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Who are the students most in need of an institution’s focus on equitable opportunities and outcomes? There is no universal answer to that question. Our award winners considered their own contexts for determining which students were the target for expanded CPL approaches. Their target populations of our award winners included Black and Latino/a adults (Miami Dade and Lehman) — relatedly, one award winner focused on a broader communication campaign for all students which had the effect of reducing an equity gap for students of color. We also saw a focus on women in predominantly female-enrolled programs (West LA), adult learners enrolled in mainstream (not adult-focused) degree programs (Lehman), adult learners at community colleges (Salt Lake CC, West LA), adults not meeting admissions requirements through traditional pathways (CUNY SPS), and refugee and immigrant students (Metro State).

Several of our award winners had taken steps to put systems in place to better track and report on CPL activity at their institutions, and to disaggregate CPL data by method, area of study, and student demographics. We were particularly impressed by our top winner, Miami Dade College, whose Office of Articulation and Academic Pathways is creating a new CPL indicator, which will be a part of the institution’s overall record keeping system. This indicator will allow for easier reporting on CPL student demographics and outcomes, including credential completion. Similarly, CUNY SPS and Lehman College, both part of the City University of New York, noted that data systems are in place to ensure that outcomes are equitable. They track data by award type, credits awarded, degree attainment, ethnicity, gender, and age. They review data on a semester-by-semester basis, with a more formal review on an annual basis. West LA, meanwhile, utilizes a cloud-based software system to manage CPL petitions, evidence, and approved courses; they have also improved data coding in their student information system to better track CPL awards. 

Our top award winners impressed us with the scope of their work, the extent of their impact, and their efforts to create effective systems, processes, and data collection. Yet, the judges truly loved the creativity of all of our award winners. Top creative marks were given for institutions piloting new workforce-focused CPL efforts (see above). But the real standouts on creativity were Metro State’s use of CPL as a strategy to build postsecondary pipelines for refugee and immigrant students and CUNY SPS’ recognition of workplace learning as an alternative admissions pathway for adult learners with lower GPAs from previous college experiences. 

DEFINING EQUITY 
SPECIFICALLY 
FOR THE 
INSTITUTIONAL 
CONTEXT

LEVERAGING 
DATA SYSTEMS TO 
TRACK PROGRESS 
AND SUCCESS

USING CPL CREATIVELY 
TO EXPAND ACCESS FOR 
UNDERSERVED AND 
UNDERREPRESENTED 
POPULATIONS

Some colleges recognized that CPL visibility and consistent administration would be strengthened by engaging: cross-unit teams to review policies and streamline assessment systems as well as academic affairs staff (West LA); multiple academic departments and administrative leaders, including administrators for articulation, academic pathways, and institutional effectiveness (Miami Dade); and creating a committee of representatives from across the institution (Salt Lake CC).

ENGAGING 
THE WHOLE 
ENTERPRISE

By Rebecca Klein-Collins, Christina Sedney, 

and Patrick Lane
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Trends in State and System CPL Policies

The inventory contains 362 CPL policies and regulations across all 50 U.S. states as well as the District of Columbia 

(DC) around credit for prior learning and the award of credit for military experience.6 

To better understand the different approaches and governance structures behind the development and implementation of 

CPL policies, the research team analyzed the distribution of policies by source and policy theme. The following sections 

summarize a few noteworthy trends.7
Distribution of CPL Policies, by Source

Credit for prior learning policies stem from a diverse range of sources across the 50 states and the District of Columbia. 

For the purposes of this inventory, sources were coded into seven different types: legislatures, state boards (both 

coordinating and governing), state systems, state agencies, state administrative codes, governors’ offices, and other.

