analysis was
based on a more limited set of 21 participating institutions. We prioritized
gathering data from institutions participating in the SCND grant program.
Therefore, the numbers reported for this project differ from the NSC's
latest report. We compare the counts of stopped out students to
undergraduate population counts to provide some context for current
institutional enroliment capacity relative to the number of students who
could potentially re-enroll.”

5 |bid.

6 |bid.

7 For our analysis, stopped out students were defined according to three specific criteria:
1) they were enrolled as undergraduate students at the surveyed institution for at least
one term between fall 2013 (approx. August 2013) and fall 2023 (Dec. 31, 2023), 2)

Addressing Re-Engagement and Re-Enrollment for NJ Learners with SCND 8
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Among the four-year institutions that participated, fall 2023 full-time
undergraduate cumulative enroliment was 111,741. Meanwhile, 93,551
students from participating four-year institutions stopped out during the
fall of 2013 through fall 2023. The size of the stopped out student
population over the decade is equal to 84 percent of the cumulative fall
2023 full-time undergraduate enroliment. The number of stopped out
students per institution ranged from 1,204 to 29,025, with a median of
5,854 stopped out students. To put these numbers into perspective, if
institutions were to contact and re-enroll every student who left over the
past decade, they would have enough students to fill an entire incoming
class.

Among the two-year institutions that participated, fall 2023 full-time
undergraduate cumulative enroliment was 71,552. Meanwhile, 173,153
students from participating two-year institutions stopped out during the
fall of 2013 through fall 2023. The size of the stopped out student
population over this decade represents 242 percent of the fall 2023 full-
time undergraduate cumulative enrollment. The number of stopped out
students per institution ranged from 1,546 to 40,180, with a median of
15,590 stopped out students. Consistent with national trends reported in
the NSC data, more students stopped out from two-year institutions than
four-year institutions in New Jersey. See Table 1 for summary statistics for
all institutions and Table 2 for cumulative totals.

they later unenrolled without completing a credential, and 3) they were not enrolled in
the spring 2024 or later terms. Students whose only term of enroliment ended
prematurely with a full institutional withdrawal were not included among the count of
stopped out students. Through their partnership with ReUp, some New Jersey institutions
were able to definitively identify students who had stopped out and not re-enrolled at a
different institution; however, one important data limitation in our study is that not every
institution could determine if stopped out students had re-enrolled elsewhere.

Addressing Re-Engagement and Re-Enroliment for NJ Learners with SCND 9



Table 1. Participating Institution-Level Data on Stopped Out Students in New Jersey

Metric Minimum Average Maximum
Full-time undergraduate enroliment (fall 2023) 1,904 8,728 36,588
Count of stopped out students (2013 - 2023) 1,204 12,700 40,180
Students who have stopped out (2013 - 2023) as 21% 146% 556%
percent of fall 2023 undergraduate enrollment

Note. n = 21 participating institutions. Data points are at the institution level.

Table 2. Total Figures on Stop-Out Metrics across Participating New Jersey Institutions

Metric Total
Full-time undergraduate enroliment (fall 2023) 183,293
Count of students who have stopped out since 2013* 266,704

Note. n = 21. All data points are aggregated from all participating institutions.
*Stopped out students are slightly undercounted because one institution obtained counts of
students for approximately half of the reporting period (2017 - 2022).

9. [THAKA SR

Barriers to re-enroliment

Learners with some college, no degree (SCND) face numerous barriers
when attempting to re-enroll at their home institution or elsewhere. These
students may be halted by past due balances, which can result in
registration holds or transcript holds that make continuing their education
difficult or impossible. While returning students bring valuable
experiences and knowledge, re-enrolling them requires targeted
enrollment and engagement supports that address their unique needs.

In this report, we share the scope of past due balances and administrative
holds in New Jersey alongside the related challenges faced by New Jersey
institutions and students. We also describe a number of promising
practices currently being implemented by New Jersey institutions to attract
back and support returning students. In order for New Jersey to realize its

Addressing Re-Engagement and Re-Enrollment for NJ Learners with SCND 10
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goals around re-engaging students with some college, no degree and
degree attainment, three key areas will need to be addressed:

1. Administrative holds: Although financial holds, which are the focus

in this report, are meant to incentivize students to pay past due
balances, they can often be an unintended barrier for students
hoping to return. The hold resolution process can also be
burdensome and confusing for students and staff alike if practices
are not put in place to streamline the process on both sides.
Past due balances: Finances can play an integral role in deciding
whether or not a returning student re-enrolls and stays enrolled.
Relatively small amounts at the student level can compound into
substantial losses at the institutional level if solutions that allow
students to resolve or enroll with past due balances are not
implemented.

. Targeted enrollment and engagement strategies: Students with

some college, no degree need targeted support from outreach to
graduation. For these students to successfully return and graduate,
they must feel welcome, supported, and that they will be
successful this time around. To achieve both state and institutional
goals around re-enrolled stopped out students, both entities will
have to allocate resources, time, and capacity toward a targeted
and responsive approach.

Administrative holds

Administrative holds are restrictions placed on a student’s account meant
to prompt action from the student to resolve the hold. While often
triggered by unpaid balances, they can also result from other factors such
as missing immunization forms or overdue library materials. These holds
can often make it difficult for a student looking to re-enroll at their original
institution or transfer to another college or university. Although holds can
come in a variety of forms, in this section, we will primarily focus on two of
the most common administrative holds related to unpaid balances:
transcript holds and registration holds.

Addressing Re-Engagement and Re-Enroliment for NJ Learners with SCND 11
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This section provides an overview of administrative holds in New Jersey,
discusses the impact of the 2024 federal transcript withholding regulation
on New Jersey institutions, describes the challenges faced by students
and staff related to administrative holds, and presents relevant promising
practices being utilized by New Jersey institutions.

Administrative holds in New Jersey

Overview of administrative holds in New Jersey

To better understand the scope of administrative holds in New Jersey, we
asked institutions to share data related to stopped out students and holds
on their campus. Because the past due balance threshold that triggers a
transcript hold tends to be lower than that of registration holds (both for
the set of New Jersey institutions and nationally), transcript hold counts
tend to be more numerous than registration hold counts. Among stopped
out students, transcript holds have also more accurately captured the
total number who are stopped out with a past due balance.8

Table 3 below provides an overview of institution-level data on students
with administrative (transcript and registration) holds. Additionally, Table 4
provides data on the dollar amounts for past due balances at which
students have an administrative hold placed on their accounts.

8 However, five of the two-year institutions and four of the four-year institutions were
unable to provide accurate historical counts of transcript holds. These data retrieval
difficulties were typically related to data system limitations and/or institutions’
elimination of transcript hold categories following the 2024 federal regulation limiting
transcript withholding practices. When transcript hold data was unavailable, we
substituted registration hold data in our calculations.

Addressing Re-Engagement and Re-Enroliment for NJ Learners with SCND 12



Table 3. Institution-Level Data on Administrative Holds in New Jersey

Administrative Hold Metric Minimum Average Maximum Total

Count of students who have stopped out with 47 2,157 5,345 28,044

transcript holds

Count of students who have stopped out with 114 2,662 10,363 55,912

registration holds

Note. n = 21 participating institutions. Counts of stopped out students include those students who
stopped out between fall 2013 and fall 2023. All 21 institutions provided counts of stopped out
students and stopped out students with registration holds; however, only 13 institutions were able
to provide counts of stopped out students with transcript holds from the specified range of years.

Table 4. Institution-Level Dollar Thresholds at which Administrative Holds are Imposed

Metric Minimum Average Maximum

Minimum institutional dollar threshold for $0.01 $44.34 $500

transcript holds (before July 1, 2024)*

Minimum institutional dollar threshold for $0.01 $651.43 $3,001

registration holds

Note. n = 21 participating institutions.
*As of July 1, 2024, 6 of the 21 participating institutions withhold partial transcripts. Five of those
institutions impose transcript holds for balances at or under $50 and one imposes them for

balances over $3,000.

9. [THAKA SR

Compared to four-year institutions, two-year institutions had generally
lower rates of registration holds among stopped out students. This feature
of the data is influenced by the large number of students who stop out
from two-year institutions, and as registration holds are usually associated
with past due balances, it indicates that students at two-year institutions
are more likely to stop out for reasons other than past due balances
(although finances can still be a contributing factor even without owing a
past due balance). Of note, two-year institutions tend to impose

Addressing Re-Engagement and Re-Enroliment for NJ Learners with SCND 13
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registration holds for lower past due balance thresholds than their four-
year counterparts. Also of note is that the dollar threshold at which an
institution imposes a hold is typically much lower for transcript holds
compared to registration holds. However, our counts of the total numbers
of stopped out students with transcript holds is counterintuitively lower
than the counts of such students with registration holds. This discrepancy
is a result of data record and retrieval limitations.

Although we did not explicitly investigate institutions’ data maintenance
and retrieval protocols and technologies, we found a variety in use. Our
data revealed that the institutional systems and practices, which often
differed from one another, presented sometimes unique data retrieval
limitations when institutions attempted to access up-to-date transcript
hold counts. One specific challenge we encountered at multiple
institutions was that when they ceased imposing transcript holds for past
due balances, they simply eliminated the flag for such a hold altogether,
which deleted both current and historical records of such holds for all
students. Another fairly common issue was that transcript hold flags could
be updated with a binary code (either 1 or 0), but institutions’ existing
data systems could only preserve when the most recent data update
occurred and could not record a full longitudinal record of a student’s
transcript hold status. Two-year institutions were more likely than four-year
institutions to encounter such limitations, perhaps owing to a more
diversified set of data maintenance and retrieval practices at such
institutions. Going forward, the practical effect of this data retrieval
limitation may be minimal because most institutions are no longer
withholding transcripts for past due balances. However, this data limitation
does inhibit researching historical trends.

Impact of federal Education Department transcript
withholding regulation

Prior to a regulatory change from the US Department of Education,®
postsecondary institutions commonly imposed a transcript hold on
student accounts for past due balances. These holds prevented students
from accessing transcripts. The practical effect was that students were

9 Office of Postsecondary Education, Department of Education, “Financial Responsibility,
Administrative Capability, Certification Procedures, Ability To Benefit (ATB),” Federal
Register, October 31, 2023,
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2023/10/31/2023-22785/financial-
responsibility-administrative-capability-certification-procedures-ability-to-benefit-atb
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thereby prevented from transferring their credits to another institution and
sometimes unable to produce transcripts for employment purposes,
although a number of states and institutions carved out exceptions for the
latter condition and some states banned transcript withholding for past
due balances altogether. At the New Jersey institutions in this study,
transcript holds were formerly imposed for past due balances ranging from
$0.01 to $500, depending on the institution. On July 1, 2024, however,
the new regulation took effect, and scenarios under which institutions may
now withhold transcripts for students’ past due balances are more
restricted.

Under the 2024 regulation, institutions may no longer withhold transcripts
for semesters in which students received Title IV aid and paid their
balance in full. This regulation leaves institutions with two practical
options: 1) continue holding partial transcripts for students or semesters
not meeting those criteria or 2) cease withholding transcripts altogether.

In the years prior to the 2024 regulation, 19 of the 21 participating New
Jersey institutions withheld transcripts for past due balances, while two of
those 19 institutions restricted access to both unofficial and official
transcripts.

According to Ithaka S+R’s research in New Jersey and nationally, since July
1, 2024, most institutions have eliminated transcript holds for past due
balances due to the administrative burden of producing partial
transcripts.10 However, approximately a quarter of the New Jersey
institutions we surveyed have elected to withhold partial transcripts for
eligible semesters under the regulation. Table 5 below lists the counts of
institutions in each category. For institutions that still withhold partial
transcripts, those holds are initiated at or under $50.00 for five
institutions and at $3,000 for one institution. One of those institutions
reported that it still withholds transcripts for fines of any amount, but not
for past due tuition or fees.

10 Wendy Kilgore and James Dean Ward, “Balancing Access and Accountability:
Assessing the Implications of the New Federal Transcript-Hold Regulation for Higher
Education - Part 1,” American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions
Officers, 2024, https://www.aacrao.org/research-publications/aacrao-
research/balancing-access-and-accountability.
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Table 5. Institutional Transcript Withholding Since July 1, 2024

Sector No holds Partial holds Holds for fines
Two-Year Institutions 8 1 1
Four-Year Institutions 7

9. [THAKA SR

During our conversations with New Jersey institutions, stakeholders
shared their perspectives on the transcript withholding regulation and its
implications for institutions and students. While many institutions had
updated their transcript withholding policies to align with the regulation,
there was a lack of communication between the institutions and stopped
out students regarding these changes and what they meant in practice.
This communication gap appears to stem from several factors.
Interviewees reported that there had been limited intra-institutional
discussion about the regulation and its potential impacts on students and
institutions. Further, several respondents expressed concerns that
students may move from institution to institution to avoid paying balances,
noting a lack of clear guidance on how to address this issue.

Despite these issues, institutional stakeholders acknowledged that the
regulation could help attract students from other institutions and support
stopped out students to re-enroll. However, limited awareness among
potential returning students reduces the likelihood that students will fully
realize the regulation’s potential benefits.

Challenges

Administrative holds can be cumbersome for institutional staff to track
and resolve, creating complications for staff and delays for students. To
effectively deal with administrative holds, staff members have to acquire,
maintain, and appropriately leverage what can be a large amount of
information related to different institutional processes and departments.
Once they have been placed on a student’s account, ownership of holds
can be unclear and difficult to ascertain. One interviewee shared,
“Sometimes it's the human error of who is managing it, not knowing who
is requesting the list, who is advising the list, who is removing the holds.”
For example, different departments may have the ability to add or remove
holds, but not everyone within a department can do so, making it
challenging to clearly and quickly identify the right person to remove a
hold from a student’s account. Technology challenges and coding errors
may also contribute to confusion, as they can make the purpose and
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resolution process unclear. Institutional staff tasked with assisting
students in resolving holds must devote both mental capacity and time to
helping students navigate these challenges once a hold has been placed
on their account.

Administrative holds can feel punitive for students and disrupt the re-
enroliment process. Complicated technological processes and unclear
ownership can create a labyrinth for students to navigate once a hold is
placed on their account. They may not understand what a hold means or
who to contact to start the resolution process. Even after getting that
clarity, the process may be delayed by their own capacity to address a
balance or successfully toggle between different campus offices.
Furthermore, drawn out hold resolution processes can be incredibly
discouraging for students facing a constellation of other challenges while
working to re-enroll or persist. When asked about the challenges
associated with administrative holds, one interviewee explained,

The challenges are the pressure of the student maybe getting
discouraged that they're sitting on a tuition hold and then they lose
interest and maybe they're not having a great semester academically
or socially or mentally. And so then, it just compounds the complexity
of that young student or an adult student to continue and persist.

Because most administrative holds are associated with past due
balances, a student’s capacity to pay the balance often determines the
timing of the resolution process. If a student is only able to resolve a
balance associated with a registration hold later in the regjstration
process, they may not be able to register for courses that meet their
specific academic and scheduling needs. Furthermore, administrative
holds and the onus of the resolution process may feel discouraging for
stopped out students who are already facing a number of barriers when
considering returning or staying enrolled, making it more likely that they
will become discouraged.

Promising practices

There are a number of ways that institutions can help make the hold
process less overwhelming for staff and students alike. Many New Jersey
institutions are already implementing solutions related to administrative
holds, including prioritizing proactive and multi-modal communication and
facilitating inter-departmental collaboration. Both solutions focus on
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centralizing information about holds to make the resolution process more
efficient and easily accessible for both staff and students.

Proactive and multi-modal outreach

Clear communication, early and often, can help students avoid
administrative holds altogether or quickly rectify them and continue on
their educational journey. Stockton University uses multiple mediums,
including mailers, phone calls, and texts to let students know that they are
not registered. This outreach can prompt students to either register or
reach out to an advisor and begin the process of resolving the registration
hold on their account. The practice of multi-modal outreach can be useful
for all students, but can be particularly helpful for stopped out students.
Bergen Community College takes a proactive approach to outreach,
reaching out to students based on past payment behaviors to help
students avoid or minimize holds. A timely, consistent, multi-faceted
communication approach allows students to be well informed and helps
them proactively problem solve around holds and the associated past due
balances.

Close communication with offices that impose holds

Communication between institutional offices is just as important as
communication with students when it comes to streamlining the hold
process. Inter-departmental communication can help get holds resolved
efficiently and, when possible, allows staff to find workarounds for
students. Some institutions may opt to formalize this collaboration by
taking a one-stop approach and gathering student-facing offices into one
space to minimize confusion for students as they navigate the resources
they need to address a hold or other barriers. Other institutions may take
a more informal approach working to forge good working relationships
with other offices, building bridges that students can easily navigate. For
example, at Bergen Community College, a positive relationship between
the bursar and financial aid departments allows staff in these offices to
efficiently discuss options for removing holds and giving students the
chance to come back. In some cases, students with large balances can
work with an advisor to come to an agreement to avoid or pause a hold.
Creating clear and defined pathways for coordination between
departments can help make the hold resolution process less time
consuming by minimizing back and forth communication and providing
easily repeatable next steps.
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This section focuses on administrative holds placed on students’ accounts
due to unpaid balances, which may stem from outstanding tuition, fees, or
other institutional charges. While proactive outreach and inter-office
communication can help reduce holds, institutions can also benefit from
focusing on solutions for the balances that trigger these holds. The
following section explores the scope of past due balances, the challenges
they bring to institutions, and promising practices for addressing the
balances.

Past due balances

Past due balances can be a significant barrier to students interested in
returning to school, as many institutions require full payment before
enroliment. With the federal regulation limiting transcript withholding,
students with past due balances may favor transferring to another
institution that allows more seamless enrollment rather than considering
their former institution, even if the latter may be the faster path to degree
completion. As a result, institutions may lose out on potential tuition
revenue from re-enrolling former students, and data show current
collection efforts often return only a small portion of the unpaid balance
(See Table 7).11

This section examines the scope of past due balances for stopped out
students, based on aggregate data from institutions. It also outlines the
challenges institutions face in addressing past due balances and
highlights promising practices used to support enrollment for students
with past due balances.

11 Joanna Dressel, Christy McDaniel, Jonathan Barefield, and Elizabeth Looker,
"Supporting Adult Learner Engagement in Kentucky: Addressing Administrative Holds,
Past Due Balances, and Targeted Supports," [thaka S+R, Last Modified 17 April 2025,
https://doi.org/10.18665/sr.322607. In this report, Kentucky institutions reported that
on average, they expected to collect from 8 percent to 56 percent of a balance once a
student stopped out and the balance entered collections.
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Past due balances in New Jersey

Overview of past due balances in New Jersey

Among the 21 participating institutions, the cumulative past due balance
for students with SCND exceeded $96 million. Students from four-year
institutions carried 56 percent of that total, whereas students from two-
year institutions carried 44 percent. In Tables 6 through 9, we present
average per-student balances at two-year and four-year institutions, data
on institutional collection strategies, and return-on-investment
calculations for a potential debt relief and re-enrollment plan.

To calculate average balances, we divided reported cumulative balances
by the number of students who were stopped out with an administrative
hold. When available, we used the count of transcript holds. Otherwise, we
used the count of registration holds. This strategy worked for all but one
institution, which is noted in the data where relevant. Also of note is that
several institutions were unable to provide the percentage of past due
balances that they currently successfully collect, either internally or
through an external agency. We estimated those institutions’ collection
rates at the average of other institutions within the same sector (two-year
or four-year). Each sector’s data is presented separately below.12

12 Of the nine institutions unable to provide accurate counts of stopped out students with
transcript holds for 2013-2023, six could not retrieve any data, two reported unusually
low counts compared to registration holds with the same balance thresholds, and one
could only retrieve data for half of the years. For the first eight institutions, we substituted
registration hold counts for later calculations. For the ninth institution with data for only
half the years, we used the reported numbers but note that it is an undercount for
transcript holds, which artificially increases calculated average balances.
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Table 6. Institution-Level Data on Past Due Balances in NJ (2013 - 2023)

Minimum Average Maximum Total

Total owed by all stopped out $91,257 $4,601,939 | $15,499,586 | $96,640,720
students at each institution

Two-year institutions $91,257 $4,253,179 $15,499,586 | $42,532,781

Four-year institutions | $710,586 $4,918,994 | $10,889,315 | $54,108,939
Average amount owed by $402 $1,755 $15,712 NA
stopped out students with an
administrative hold

Two-year institutions $707 $1,411 $11,974 NA

Four-year institutions $402 $2,171 $15,712 NA

Note. n = 21. Data for this table is from fall 2013 through fall 2023. Presented are the cumulative
balances owed by all students who stopped out in that span of years at each institution and the
average balances owed by stopped out students with administrative holds during the same span of

years at each institution.

Table 7. Institution-Level Data on Collections in New Jersey

Minimum Average Maximum
Expected percent of debt collected 1% 20% 51%
when students stop out and enter
internal or external collections
Two-year institutions 1% 8% 48%
Four-year institutions 2% 27% 51%

Note. n = 21. One two-year institution reported a 99 percent collection rate; however, that report
was related to a data retrieval limitation. We, therefore, excluded that data point both in the
descriptive statistics here and in later calculations of the weighted average collection rate.
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Among the two-year institutions, average balances on a per-student basis
varied considerably, ranging from $707 to $11,974. Collection rates also
varied considerably, ranging from 1 percent to 48 percent, with a weighted
average of 8.3 percent. Two institutions could not retrieve their collection
rates, so we estimated their rates at the average for two-year institutions.