Across the inventory, legislative policies were the most prevalent with 187 policies included in the inventory.8 State board 

policies were the second most common (64 policies), followed by state system policies (55 policies). Governors’ offices 

and a source coded as other were the least represented (four policies and one policy, respectively) (see figure 1).9

FIGURE 1. DISTRIBUTION OF CPL POLICIES, BY SOURCE

Other
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State administrative code

State agency

State system
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(coordinating or governing)

Legislation

187

64
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27

24
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6 This tally somewhat underrepresents the total number of CPL policies for the target time period, as three states had many 

different versions of policies related to the 11th theme (CPL for Professional License Requirements or Apprenticeship); for these 

three states, the inventory lists only a sample of such policies rather than the many dozens that only vary in terms of the specific 

profession or occupation addressed.

7 Note that the numbers reported throughout this section reflect the inventory at a specific point in time, and they are likely to be 

somewhat dynamic as new policies are added and coding methods are revised.

8 As explained previously, this number somewhat undercounts the number of policies for CPL that were established through legis-

lation, since the inventory includes a few samples of the many dozens of laws outlining the use of CPL for meeting occupational 

licensing requirements (notably in Colorado, Oregon, and Virginia).

9 This source corresponds to the handbook of the Washington Council for High School-College Relations’ Intercollege Relations 

Commission.
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Part of the law requires evaluating the effectiveness of the entire program by creating “a data collection and evaluation system to determine whether the workforce and professional development activities established pursuant to this chapter are achieving recruitment, retention and quality of the workforce goals.”17

CPL FOR PROFESSIONAL LICENSE REQUIREMENTS OR APPRENTICESHIP
Many state or system CPL policies are focused on ways to evaluate work experience or licensure for the purposes of awarding credit toward a formal associate or bachelor’s degree program. In addition, many states have adopted the language and underlying intent of CPL to recognize alternative forms of learning for the purpose of awarding professional licenses or satisfying licensing requirements.
Colorado
Policy Source: State Agency
Policy: Department of Regulatory Agencies’ State Physical Therapy Board, Physical Therapist Licensure & Physical Therapist Assistant Certification: 4 CCR 732-1
Colorado has established dozens of individual regulations, each of which addresses the licensing, certification, or other requirements for specific fields. Only a sample were included in the inventory, as many of these instances were duplicative in nature. Examples include respiratory therapy, audiology, speech language pathology, massage therapy, nursing home administration, and real estate appraisal.
The following sample language describes how military training and experience can be evaluated as to the requirements for physical therapist and physical therapist assistant certifications:

Education, training, or service gained in military services outlined in  § 24-34-102(8.5), C.R.S. that is to be accepted and applied towards receiving either a physical therapist license or a physical therapist assistant certification must be substantially equivalent, as determined by the Board, to the qualifications otherwise applicable at the time of the receipt of the application. It is the applicant’s responsibility to provide timely and complete evidence of the education, training and/or service gained in the military for review and consideration. Satisfactory evidence of such education, training or service will be assessed on a case by case basis.18

Policy: Department of Regulatory Agencies’ State Electrical Board, State Electrical Board Rules and Regulations 3 CCR 710-1

For electrician licensing, similar language is used to recognize learning from military training and experiences as well as for other alternative learning and training experiences:
Applicants for licensure with electrical apprenticeship training, other electrical training, non-accredited electrical education, or other electrical education not addressed in statute or Board Rules may be granted a maximum of one year of experience credit provided the applicant meets and provides [specified] documentation.19

17 General Court of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, General Laws, Part 1, Title II, Chapter 15D, Section 5: Workforce Development System; Implementation Plan. https://malegislature.gov/Laws/GeneralLaws/PartI/TitleII/Chapter15D/Section5.
18 Col. Code 4 732-1 (2015).
19 Col. Code 3 710-1 (2023).

Maria Claudia Soler, Rebecca Klein-Collins,  

Erica Swirsky, Kara Seidel, and Rachel Hirsch
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Regular contact 
with industry 
associations and 
advisory groups 
provide insights 
about local hiring 
trends and skill 
needs.