Average balances on a per-student basis varied at four-year institutions
even more than at the two-year institutions. The lowest average balance
was $402, and the highest average balance was $6,233. As with the two-
year institutions, collection rates varied considerably, ranging from 2
percent to 51 percent, with a weighted average of 27.5 percent. Three
institutions could not retrieve their collection rates, so we estimated their
rates at the average for four-year institutions. Compared to the two-year
institutions, the four-year institutions reported higher collection rates of
past due balances from students who stopped out, although overall

collection rates were low for both sectors.13

Table 8. Institution-Level Data on Balance Thresholds for Use of External Collections

Past due balance at which institutions refer accounts | Count of two-year | Count of four-year
to external collections institutions institutions

$25 or less 3 3

> $25 to $100 3 5

> $100 to $500 4 3

> $500 to $1,000 1 1

Over $1,000 0 1
External collections not used 1 0
Policy under revision 1 0

Note. Dollar ranges represent threshold amounts. For ease of presentation, if an institution sends
accounts to an external collector for one penny over the upper limits reported above, then the institution
is included in that reported range (e.g., institutions that use collections once past due balances reach

$100.01 are reported in the “>$25 to $100” range).

13 |In the Appendix, we provide a figure that uses collection rates estimated separately for

public and private four-year institutions (Figure 1b).
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Most institutions (14 participating institutions) regardless of sector refer
student accounts to an external collection agency for quite low past due
balances ($100.01 or less). Time frames after which an account is sent to
collection tends to be in the range of six to 12 months following a student
stopping out, and one institution reported using an internal pre-collection
process immediately after the add/drop period ends. Four of the two-year
institutions and two of the four-year institutions were unable to determine
how much of the outstanding balances were recouped through external
collections. External agency collection rates range from as low as 1.5
percent to as high as 50 percent, and the (simple) average rate is 19.2
percent. We were unable to produce a weighted average because most
institutions were unable to determine the exact balance that was referred
to external collection agencies, and six institutions were unable to
determine the percentage of balances that were recouped via external
agencies.

Table 9. Past Due Balance Relief Return on Investment by Sector

Average Expected

Collection Amount |Average Tuition ROI per 6 [ROI per 9 ROI per
Sector per Student Rate per Credit-Hour|Credits Credits 12 Credits
Two-Year Institutions [$117 $161 $849 $1,331 $1,814
Four-Year Institutions [$597 $616 $3,098 [$4,945 $6,792

Note. Weighted averages are based on past due balances and expected tuition on a per-student
basis for students who are stopped out with an administrative hold. In calculating the expected
collection amount for two-year institutions, we excluded a single institution due to data retrieval

limitations.
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Based on the reported balance and collection data, we calculated returns
on investment for a potential past due balance relief program. The results
displayed in Table 9 were calculated by multiplying the weighted average
per-credit-hour tuition rate by the number of enroliment hours (six, nine,
and 12, respectively) and then subtracting the weighted average expected
collection amount. The primary assumption of this return-on-investment
(ROI) calculation is that institutions would completely forgo collecting the
remaining balance from students who re-enroll and pay their bill for the

term.
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National examples of re-enroliment programs that include mechanisms for
resolving past due balances are Warrior Way Back at Wayne State
University, which offers debt forgiveness to returning students with an
outstanding balance of $4,000 or less, and the Ohio College Comeback
Compact, a partnership of eight institutions in northeast Ohio that
resolves balances of up to $5,000 as returning students make progress
toward or earn a degree.14 In the first two years of the Ohio College
Comeback Compact, incoming tuition for re-enrolled students was 25
times greater than foregone collections on resolved balances.1® On
average, institutions from both sectors in New Jersey would realize a net
positive ROl by implementing a similar balance relief program.

In the case of the participating two-year institutions in New Jersey, a past
due balance relief program would net all but one institution a positive ROI
after re-enrolling students for at least six credit-hours. Even the institution
we noted above with a reported 99 percent collection rate would still
benefit from this balance relief plan after students re-enrolled for nine
credit-hours.

Similarly, should the four-year institutions pursue a past due balance relief
program, they would all net a positive ROI after re-enrolling students for at
least six credit-hours. In particular, the institutions with low collection rates
stand to generate substantially more revenue from this plan than they
would by pursuing a past due balance collection strategy by itself.

Challenges

Past due balances can be a major barrier for students attempting to
enroll, particularly because few institutions allow students to register for
classes without first resolving these debts. Some respondents shared that
they had previously used alternative sources, such as COVID-19 relief
funds (CARES Act) or institutional scholarships, to pay down or clear prior
balances. However, these federal resources are no longer available,

14 For more information about the Warrior Way Back program, see:
https://wayne.edu/advising/adult-learners/warrior-way-back; for more information about
the Ohio College Comeback Compact program, see: https://ohiocollegecomeback.org/.
15 |thaka S+R facilitates the Ohio College Comeback Compact through collection,
management, and reporting of student data and technical assistance to participating
institutions. See: Brittany Pearce and Joanna Dressel, “Turning Debt into Credentials: The
Ohio College Comeback Compact Continues to Benefit Adult Learners, Institutions, and
Northeast Ohio,” Ithaka S+R, October 28, 2024, https://sr.ithaka.org/blog/turning-debt-

into-credentials/.
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institutional capacity for scholarships and debt forgiveness is usually
limited, and existing state aid options often cannot be applied
retroactively to cover prior balances.

When describing the scholarships that their office awards currently, one
interviewee from a four-year institution remarked “they can only use this
aid for the new semesters...if a percentage of it could be allocated...that
$1,000 or $500 or $200 might be what makes the difference.” Ultimately,
institutions are often limited in the options they can offer students
carrying a past due balance.

Some institutions do allow students to carry higher balances into the
following semester, but the threshold for those registration holds can vary.
Even when this is permitted, there is concern about increasing students’
debt burdens. In another interview, the stakeholder described how in
addition to “the financial side, there's the ethical side, which is if the
student already owes the institution money, we should prevent them from
owing us more money that they may be unable to pay.” Another stated
that they decreased their registration threshold from over $3,000 to over
$1,000 because they noticed the balance would grow the next semester
and the students couldn’t reduce them. For this reason, institutions have
to be intentional about how they approach past due balances with
students who want to re-enroll.

In some cases, large balances come from students failing to complete
required financial aid verification, a process that is triggered when
students are randomly selected by the federal government. The aid cannot
be released until verification is completed and it can only be issued for
that time frame or semester. While this issue did not come up frequently,
it is a possible explanation for large balances. The interviewee shared that
“we'll do all kinds of things to try to contact those students...whatever their
internal or external barriers are that prevented them from really
understanding the implications of not responding or whatever the
situation was, that's how they get these really large balances sometimes,
and it's very distressing.” Institutions should be aware of this potential
outcome and consider proactive strategies to prompt timely responses.

Delays in enroliment can lead adult learners to disengage from the re-
enroliment process and potentially stop out again. One interviewed
stakeholder described how students “are not very engaged with the
institution at that point [of working to reduce the balance to $0 so they
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can register for classes], so it is very important that we [personalized
coaches/dedicated staff or third-party vendor] step in...and help the
student to stay very focused on what they are doing and why they are
doing it, even if they might not be in classes.” For these personalized
coaches and others who support stopped out students, one of the
complicated parts of guiding adult learners towards enroliment is keeping
them engaged while they are working on the past due balance, especially
if the institution has to clear the balance completely before the student
can register for classes.

Use of external collections does not necessarily improve how much money
institutions recoup, nor does it necessarily improve their ability to track
how much is recouped. Our questions about collection rates yielded varied
responses. Concerning how many students made payments once referred
to an external agency, five of the two-year institutions and two of the four-
year institutions were unable to provide information. An additional four-
year institution estimated this figure to be 60 percent of stopped out
students. For those institutions that could report on that data point, the
percentages of students that made payments to an external agency
ranged from 8 percent to 60 percent, although the rates tended to skew
lower. Six institutions (three two-year and three four-year) reported
external agencies collected from fewer than 15 percent of students, and
another three four-year institutions reported successful external collection
from 25-50 percent of students.

The total percentage of debt recouped through outside collections also
varies but skews lower. Six institutions reported that they were unable to
determine how much debt was collected by external agencies, and one
additional four-year institution provided an estimate of 40 percent,
although that institution is currently implementing a system to track that
information. One institutional representative explained the challenge
associated with obtaining information on collection rates: “The registrar
office indicated that this data is difficult to obtain from outside agencies.
They do not receive a regular report for this and would need to request
from multiple agencies.”

Institutions that had difficulty tracking collection rates for external
agencies also tended to have difficulties tracking them for internal
collection efforts. Some of the discrepancies between overall reported
rates and internal vs. external collection rates indicate some difficulties in
disambiguating these figures. For example, one institution was unable to
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report collection rates for internal collections but shared that the external
collection rate was around 8 percent. Meanwhile, they reported their
overall collection rate as 46 percent. Such apparent discrepancies are
fairly common and indicate that while institutions may perhaps have a
sense of overall rates, they lack mechanisms for understanding collection
success at a more granular level.

Promising practices

Once a past due balance is on a student’s account, it can be difficult to
get students back on the course to degree attainment. Students can lose
steam if the process of resolving a past due balance is drawn out, opting
not to re-enroll or persist. Additionally, institutions must be mindful of
offering options that help students re-enroll without putting them in a
compromised financial position. New Jersey institutions have put solutions
in place that center student financial well-being while allowing them to
maintain re-enrollment momentum, including offering flexibility in
payment options and connecting students with support for past due
balances.

Processes for connecting students with support for past due balances

A core part of helping students pay down the balance is having processes
that allow adult learners to connect supports that can help them navigate
the process of addressing the balance. This can involve identifying and
sending personalized messages to students who meet the criteria for re-
engagement programs. Participants from William Paterson University
described how, for FY24, they identified students with prior debt and used
SEO messaging to reach them. In addition to having the director of degree
completion and adult learning email them about the debt resolution
opportunity offered by the institution, staff worked closely with designated
colleagues in financial aid and student enrollment services to resolve the
balance using SCND grant funds. A similar balance relief program is
available at one community college for students who owe less than
$1,000 and require 15 or fewer credits for degree completion through a
past due balance resolution campaign. In their survey response,
participants stated that the balance relief program was part of an ongoing
campaign and that they initiated contact with eligible students who had
stopped out since the fall 2023 semester.

At Felician University, students who officially withdraw and become
stopped out are reached out to by a re-admit team that connects them
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with academic advisors who offer guidance on re-enrollment and
registration. In parallel, a collections specialist contacts students with
unpaid balances to demonstrate their intention to resolve the debt
instead of pursuing collections. The personalized letters emphasize the
importance of resolving balances to avoid future complications and
outlines flexible payment options. They also offer potential balance
resolution upon successful re-enrollment and graduation.

At Camden County College, students usually cannot register for classes if
their past due balance is at or above $250. However the back-on-track
program manager can ask the bursar office to replace that hold with one
that requires the student to meet with them before registering, so that
their progress can be tracked. During the meeting, these students are
able to learn about the balance deferment option that allows students to
register, come back and apply for financial aid. By prioritizing connecting
students with support around past due balances, institutions can help
students see their options related to re-enrollment or staying enrolled.

Flexibility in payment options and balance relief funding sources

The most promising practice described by participants centered on giving
students more flexible options to pay down balances while registering,
including using a combination of resources to assist them with reducing or
clearing the balance. Some participants described how returning students
with a balance can register if they develop a payment plan for the past
due balance or have a plan to discuss their options with the financial aid
office. At the New Jersey Institute of Technology, students with certain
balance amounts are allowed to register if they communicate with the
financial aid office about their plan to resolve it. Previously, students had
to pay the entire balance to apply for readmission. At Felician University,
which has a higher registration hold threshold (up to $3,000), students
are encouraged to use payment plans. Another interviewee mentioned
that they had an easier time keeping students engaged if they were able
to register while on a payment plan.

Other institutions described using alternative funding sources, including
the SCND student-focused incentive funding, to help students to pay down
the balance. At Atlantic Cape Community College, staff have students who
seemed determined about returning to school go through a process that
was similar to a financial aid appeal process. After the student completes
the first half of their first return semester, the institution pays off the
balance. Atlantic Cape used pre-existing funding specifically for returning
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students towards this balance. The funding source was a gift from the
Atlantic Cape Foundation to the college. Similarly, Rowan University has
been funding past due balance relief through access to a scholarship
through the university foundation that can be used to support SCND
students who are making academic progress.

Many interviewees mentioned using some of their FY24 SCND grant
funding to help students pay down or clear past due balances and those
from FY25 grantee institutions planned to continue using them to reduce
or clear the cost of these balances. In cases where the limited funds could
not cover the entire balance, one participant described how “there is a
subpopulation of students for whom a limited amount of assistance is
actually enough of an incentive to get them to take action to be able to re-
enroll." In one instance, she offered $1,000 towards a student’s $3,000
balance and the student was willing to come up with the remaining
amount in order to re-enroll. This highlights the momentum that can be
created by offering stopped out students even a partial solution to help
them re-enroll.

Past due balances, of even relatively small amounts, can be significantly
prohibitive for students hoping to re-enroll. Therefore, it is important for
institutions to offer balance relief options or options for students to re-
enroll with a past due balance. Institutions can consider programs that
waive students’ outstanding balances upon enroliment in or successful
completion of credits. Also, relief options targeted towards students who
are close to completion can maximize institutional investment. Providing
these options allows students to re-enroll and institutions to access
additional tuition dollars that usually far exceed the past due balance
covered by the institution.
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Engagement and enroliment
supports

Adult learners with SCND face a number of challenges when re-enrolling
beyond administrative holds and past due balances. Like three in five
higher education students today, adult learners experience basic needs
insecurity including food, housing, childcare, and transportation.16 Many
challenges reflect the multiple responsibilities adult students have,
including jobs and caregiving roles that require flexible class times,
modalities, and support options. More often than not, institutions are built
for students who can participate in an on-campus experience that offers
services and daytime classes Monday through Friday. Still, other
challenges reflect adult students’ intersectional experiences as low-
income, parenting, rural, veteran, and/or justice-impacted students.
Together, these challenges require support that centers students’ needs
across academic and social domains.

Engagement and enroliment supports in New
Jersey

Of the 21 participating institutions, 16 reported the use of proactive
outreach campaigns to students with SCND. The usual process for
institutions is to regularly review student records to identify students who
are stopped out and to then begin outreach via email and/or physical
mailers. Institutions also utilize text, phone, and social media campaigns.
Multiple institutions indicated that this work was possible because of state
support to partner with ReUp. For example, Rowan University indicated
that their decade-long effort to proactively contact and invite students to
return was “greatly enhanced starting in fall 2023 when Rowan joined
OSHE's statewide partnership with ReUp, which provides high levels of

16 “Student Basic Needs Survey Report: The Hope Center 2023-2024 Student Basic
Needs Survey Report,” The Hope Center for Student Basic Needs at Temple University,
February 26, 2025,
https://hope.temple.edu/sites/hope/files/media/document/Hope%20Student%20Basic
%20Needs%20Survey%20Report%20202324.pdf.
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expertise and communication with Rowan’s former students to facilitate
their re-enrollment.”

A common strategy for helping students to re-enroll is to establish a
singular person or office that students can work with to coordinate tasks,
including resolving holds. For example, County College of Morris stated
that they have had success by “creating one starting point of contact and
adding a network of support systems once they [students] meet with
advising to help them move through any holds or barriers to return.” Other
institutions do not necessarily employ a single point of contact, but they do
ensure close coordination between the multiple involved offices and
provide students with guidance. For example, William Paterson University
stated that they provide “students with clear instruction on how to resolve
the hold and their next steps by scheduling an appointment with the
designated financial aid counselor.”

Institutions also credited flexible payment plan options and debt relief
programs as effective mechanisms for re-enrolling students with SCND.
For example, Hudson County Community College works with students with
a balance to offer a deferred payment plan. Once “the student enrolls in a
payment plan, and makes their first payment, they will not be deregistered
from their classes for that semester.” One college reported that, in
exceptional cases, students could be offered “customized payment plans
that allow [them] to enroll with a registration hold.”

Concerning past due balance management tools, four two-year institutions
and five four-year institutions reported use of payment plans, four two-year
institutions and three four-year institutions used balance waivers or debt
relief measures, one two-year institution and six four-year institutions
offered returning scholarships (Table 2b in the Appendix C).

Challenges

Finances are a barrier for returning students even if they do not have to
contend with a past due balance upon re-enrollment. As one interviewee
shared,

In the aggregate, finances is a big part, either prior debt or how you are
going to pay it this time and making that balance...We have these
accelerated, seven-week sessions for our online programs and
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students will opt to stop out because it is a choice. Am | going to do
this thing for my kids or pay for these classes?

Affordability remains a major concern for returning students, as they often
have a constellation of other financial priorities they must balance along
with paying for coursework. Moreover, financial aid policies may make it
difficult to draw on the aid needed to afford a degree. For instance,
Satisfactory Academic Progress (SAP) requirements mandate that a
student maintain a specific grade point average (GPA) and stay on track to
graduate within a designated timeframe. During interviews, respondents
shared that this is particularly problematic for stopped out students
because their academic performance was likely impacted when they
stopped out. Additionally, often non-linear progress means they will take
longer to complete a degree. Altogether this makes it difficult for returning
to access federal financial aid when they need it. There are some options
to regain eligibility for financial aid when SAP requirements are not met,
including an appeal process and GPA forgiveness programs, but these
processes are not widely utilized, as they are only helpful in certain cases.

At the state level, interviewees also noted that there are fewer non-loan
aid options available for students attending school part time at four-year
institutions in New Jersey. Because students with SCND are often juggling
multiple responsibilities, including employment and caretaking
responsibilities, they are not often able to do coursework full-time. Limited
financial options for four-year institutions may leave these colleges and
universities out of reach for returning students. Federal and state financial
aid programs can also have credit cutoffs that bar students from
accessing additional aid once they reach this threshold, creating a
potential barrier. Students with SCND are likely to have non-linear
trajectories that put them beyond credit thresholds and keep them from
receiving necessary financial support, even in cases where they may be
close to graduation.

As noted previously, stopped out students are likely to be dealing with
competing priorities, including financial and familial responsibilities,
making it difficult for them to integrate coursework into their lives.
Interviewees repeatedly noted that juggling priorities was a key challenge
in getting students enrolled and keeping them enrolled, as returning
students would have to find both the time and money for coursework in
circumstances where they were often already spread thin. One respondent
said, “Often their primary role in life is more as a parent and as an
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employee and as a, you know, kind of some of those other adult
responsibilities, if you will, and so fitting in college on top of that can be
very challenging.” These hurdles are not only present at the start but often
recur throughout a returning student's journey, making consistent
institutional support necessary. Due to limited time, students with SCND
are looking for affordability and efficiency as they consider re-enrolling at
an institution. Learners may prefer more programs with hybrid or online
formats, which allow for scheduling flexibility, or accelerated programs
that offer a fast track to degree attainment to save time and money. Since
implementing these kinds of programs can be difficult for institutions
logistically and capacity wise, some do not offer them. Once again, limited
options may put certain institutions and degree pathways out of reach for
students with SCND due to the restricted resources they can allocate to
coursework.

During our conversations with institutional stakeholders, several
interviewees noted that lack of student confidence and belonging made
for a substantial barrier to re-engagement. One interviewee explained, "It
is a sacrifice on their end, and they think about this because now this time
around they're like, | don't wanna mess up, | wanna be sure | graduate this
time around.” Stopped out adult learners may have negative feelings
around college based on previous experiences, and a structure that does
not seem to appeal to them (e.g., services that close at 5pm,
extracurriculars that are solely in-person, or degree programs that cater to
residential students) can reinforce their feeling of not belonging. Students
stop out for a number of reasons, but time away from an institution does
not usually erase them. If a student academically struggled or could not
balance coursework with working full-time or parenting responsibilities
when they stopped out, they may be less confident in their ability to
overcome these challenges and be successful during another try.
Relatedly, if a student halted their initial enroliment because they did not
receive adequate support from their institution, it is difficult for them to
trust that they will now find the support they need. The longer students are
stopped out, the harder it is to override these narratives and convince
them to re-engage.

Students with SCND bring credits and experiences from multiple sources,
and it can be difficult to articulate and apply previously earned credits to
relevant degrees, including operationalizing credit for prior learning (CPL).
As noted in a few interviews, the state’s higher education institutions
operate within a fairly decentralized structure. Without consistent
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guidelines, evaluators may not view certain credits from other institutions
as transferable, as course objectives and degree requirements can vary
widely from institution to institution. Credit articulation can be especially
complicated because it requires coordination across multiple
departments. One interviewee from the New Jersey Council of County
Colleges noted that while the state is focusing on expanding CPL, a more
consistent focus on ensuring students are aware of CPL opportunities and
on implementing best practices for CPL processes—particularly in
resource-intensive areas like portfolio assessments—is needed.

Some institutions rely on services from Thomas Edison State University
and the New Jersey Prior Learning Assessment Network (NJ PLAN) or
develop their own CPL policies and faculty training. However, as one
interviewee noted, a streamlined, statewide process or guidance would be
more effective than each institution building its own. Institutions also
often rely on external organizations to evaluate real-life or work experience
for academic credit—efforts that require both coordination and financial
investment.