• Credentials That Are Designed to Quickly Meet Urgent Labor Market Needs. Also in response to market demand, CCV redesigned its associate in computer science degree to become a broader meta-major, associate degree in information technology, with short-term, stackable options toward that degree including a 28-credit IT Service Desk Specialist certificate that was specifically designed to quickly meet the need for tech workers in the state. In another example, during the early days of the pandemic, Daley College collaborated with local healthcare providers on a 16-credit certificate for community health. The immediate need was to train workers to serve as contract tracers — particularly those with language skills in Spanish and Arabic. But the demand exists beyond pandemic-related needs, with local clinics needing professionals who can help with community outreach, health screenings, and other preventive or educational activities. 

• Credentials to Meet Hiring Needs of a Region’s Key Industries. Based on its own local labor market analysis, Dallas College is prioritizing certificate options in three of its seven schools: the School of Manufacturing and Industrial Technology, the School of Health Sciences (allied health), and the School of Engineering, Technology, Mathematics & Sciences (ETMS). Prominent among these offerings are the 18-credit certificate in mechatronics technology, the 18-credit certificate in logistics, and various certificates in information technology. Similarly, Metropolitan College has identified eight different career pathway areas where local employers inform program development. 

How the colleges acquired labor market data and insights varied, as did their approaches to engaging employers and industry on program design and development. This work often needed to be balanced with other considerations, such as internal resource constraints, a focus on developing interdisciplinary programs, and external labor market realities. 

ACQUIRING LABOR MARKET DATA AND INTELLIGENCE

Most of the colleges mentioned a reliance on labor market data sources for helping to understand local labor market needs and trends, with some mentioning Lightcast, and  others mentioning data from state agencies or economic development organizations. At CCV, multiple groups within the institution review labor market data; the workforce education team consults labor market data and trends, and so do the academic team and others within the institution who are focused on continuous improvement — specifically, the extent to which  the institution is being responsive to employer needs and creating pathways to high-demand, high-wage careers.

 
 

Recognizing that adult learners are the backbone of the U.S. economy, CAEL helps forge a clear, viable connection between education and career 

success, providing solutions that promote sustainable and equitable economic growth. CAEL opens doors to opportunity in collaboration with 

workforce and economic developers; postsecondary educators; employers and industry groups; and foundations and other mission-aligned 

organizations. By engaging with these stakeholders, we foster a culture of innovative, lifelong learning that helps individuals and their communities 

thrive. A national membership organization established in 1974, CAEL is a part of Strada Collaborative, a mission-driven nonprofit. Learn more at 

cael.org and stradacollaborative.org.
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The Role of Money in Enrollment Decisions, From Number of Courses  to Taking a Break
The phenomenon of adult learners stopping out of learning for a period of time is well known and problematic, given that it may be hard to return after enrollment disruptions. 
• Stopping out, or taking a break, is common among adult learners. About half of those surveyed said that they had taken a break in their studies at some point in the past. Parents were more likely to have stopped out for any length of time than those with no children.
• The main issues are not academic. Adult learner respondents said that stopping out can be attributed to three overarching, and often interrelated, factors (Figure C): issues related to health or personal matters (66% of adult learners who had previously stopped out), time constraints (58%), and money and resources (56%). Noteworthy is that academic issues are the least mentioned reasons for adult learners to stop out (19%).

• Money also affects course load. Interviewed adult learners said availability of funding can affect decisions about enrollment intensity and, by extension, time to degree. 

Getting Navigational Help or Going It Alone
The high cost of tuition today creates one type of frustration for adult learners, and the complicated range of potential financial resources creates another.

• Adult learners often seek guidance on financing their education from multiple sources. An institution’s financial aid office is the place where nearly two-thirds (65%)  of adult learners seek guidance on how to pay for tuition, fees, and related expenses.  Over half receive guidance from other advisors at their college (54%), 41% receive  guidance from family or friends, and 19% said that they do their own research.  Pell Grant recipients and Black adult learners in our sample were most likely to have  consulted their college’s financial aid office. 