Returning students often travel non-linear trajectories, as their interests
and goals change over time and so do their preferred majors and
programs. This can potentially make a student’s pathway to a degree
longer and cost students with SCND extra time and money. Returning
students may “lose” credits they previously earned if the coursework was
not closely related to their current program or did not fulfill general
education requirements, pushing the finish line further out. A delayed
degree can be frustrating for students and can be exacerbated by
financial aid policies related to credit accumulation and satisfactory
progress. Maximizing credit transferability and degree applicability of
transfer credit while maintaining academic rigor is key to making degree
completion more affordable and achievable for SCND students.

Several individuals expressed concerns about maintaining the funds and
capacity needed to effectively support returning students. Many
respondents emphasized the importance of a concierge approach, where
students depend on a single point of contact to navigate institutional
processes. As one respondent explained, “The adult learner...has those
constraints, and that’s why they need that more concierge-type
assistance.”
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Because returning students often juggle school alongside work and family
responsibilities, minimizing barriers is essential. Staff dedicated to
supporting this population noted that strong relationships were key to
keeping students engaged. However, expanding this support model is
difficult without additional staffing and resources.

Some institutions also expressed uncertainty about whether current levels
of state funding could continue. As is described in the next section, state
support made it possible for institutions to increase their capacity and
provide direct support to students, but in most cases it was unclear how
institutions planned to sustain these efforts long-term without ongoing
state and institutional investment.

Promising practices

Returning students face a number of unique challenges related to
finances, balancing priorities, confidence, and credit loss, and we
encourage institutions to address these interconnected barriers. Using
existing models in New Jersey as a foundation, we identified a set of
promising practices related to providing targeted enrollment and
engagement support for learners with SCND that can help encourage
successful credential attainment, including dedicated points of contact,
strategic partnerships, credit retention solutions, and expanded services.

Dedicated point of contact or office

Assigning a point of contact or office to provide concierge-like services can
help address each of the challenges faced by students listed above by
providing students with responsive support rooted in consistent
communication and connection. Many of the institutions we spoke with
had one or more staff members dedicated to supporting returning
learners and helping them circumvent common barriers to re-enrollment.
For example, Rowan University has a degree completion specialist who
identifies holds and helps returning students ascertain whether their
current credits align with their program of interest. Having a dedicated
person helping returning students with these key activities streamlines the
process for students and helps them efficiently restart their educational
journey. Although this can be capacity intensive, respondents repeatedly
shared stories of students expressing gratitude for the tailored support
they received and how pivotal it was for their persistence.
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Strategic partnerships

Develop strategic partnerships that expand institutional capacity while
providing students with SCND the support they need throughout the re-
enroliment process. Several interviewees noted that their institution’s
participation in the statewide ReUp parthership made a positive impact on
their ability to support stopped out students. ReUp added needed capacity
for outreach and helped keep students engaged throughout the re-
enroliment process and after they have successfully re-enrolled, including
in the midst of competing priorities. ReUp is a national organization that
partners with statewide systems and individual institutions to provide
outreach to and coaching for stopped out students. As a part of New
Jersey’s SCND initiative, a subset of institutions worked with third party
vendor ReUp to re-engage students with SCND. ReUp’s targeted and
responsive support for stopped out students provides timely
communication and guidance that helps students successfully re-enroll
and stay enrolled. Conversations with ReUp coaches can help recenter
students on their goals when other priorities are competing for their time
and resources. The County College of Morris noted that ReUp
supplements their engagement with students by facilitating both initial
and consistent outreach throughout the re-engagement process and
helping support students off campus. One interview participant described
the initial outreach that ReUp does as a supplement to their institution’s
active engagement with students, which “strengthens their connection
with [the college] and keeps it very much in front of them, knowing they
have a team who's in their corner on and off campus.” Strategic
partnerships like that with ReUp allow institutions to leverage external
expertise and capacity to reconnect with students.

Recognizing acquired experiences with credit

Establishing policies that maximize recognition of acquired experiences
with credit addresses challenges related to credit loss and evaluation,
competing priorities, and affordability. Some New Jersey institutions have
implemented policies that allow students to retain a significant amount of
credits from other institutions. Saint Elizabeth University allows up to 90
transfer credits, requiring students to take a quarter of their degree at the
university. As a part of their dedication to increasing affordability, Saint
Elizabeth also helps students with pre-approvals for more financially
feasible community college courses if needed. Similarly, William Paterson
University imposes no limit on the number of transfer credits accepted,
however students must fulfill the required minimum number of credits at
the university as outlined by the undergraduate degree policy and meet
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the course and grade criteria for their program of study. They also work
with students to translate their previous experiences into credit towards
their degree by offering many opportunities to get credit for prior learning.
Such policies allow students with SCND to maximize the experiences they
bring upon their return, effectively achieve degree attainment, and save
time and money.

Expanded hours for core services

Providing services to students outside Monday through Friday, 9am to
5pm, helps make services more accessible. Several interviewees shared
that grant funding through the SCND initiative made it possible for them to
offer expanded hours for core services to better fit the schedules of
returning learners. Felician University was able to expand financial aid
office hours to assist with FAFSA filing, an often complicated process that
can act as an early barrier for returning students. Similarly, the New Jersey
Institute of Technology extended hours for tutoring services to help ensure
students with SCND received the academic support they needed. Because
coursework and support services are often structured to meet the needs
of full-time, in-person students, returning students may not be able to see
themselves prioritized by an institution. Extending service hours or offering
flexibility can reassure students that they will be able to access the
support they need to be successful.

Areas for state-level impact

New Jersey institutions are working hard to implement programs and
policies that meet the unique needs of students with SCND. However,
there are some areas where additional state-level interventions are likely
to have a greater impact. For instance, institutions described looking for
ways to resolve past due balances and provide scholarship support on a
flexible basis. New Jersey has an opportunity to build on state investments
in affordability and re-engaging students with SCND to more
comprehensively address challenges around finances and financial aid.
Modifications can be made to state financial aid programs to make them
more accessible to returning students, including increasing credit
thresholds and allowing part-time students who want to continue their
education at four-year institutions to access more non-loan aid options.
The state should continue to review existing aid programs to assess their
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accessibility for students with SCND and implement modifications, where
feasible, to enhance equitable access for these students.

Institutions also shared they were maximizing capacity to serve as many
stopped out students as possible, but as these initiatives grow, current or
reduced staffing may lead to these students not getting the support they
require. As concerns about budget cuts grow, entities like OSHE have an
opportunity to incentivize institutions to prioritize students with SCND and
allocate needed capacity to serving their needs through avenues such as
performance based funding models. These opportunities for state-level
impact build on the foundation of investment created by the state.

SCND grant impact and
perspectives

Overview of the SCND grants

Through New Jersey’s state-wide “Some College, No Degree (SCND)
Initiative,” the Office of the Secretary of Higher Education is using a multi-
pronged approach to re-engage and re-enroll residents who have earned
some college credit but left school before completing their degree.1” In
addition to facilitating partnerships between ReUp Education and 22 New
Jersey higher education institutions to provide outreach and coaching to
adult learners who stopped out, OSHE has also awarded two cycles of
grant funding to public and independent-public mission higher education
institutions that receive state operating aid to support their efforts to
engage these students to re-enroll and complete.18 The goal of these
institutional grants, which include a student-focused incentive and an
institution-focused funding component, is to address the barriers to

17 For more information about New Jersey’s statewide SCND Initiative see:
https://nj.gov/highereducation/somecollegenodegree.shtml

18 For more information about the two rounds of grant funding provided by OSHE as a
part of the statewide SCND Initiative see:
https://nj.gov/highereducation/somecollegenodegree/institutiongrants.shtml
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returning to higher education and to help institutions build the capacity to
serve this population.

This section of the report provides an overview of how institutions have
used the grant funds, particularly the student-focused incentives
component, to re-engage and re-enroll adult learners, how institutions
interpreted the impact of the funding on their efforts, and their goals for
utilizing grants. This section also includes a review of the grant program
challenges and suggestions for how supports can be improved for the
future.

SCND grant impact

Student outcomes based on common strategies

Ithaka S+R reviewed the narrative reports from the FY24 grantee final
report to identify common themes in how the grants were used and review
the metrics used to describe outcomes. The interviews with institutional
representatives also included questions about their interpretation of the
impacts of the grants and some of the challenges of administering the
grants. Quotes and stories from these interviews are included throughout
to incorporate the staff perspective.

While not all FY24 grantee institutions provided the same metrics when
describing the impact of initiatives, some common ways of quantifying
those results included the self-reported increases in SCND student
enrollment and retention, and the number of credits completed by
returning students. Some other metrics reported by institutions included
engagement metrics for digital marketing campaigns, engagement with
advising, number of students “served,” number of graduated students,
past due balance remittance granted to students, and more.

Overall, most of the institutions who mentioned enroliment (or returned
students) described enrolling a significant portion of their initial target
group and increased persistence rates between semesters. Outreach
initiatives (through partnerships with ReUp Education and institutions’
own efforts) helped to scale outreach. Table 10 below is a high-level
summary of the most common intervention types in the FY24 final reports.
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Table 10: Common Strategies and Interventions from FY24 Final Reports

support, stipends, application and exam fee waivers, emergency
funding, enrollment incentives, past due balance relief)

Cited Strategy or Intervention Number of Institutions using
the Strategy

Student outreach (text, calls, emails, targeted digital marketing) 15

Direct assistance to students (gift cards/vouchers, basic needs 14

Personalized support from admission to completion 13

Website redesign
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Student outreach

Almost every institution described using some form of outreach (either
with ReUp Education, through their own marketing team or another third-
party service provider, or both) to re-engage students. From March 2024
to August 2024, County College of Morris reached over 3,500 students
and enrolled 891 students through ReUp’s outreach and the college’s
marketing and onboarding efforts. Rowan College of South Jersey
developed an email campaign in collaboration with a marketing company
that also developed a webpage for stopped out students. Between June
25 and September 30, 2024, nearly 300 of the almost 20,000 students
who opened the email clicked the link and over 100 students completed
interest forms on the webpage.

Direct assistance: emergency aid, vouchers, and past due balances
Multiple institutions made robust use of the student-focused incentives
towards direct assistance to students. This assistance, whether in the
form of emergency aid, enroliment incentives or assistance towards past
due balances, has had a very strong impact on students' ability to enroll
and remain in college.

Institutions used the funding to fit the needs of the students where
possible. Many institutions made emergency stipends available for school
supplies such as laptops but also for housing, food, transportation and
childcare-related costs. At Montclair State University, over 400 returning
students received assistance through vouchers, the vast majority using
book vouchers compared to the nearly 40 students who used engagement
incentives and College Level Examination Program (CLEP) test fee credits.
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These students averaged nearly 12 completed credits a semester and,
using a combination of robust re-acclimation supports, student financial
assistance and more, persistence among these students increased from
67 percent to 83 percent.

In discussion with project participants, the ability to use those funds to fill
basic needs and supplies gaps were often the difference between a
student continuing through the semester or stopping out again. For one
student who was a semester away from graduating and had to leave the
state to handle family funeral arrangements, one institution offered part
of the emergency grant funding to defray the cost of bills that might have
put the student over the edge financially. The interviewee said, “I see that
the grant funds are doing two things. One, it's helping us to incentivize
folks to come back and enroll, but it's also been valuable to try and keep
people from falling back into that category [of students with SCND who
aren’t enrolled].”

In additional cases, the funding can help students who cannot access
other forms of funding due to their enroliment status. One interviewee
from a four-year college stated that “the biggest part has been enrollment
incentive grants that can go for not just full time students but also part
time...your part time completers are some of your most financially
challenged because they can't access a lot of the grant programs.” The
flexibility in this component of the grant has helped some institutions
defray other costs for students who may be more financially constrained.

As we described earlier, offering students some assistance in paying down
their past due balances can help further encourage their enroliment. In
the reports, using direct assistance towards past due balances was a
prominent strategy for helping students re-enroll. William Paterson offered
past due balance remission to 14 of these students (totaling over
$18,000), all of whom have either graduated or are still enrolled. In an
interview, one participant remarked that “for those 14 students, that was
a blocker. They were not coming back unless that debt was paid.”
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CPL exam vouchers

Credit for prior learning (CPL) was also featured in six FY24 final reports and at
least three interviews. Over 300 students at Thomas Edison State University
used TECEP exam vouchers to help students earn over 300 credits, and there
was a 64 percent year-over-year increase in utilization of the exam. The
institution plans to develop funding sources to continue the voucher incentive
going forward. William Paterson’s grant funds, in addition to past due balance
relief, were also focused on encouraging students to use CPL by increasing
student awareness of the process and how to use it through a dedicated CPL
support group. Although CPL vouchers were not heavily utilized by students,
credit for prior learning increased by 61 percent between FY23 and FY24.

Increasing institutional capacity for student engagement

The grants were also crucial in helping to build the institutional capacity to
more effectively serve students. This was done through hiring staff who
could dedicate their time and focus to these students. Where new
positions were not hired, funds were also impactful for covering extended
evening or weekend hours for positions like college navigators and
financial aid counselors, so that working students could meet with
someone at times that worked for them. About 10 of the FY24 grantee
reports described using funds to cover extended staff hours that were for
academic care teams outreach to stopped out students and more. Four of
these grantee reports also described hiring for new positions (usually part-
time) for counselors who could provide one-stop support, staff members
who could focus on reconnecting with former students and other similar
positions. One interviewee described how “having that assigned person
really does help because the student actually knows that they have a
support person that they can go to... we don’t have a full-time person
assigned to this, but we see the benefits [of] the person we have assigned
to doing [this] on a temporary basis.” Some schools with FY25 grant
funding mentioned using the second round of funding to hire for roles
(e.g., retention specialist and enrollment specialists) who can help with
identifying students' holds, aligning accumulated credits with the most
viable degree programs and more, or using the funds to cover extended
hours for existing staff to give students a specific person that they can
regularly communicate with.
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Increasing institutional capacity for Credit for Prior Learning efforts

Some institutions were also intentional about using the institution-focused
component of the funding to reduce students’ time to degree by building
out their credit for prior learning processes and making students more
aware of the option earlier. William Paterson’s Peer Career Learning
Course helps enrolled students understand how to get credit for prior
learning knowledge. Of the 14 students who completed the course, over
40 credits were earned by the entire cohort (an average of 3.5 credits),
which they could apply towards the 120 credits for their degrees.

One of the less mentioned interventions that seemed to have a high
impact involved an in-depth review of student accounts for credit for prior
learning and reverse transfer opportunities. At Atlantic Cape Community
College, staff worked with students enrolled at other institutions to
determine their eligibility for reverse transfer, which would enable them to
transfer their course and grade information to Atlantic Cape and thus the
awarding of degrees to students with the necessary number of credits. At
Atlantic Cape, the enrollment services team also conducted reviews of
individual transcripts to identify courses that could be substituted to help
students meet degree requirements without needing additional credits. Of
the 278 students who were impacted by the initiative, 44 had completed
their degree. While this approach can have a large impact, it is labor-
intensive and institutions will need additional incentives to make these
efforts, especially if the learners will immediately receive the degree and
not need to re-enroll.

Lessons learned

Participating institutions reported several common lessons learned while
implementing the FY24 SCND grant funding and particularly the student-
focused incentive funding. Through this process, they gained a deeper
understanding of how to better support and engage with students with
SCND. For example, some institutions realized that offering flexibility in
how students could use student-focused incentives funds could help with
participation and impact. Others noted that the patterns of student
engagement in events and activities made them consider changes to the
modality and frequency. Based on these insights, several grantees
mentioned refining their approaches and making short-term adjustments
to how they use future grant funding to better align with students’ needs
and preferences.
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Institutions should consider more flexibility in allowing students to tailor
student-focused incentive funding to their most pressing needs. While
direct financial support to students was definitely impactful, it was even
more impactful when students could use it for what they needed. For
example, one institution had designated a portion of student financial
support to childcare vouchers, but significantly fewer students ended up
needing it—although it was very impactful for the students who did use it.
At another college, some students received more bookstore gift card funds
than they needed for their remaining courses, so the institution reduced
the offered amount for FY25.

Institutions may consider reviewing returning students’ participation in
support and engagement activities, and soliciting their input on preferred
formats and frequency for future activities. Multiple institutions
overestimated how many students with SCND would engage with
additional academic and support services during the semester. Although
institutions developed programs that were meant to be responsive to the
targeted support students with SCND often need, participation in these
events could be limited. For example, an in-person “welcome back” event
at one university was attended by about 7 percent of the invited students.
Another institution faced challenges in getting students to attend coaching
sessions beyond the first meeting. These examples highlight the
importance of aligning engagement opportunities with students’
availability, interests and competing responsibilities.

Institutions may consider a combination of virtual and in-person event
options, informed by the preference and participation patterns of students
with some college, but no degree. Institutions reported that the returning
students with SCND tended to prefer virtual events over in-person options,
likely due to their other commitments. But institutions still valued in-
person events because they give students opportunities to meet one-on-
one with advisors, financial aid staff, and support personnel to discuss
tailored resources, degree pathways, and more.

Challenges

While institutions found ways to address these issues in the short-term
through trial and error, they also described challenges related to grant
implementation that may require long-term solutions. These challenges
often came from limitations in existing processes or systems for tracking
and communicating with students and in staff capacity to provide
individualized support to students as interest grows. There were also
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concerns raised about the limitations related to grant usage, which
impacted how and when institutions could use the funds. Highlighting
these challenges and the key considerations that emerged from them can
help other institutions anticipate and mitigate similar barriers when
developing re-enrollment initiatives.

Student tracking

Institutions should consider planning in advance for data system
development and use, and conduct regular or new data pulls to effectively
monitor and track student information. Some institutions described
struggles with getting the right metrics to track student progress as well as
keeping the metrics organized and updated. One participant initially used
binders with lists of alphabetized returning students that included their
major, accumulated credits, and number of credits taken. She described
how the number of recruited students kept growing with interest, from the
35 initial students to over 500 in Spring 2025. Because of that growth, a
primary concern is whether the current systems are sustainable with
increased interest in these programs.

Communication

Institutions may consider using multiple methods of communication and
increasing the frequency of outreach to better engage students. Nearly
every institution used some form of marketing to reach students with
SCND with success. However, this outreach was sometimes a challenge
because updated contact information was not always available. Also, once
students are enrolled at the institution, it could be difficult to reach them
again due to many of these students having jobs and other caretaking
responsibilities. One institution ended up needing to contact students
more than initially planned about submitting receipts for reimbursed
expenses within certain deadlines, which required them to track students
down.

Capacity

Institutions may consider evaluating staff capacity and restructuring roles
or offices to provide the individualized support needed to re-enroll stopped
out learners, especially as SCND efforts grow. Concerns around staff
capacity continued to be a challenge for institutions to implement the
grant and to engage returning students who stopped out before
completing their degree in general. Even when institutions had the data
they wanted, someone still had to maintain, update, parse through and
use it for a specific purpose. In interviews, some expressed concerns

Addressing Re-Engagement and Re-Enroliment for NJ Learners with SCND 45



9. [THAKA SR

about their ability to properly serve these students as interest grew. For
example, a coordinator at one county college acts as a concierge while
working through the first-year advising office, which has a case load of
1,500 first-year students. When engaging with returning students, one-on-
one attention is key because their circumstances are always unique and
that attention can be harder to give with more students.

Another interviewee remarked that her institution would need to “create
an entire[ly] new department that has more of a case management, social
work focus that can deal with a different array of issues that may come in
place and support systems” because the college was not structured with
the adult learner and their unique needs and experiences in mind. To her,
making the re-enroliment of stopped out adult learners a main function of
the college meant rethinking the structure of certain offices and historical
processes.

Limitations in grant usage

Institutions can consider adjusting their plans for when and how they use
the SCND grants to align with the parameters and timeline for grant
usage. One institution highlighted how the short time availability to use the
funds created limitations in their efforts to plan and expand support, given
that it continued into the end of Academic Year 2024 when some staff
and faculty were away during the summer. Also, students who did re-enroll
in the Summer 2024 were not eligible for summer financial aid, and due
to the parameters of grant usage, the SCND grants could not be used to
cover direct costs of tuition for students. The institution was able to offset
these expenses for Summer 2024 but was uncertain of the ability to
provide this in future summers.

Institutional impact

For some institutions, the initial grants helped them gain an
understanding of the needs of the students they wanted to reach out to
and the supports they would need to be retained, and this latest grant is
allowing them to build on the wrap-around supports, maintain the
processes and structures they need to serve these students effectively,
and manage the growing interest. For institutions that had existing efforts
before the initiative, the grants helped to accelerate efforts and scale
support, particularly through partnerships with the State and ReUp.
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Overall, the grants have provided institutions with the initial resources to
focus their efforts on adult learners where they were unable to do so
before. Having an external framework to jumpstart conversations has
helped make adult learners a priority for upper administration, which
makes it easier to get approval to take on new projects. In describing the
grant’s impact, one interviewee said that “the grant has really enabled us
as a smaller school to say ‘this is a population that we really want to focus
on.”

Initiative sustainability

Efforts to re-engage, re-enroll, and support returning students with SCND
have required a tremendous amount of coordination and effort by
institutions to adjust their existing structures and processes. As
mentioned earlier, institutions have made substantial progress in areas in
which they have control, such as institutional policies, strategic planning,
academic programming, and student support services. In order to
continue these initiatives and efforts, institutions will require continued
buy-in from relevant stakeholders and subsequent policy and cultural
change to support buy-in.