“  It just feels like   
I have all of these 
hiccups every 
time that I want to 
complete this and 
take the initiative   
to finish school.   
It’s always the 
financial aspects 
kind of put my  
plans at a halt.”  
    

  Yvonne, 33How They Pay
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Several people told us that their years of work and life experience had helped them understand 

what direction to take at this later stage in their lives. IT student Cameron explained, “I did a 

lot of things in my 20s. I experienced a lot of places, worked at a lot of different jobs in two 

different industries. I even went into hairstyling at one point. But at the same time, I still didn’t 

know what I wanted to do. I was young, adventurous. I felt like the world is a new place and I’m 

just now being released into it, and there’s a lot of things to experience. It wasn’t until probably 

my 30s that I got this feeling of needing to figure out what I’m doing with my life, settle down, 

build a career ... and be a contributing member of society. That took 12 years to get to.” 

Similarly, Jackie, in her 30s, recognizes that not only does the college coursework seem to 

come easier after having more than a decade in the professional world; she also knows how 

to compartmentalize her responsibilities in order to get things done. When the workday ends, 

she shifts into school mode: “I really take my own personal workload into account, like, my job 

and even at home, you know, family obligations, just whatever’s going on ... Over the years, I’ve 

gotten really good at multitasking, as we all do, unfortunately.” 

As adults get their bearings in college and begin to make progress towards their goals, they 

often gain a new vision of who they are as learners and a sense of pride in what they are able to 

accomplish. Sophie, a parent in her 30s, seemed genuinely impressed by how far she had come:  

“I was a single mom with nothing and I had no work experience, no life experience, no nothing 

and here I am at 34, I am exactly where I want to be professionally at least. I’m a few classes 

away from the degree which will just feel good. But I’ve gotten – I have worked, not gotten 

— nothing has been given. I worked for exactly what I wanted and it has paid off. So, in that 

aspect, I’m pretty proud of myself. Now, if I could just get life to quit knocking me on my butt 

that would be great.”

“With the journey I took, I wouldn’t change anything, because it’s 

made me a very mature man that I am. Yeah.  

And it’s also taught me a few things along the 

way that I might have not learned, had I 

gone the other route that I took. Yeah.  

So with that being said, you know,  

I love everything I learned.” 

  

- Nolan, enrolled in a bachelor’s  

 degree program in midlife
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TAKING A BREAK IS A COMMON PRACTICE 

Close to half of the survey respondents stated that they had taken a break during their current college enrollment, with 15% stating that their break had lasted two semesters or more. Nearly one in ten respondents had previously attended one or more colleges prior to their most current enrollment and had not completed a credential (see Figure 1). 

WORK, HEALTH, FAMILY NEEDS WERE  
COMMON REASONS FOR TAKING A BREAK

Respondents were asked to select up to three reasons for why they had stopped out from a list of 17 options. Of these, the most common reason for taking an extended break was to focus on work or increase hours worked (cited by 25% of respondents), which is consistent with a recent study of community college students by New America, where “having to work” was the top reason cited by survey respondents for stopping out. The students CAEL interviewed illustrated what this looks like in real life. Barney, 51, an administrator in the health care sector, described how post-pandemic work obligations led him to take on a heavier workload, causing school to take a back seat, although he fully intended to return. Emotional stress/mental health was another reason cited by nearly one-quarter (23%) of survey respondents. Jody, 51, said in an interview that because she was both caring for a parent and working, her stress level caused her to stop out for a semester. Related to this, health care issues was another common reason cited by 18% of survey respondents. One  survey respondent commented, “I was pregnant and working full-time,  and just too tired.”

Key Findings

Percentage of respondents who did or did not take a break during their most current enrollment (n=495)

FIGURE 1
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