Leadership buy-in

In conversations with a few participants, support from senior leadership
was crucial for making adult learner-focused initiatives a priority at their
institution. The approval to try new forms of engagement and policies
made it easier to convince necessary parties to dedicate the time and
effort towards them. One institution described having “leadership at the
institution from the very top around this population” for over a decade
because the president made it a stated priority. This support led to the
institution developing a pilot project to engage with stopped out students
well before the SCND grants existed.

Culture and policy shifts

Encouraging policy change can also depend on getting agreement from
other senior staff who oversee certain processes to understand why a
change is needed. A part of that process is helping to create a mindset
shift among faculty and staff about the different experiences and needs of
returning students. One participant described hearing how “sometimes it
takes a moment for faculty to recognize that people [who are] returning to
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complete their degree are, you know, working adults just like them,” and
that shift can help faculty adjust their approach with adult learners. In
describing how to help other staff understand the returning students they
would meet with, another interviewee mentioned that “the more
information that you can give the faculty advisor, the better equipped that
they will be to be able to support the student in the way that they need to
be supported.” Again, informing stakeholders who interact with returning
learners equips them to better serve the unique needs of these students.

Another interviewee described developing a working group or policy
committee of representatives from different departments to better define
and advertise the policies around credit for prior learning. The
committee’s work has helped get credit for prior learning experiences not
only counted towards graduation but also towards degree requirements,
which has been made easier to do with support from the provost. The
interviewee shared that,

[The provost] really understands the need for degree completion
programs...He's got a much more open mind, which has now
allowed us to really work with the chairs to think about things
like,...”Stop putting these classes into free electives”...we then
have the impetus to do the same with the credit for prior learning
opportunities. So we're not just giving students 15 credits toward
graduation, but they're gonna actually meet requirements, which is
what they really need in order to graduate on time.

Aligning institutional stakeholders around student-centered policy such as
this helps to engender buy-in, support effective implementation, and
ensure that students reap the intended benefits.

Future funding

While some participants mentioned looking into alternative funding for
initiatives if subsequent SCND grant funding is insufficient to cover the
cost of the projects or is unavailable to them in the future, there was some
concern about sustaining current initiatives if that funding was reduced or
made unavailable because of the key component it played in seeding
these initial initiatives. One participant described how being able to
“highlight that an institution has had success using their own funds
or...the state funds” would be important in helping institutions build off of
what is already working.
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SCND grant recommendations

Earmark more funds for student-centered incentives

Based on how institutions used the student-focused incentive portion of
the grants in the last two fiscal years, these incentives are highly effective
at encouraging adult learners to re-enroll by helping to address a
significant barrier to returning: past due balances. Through flexible
emergency grants, these funds are also impactful in helping students who
have re-enrolled navigate financial barriers, one of the most often cited
challenges for New Jersey adult learners by interviewed stakeholders. This
part of the grant should be increased and emphasized to help students
pay down their past due balances, including encouraging institutions to
think about how to reach students with manageable balances who could
benefit from completing their degree (e.g., stopped out students without a
degree who have at least 45 credits at two-year institutions or 90 credits
at four-year institutions).

Incentivize implementation opportunities to address the need for hybrid
course structures and credit for prior learning options

The scope of the SCND grants can be expanded to encourage institutions
to develop or enhance hybrid and online courses. While not as frequently
mentioned, as part of their grant application for fiscal year 2025, some
colleges prioritized the development of online accelerated courses for
certain programs or interdisciplinary or liberal arts majors that maximize
the use of previous credits towards a degree. This will be an important
strategy for meeting the flexibility needs of working adults. By providing
targeted funding for format redesign, faculty training and technology
infrastructure, institutions can build more sustainable, quality hybrid
learning environments. Likewise, the grants can also be used to
encourage institutions to develop credit for prior learning processes and
make students more aware of their options so that they have
opportunities to reduce their time to degree completion.

Institutionalize the SCND grant

To address concerns about sustainability of ongoing initiatives, the SCND
grant program could become an annual initiative under OSHE if created by
legislation or included in the annual state budget process.
Institutionalizing the grant and/or finding alternative sources of funding
could provide some consistency and long-term support for high-impact
practices as institutions seek additional forms of funding to also support
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these initiatives. In addition to signaling continued commitment to
addressing enrollment gaps, it can also help institutions plan better—
especially for hiring adult-learner focused positions—and scale their more
successful strategies over time.

Statewide considerations

New Jersey is making significant progress at both the state and
institutional level to re-engage, re-enroll, and support students with SCND.
As outlined above, many promising practices are already being
implemented to address the complex challenges facing students and the
institutions seeking to support them. Below, we build on these promising
practices and our conversations with institutional stakeholders to present
additional recommendations for addressing some of those challenges,
highlighting opportunities for both institutions and the State.

It is important to note that the promising practices and recommendations
described in the report rely heavily on human capital, often through
increasing time and compensation for existing staff to perform these
functions or hiring new staff. For example, even if funds for past due
balances are secured, someone has to reach out to eligible students,
connect them to the appropriate resources and then go through the
process to apply funds towards the balance. Likewise, someone also has
to communicate the needs of this group of students to other offices, such
as the Bursar office, so that there is more understanding about why
certain requests are made. It is worth noting that investing in the human
capital for this group of students can also cross over with support for the
general student population.

Standardization and alignment on credit for prior learning and accepted
transfer credits

Because course goals and program expectations can vary widely from one
institution to another, the process of transferring credits can be tedious. It
often requires alignment between faculty and staff evaluation of course
materials from another college or university, and this evaluation may be
done on a case-by-case basis. Institutions expressed interest in a
statewide resource that provided centralized guidance on the best way to
translate credits between institutions and implement credit for prior
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learning processes and evaluations. NJ Transfer, the online platform
associated with the NJ Transfer Agreement, provides some guidance for
students at community colleges who are interested in transferring to the
listed four-year colleges by finding equivalent courses between
institutions.19 Resources like this could provide institutions with guidance
on how to align their evaluation efforts with their peers and expand the
courses that are accepted as transfer credit. Alternatively, the state can
provide comprehensive guidance pertaining to the best approach to
transferring credits so that rigor is maintained but credit loss is minimized.
The state can also encourage participation in collaboratives such as the
New Jersey Prior Learning Assessment Network (NJ PLAN), which can
expand student access to nationally recognized CPL options.20 Alignment
at the state-level will make credit articulation less cumbersome for
institutions and make returning more easily navigable for students. It will
also benefit students with some college but no degree who move within
the state by allowing them to easily transfer prior credits at their new
institution, accelerating degree completion.

Alternative need-based aid options for adult learners

Utilizing outcomes from the initial SCND grant program, the state should
share out learnings and build on initial investment to help make higher
education more affordable for adult-learners. Throughout our
conversations, several institutional stakeholders noted that current state
financial aid eligibility requirements are often limited to full-time students,
thus excluding some returning learners from receiving aid, making re-
enrollment untenable. While expanding access to need-based aid for
students with SCND is a critical, long-term goal, this kind of aid depends
on overall state funding levels. In the short term, the state can take
meaningful steps to ensure that learners have considered all options by
increasing student awareness of existing aid options and providing clear
guidance for institutions and learners on avenues for navigating past due
balances. It can also begin to explore the feasibility of non-loan options
that are designed for students with SCND, who are likely to have non-
linear trajectories and be enrolled part-time. An example of this is the
Idaho Opportunity Scholarship for Adult Learners, a public program
available to eligible residents who are returning to school at least part

19 For more information about NJ Transfer see: https://www.njtransfer.org/ and
https://www.njtransfer.org/transferagreement
20 For more information about NJ PLAN see: https://njplan.org/njplan-works.php
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time after a break of at least 24 months and plan to enroll at participating
colleges.?1

Statewide promotion of SCND programs

Marketing and outreach play an integral role in re-engaging students with
SCND. Stopped out learners must be aware of resources in order to
access them. Some institutions felt that their marketing reach was limited,
restricting the number of students they would be able to contact. This was
due to a number of factors, including outdated contact information,
limited budget, and limited engagement. They noted that it would be
helpful if the state highlighted institutional programs and resources for
students with SCND at the state level to maximize exposure of the work
being done by institutions to support these students, who can often be
hard to reach since they last stopped out. The state may also consider
supporting institutions with marketing and promotion of SCND programs
by providing institutions with access to organizations that provide services
to residents who might be interested in re-enrolling and continuing to
leverage third-party, institution-neutral vendors like ReUp. A state-
facilitated approach to information-sharing casts a wider net and
introduces more stopped out students to the options they have.

21 For more information about the Idaho Opportunity Scholarship for Adult Learners see:
https://nextsteps.idaho.gov/scholarship-idaho/idaho-opportunity-scholarship-for-adult-

learners.
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Conclusion

Efforts to re-engage and re-enroll New Jersey residents with some college
and no degree (SCND) have had an impact not only on the students who
have re-enrolled and graduated, but also on the institutions that are
revising their structures, policies, and processes to welcome them back.
The OSHE SCND initiative, including the SCND institutional grants, have
become a critical tool in supporting these learners. By incentivizing
innovative practices, the grants have helped colleges and universities
develop student-focused solutions to persistent re-enroliment barriers,
particularly those related to financial holds caused by past due balances.

The aggregate institution-level data and stakeholder insights presented in
this report reaffirm a core principle: financial insecurity remains one of the
most significant impediments to adult learner re-enroliment and
completion in New Jersey. Addressing these challenges through targeted
past due balance resolution and flexible emergency aid should be a
priority. Returning students would also benefit from flexible and
accelerated course offerings, as well as advising that reflects an
understanding of adult learner experiences. Institutions—and their
students—would benefit from statewide alignment on credit for prior
learning and transfer credit processes, providing those with underutilized
processes guidelines to follow, and sustained state support for concierge-
style or one-stop shop services that learners with SCND often need.

Supporting returning students with some college, but no degree is a
practical strategy for advancing New Jersey’s workforce and higher
education attainment goals. As the state continues to invest in adult
learner success, institutionalizing the SCND initiative and scaling its most
effective components will be essential. Doing so will help to build a more
inclusive and resilient higher education ecosystem, one that recognizes
the complexity of adult learners’ lives and proactively removes the barriers
that prevent them from completing their educational journeys.
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Key recommendations

Institutions

Institutions must develop clear, proactive communication
strategies to ensure students are aware of their options for hold
resolutions and streamline processes so that there is better
coordination between departments to address coding and
authorization issues.

Institutions can offer and encourage students to enroll in more
flexible and accessible payment plans that allow them to enroll
with a previous balance and offer balance resolution programs for
students who re-enroll.

Where possible, institutions should assign dedicated advisors or
specialists who can guide returning students through the re-
enrollment process, expand hybrid or online course offerings to
provide stopped out students with compatible course options, and
explore partnerships with employers and state agencies to ensure
workforce alignment in programs.

Statewide

Institutionalizing the SCND grant programs can provide sustained
funding to help New Jersey institutions offer more stability to
returning students. Building on momentum from the grant to
identify alternative funding courses may also be beneficial to this
end. Increasing the funds available for student-focused incentives,
such as covering past due balances, supplementing basic needs
support, or providing credit for prior learning vouchers, greatly
enhances the students’ likelihood of re-enrolling and remaining
enrolled. Also, using the grants to incentivize institutions to develop
or enhance hybrid and online courses can help build more program
options that are accessible to adult learners.

Standardizing credit for prior learning and transfer credit processes
can help reduce the loss of transfer credits when students move
between institutions. Standardization helps lower the costs
associated with creating assessment processes at each individual
institution.

Developing or expanding state aid options students with SCND
makes re-enrollment a more viable option for these students. The
non-linear trajectories of these students, as well as those who are
enrolled part-time, require different types of programs.
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e Statewide promotion of SCND efforts can maximize exposure to the
institutions that are re-engaging students who are stopped out and
widen the range of potential students that institutions can reach.
Institutions, especially those in less urban areas, noted that
support from OSHE in highlighting how they are supporting
students with SCND would be beneficial.

Appendix A: Participating
institutions and agencies

The following institutions and agencies contributed to this report by
sharing aggregated data and/or participating in interviews.

Atlantic Cape Community College
Bergen Community College
Brookdale Community College
Camden County College

County College of Morris

Felician University

Georgian Court University

Hudson County Community College
Middlesex College

Montclair State University

New Jersey Institute of Technology
Passaic County Community College
Ramapo College of New Jersey
Raritan Valley Community College
Rider University

Rowan College of South Jersey
Rowan University

Rutgers University-New Brunswick
Saint Elizabeth University

Salem Community College
Stockton University

Thomas Edison State University
William Paterson University of New Jersey
ReUp Education Services
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e New Jersey Council of County Colleges
e New Jersey Office of the Secretary of Higher Education
e New Jersey Higher Education Student Assistance Authority

Appendix B: Interview data

Interview sample

In total, we conducted group and individual conversations with over 30
representatives from 18 institutions. In addition to institutional
stakeholders, we also spoke with an agency representative in the New
Jersey Office of the Secretary of Higher Education and in the Higher
Education Student Assistance Authority (HESAA) to gain a high-level
perspective on the SCND initiative and state financial aid options in the
state, respectively.

Table 1a. Interview Sample by Institution Type or Organization

Institution Sector Number of Interviewees
Public, Two-year 18

Private not-for-profit, Four-year or above 8

Public, Four-year or above 11

ReUp Education Services

New Jersey Council of County Colleges

New Jersey Office of the Secretary of Higher Education

PR NN

New Jersey Higher Education Student Assistance Authority
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Interview protocol

At the start of each interview, the Ithaka S+R research team introduced
the collaborative project with New Jersey OSHE by describing its goals and
Ithaka S+R’s role before asking the interview questions. Below, we share
the semi-structured interview protocol we used with institutional
stakeholders. This protocol was slightly modified for our interviews with
non-institutional stakeholders.

1. Could you tell me a little bit about your role with [Agency
Name/Institution name]?

2. For grantees:
We’'re interested in learning more about initiatives at [NJ
institutions/your institution] that are using the SCND grants,
especially grants for student-focused incentives, to re-engage
stopped out students. How is your school using the grant to support
these students?
a. Follow-up: From your perspective, how impactful do you think
these initiatives have been?
b. Follow-up: What are some successes your institution has
experienced in implementing or sustaining this initiative?

For non-grantees:
Could you share more about initiatives currently in place at
institutions/your institution to support adult learner re-engagement?
c. Follow-up: From your perspective, how impactful do you think
these initiatives have been?
d. Follow-up: What are some successes your institution has
experienced in implementing or sustaining this initiative?

3. Inyour view, what are the biggest barriers to re-enroliment that
these students at your institution/NJ institutions are facing?

a. Follow-up if unsure how to answer: Some of the challenges
we’ve seen in other states and systems are outdated contact
information, students not knowing how to re-enroll or who to
contact, and uncertainty about which credits were completed
before and which are needed to complete a certification.
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b. Follow-up: How are these barriers different from those faced

once a student has successfully re-enrolled and started

classes?

Follow-up: How has your institution tried to address these

barriers to re-enrolling and remaining enrolled?

Follow-up: What state-level support has helped/would help

to navigate these challenges?

i.  For grant recipients if it doesn’t come up naturally:

How, if at all, has your institution’s SCND grant work
helped to address these challenges?

4. We know that a student’s institutional debt/past due balance can
impact their ability to re-enroll. How are past due balances generally
managed at your institution?

a. Follow-up: Which practices have helped students re-enroll

when a balance is owed?

Follow-up: What are some challenges related to how your
institution manages past due balances?

Follow-up: How helpful do students usually find this process?
Follow-up: Which offices or departments [in your institution]
are responsible for managing past due balances? Do you
think that the office/department would be interested in
trying a new approach to resolve past due balances?

5. We'd like to better understand your perspective on administrative
holds, such as transcript holds, registration holds, and diploma
holds, which are often associated with past due balances. Can you
share a few challenges that your institution experiences related to
these holds?

a. Follow-up only if needed: From your perspective, what are

some challenges returning adult learners face when dealing
with holds?

Follow-up only if needed: What are some of the successful
ways that your institution has tried to address these
challenges?

. Starting on July 1, 2024, the DOE banned transcript withholding for
semesters where students received federal aid and didn’t have a
balance. How do you think the regulation will impact adult learners
who are interested in returning to your institution?
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a. Follow-up: How, if at all, has the regulation changed the way
your institution is working with students who have transcript
holds?

b. Follow-up: From your perspective, how, if at all, has this new
regulation shifted campus culture at your institution as it
relates to stopped out students?

c. Follow-up: What resources or support do you think your
institution needs to better navigate or implement this
regulation?

7. What are some of the most effective initiatives or best practices for

re-enrolling stopped out students that you have seen from your
institution when it comes to helping students to re-enroll and
remain enrolled?
a. Follow-up: From your perspective, what makes these so
effective for re-enrolling stopped out students and helping
them to persist?

. Thank you for everything you’'ve shared so far. We’ve made it to the

final question! We talked about a lot of topics related to re-enrolling
students with Some College, No Degree in this conversation, so you
can decide which direction to take this question. What are some
potential solutions related to what we discussed that you feel need
momentum?
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Appendix C: Aggregate data

Table 1b. Past Due Balance Relief Return on Investment by Institutional Control

Average Expected
Collection Amount

Average Tuition
Rate per Credit-

ROl per6 |ROI per9 |ROIl per 12

Sector per Student Hour Credits Credits Credits
Public Four-Year

Institutions $589 $494 $2,374 $3,856 $5,337
Private Four-Year

Institutions $425 $1,384 $7,877 $12,028 1$16,178

Note. This version of the table was produced to compare public and private four-year institutions on
their return on investment for a potential balance relief plan. Weighted averages are based on past
due balances and expected tuition on a per-student basis for students who are stopped out with an
administrative hold. Average collection rates differ from those of Table 8 because these rates were
calculated separately for public vs. private institutions.

The figures in Table 1b were calculated similarly to those in Table 8 in the
main text of the document. However, only four-year institutions were
included in these computations. The large gap between the public and
private ROI calculations is accounted for by a few factors: 1) the weighted
average collection rate for private institutions (13.2 percent) was much
lower than that of public institutions (29.4 percent), 2) the tuition per
credit hour is much higher at private institutions, and 3) missing data
potentially distorted the results (see notes below Figure 1b).

Table 2b: Counts of Past Due Balance Management Options

Payment Waivers or Returning
Sector plans debt relief scholarships
Two-Year Institutions 4 4 1
Four-Year Institutions 5 3 6
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Figure 1b: Re-Enroliment and Debt Relief: ROl Comparison between Public and Private Four-Year

Institutions
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Using calculations from Table 1b in Appendix B, Figure 1b presents the
potential return on investment of a re-enroliment and debt relief program.
According to these calculations, on average, both public and private
institutions would benefit from a re-enrollment and debt relief plan,
realizing net positive returns even at 6 credit-hours of re-enrollment.
Private institutions would benefit more than public institutions.

Given the small sample size, these results should be interpreted with
caution and viewed as estimates. Because some institutions were missing
data on collection rates, these estimates were calculated using data from
six public universities and two private institutions. The estimated
collection rate for public universities was 29.4 percent versus 13.2
percent for private universities.
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Glossary

Administrative hold - a pause (or alert) that a college or university staff
member or automated system places on a student’s account to indicate
that the student needs to take an action. Administrative holds can prevent
a student from enrolling and/or from obtaining an official transcript until
such action is taken. The hold is removed when the action is completed.
Students can have holds on their accounts for a variety of reasons. For
this report, we focus on administrative holds that are placed due to past
due balances.

Adult learner - an individual who is typically 25 years old and is pursuing
education or training at a postsecondary institution. Adult learners may
have full or part-time jobs, have caregiving responsibilities for children or
older family members, and may have previously attended a college or
university.

Engagement and enroliment supports - initiatives, programs and services
designed to reduce the barriers to re-enrollment and help returning
students persist. They often address basic needs, such as food, housing,
childcare, and transportation, and can also include flexible class
schedules, course modalities, and academic support options to
accommodate students’ varied responsibilities. Support can come in the
form of financial assistance, dedicated points of contact for re-enrolling
students, and other creative solutions.

Past due balance - an outstanding unpaid amount for charges such as
tuition, fees, fines, or other charges that were not paid by the official due
date.

Registration hold - a type of administrative hold that prevents students
from registering for classes until the hold is removed. One common
reason for this kind of hold is a student owing the institution a past due
balance.

Returning student - a student who has stopped out of an institution for at

least one semester (excluding summer semesters) and is now re-enrolling,
either at their former institution or at a new institution.
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Some college, no credential (SCNC) - a term used to describe someone
who attended a postsecondary institution but left without completing their
degree, certificate or other postsecondary credential.

Some college, no degree (SCND) - a term used to describe someone who
attended a postsecondary institution but left without completing their
degree. This term does not include individuals who earned short-term
credentials.

Stopped out student - an individual who began their postsecondary
journey but temporarily (or indefinitely) paused enrollment.

Transcript hold - a type of administrative hold that prevents students from
accessing their academic transcript. Historically, institutions imposed
these holds for a variety of reasons, most commonly when a student owed
the institution a past due balance. Some institutions would withhold
access to both official and unofficial transcripts. Some institutions would
release transcripts under certain conditions, such as when a student
required the transcript for employment purposes; however, very rarely
were students with these holds granted access to their transcript for the
express purpose of transferring to another institution. As of July 1, 2024,
the US Department of Education placed more stringent restrictions on the
practice of withholding transcripts for past due balances.
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