
Flexibility as a Specialized Need for 
Non-Traditional Student Success

This study proposes that consistently and clearly communicated flexibility on late assignment submission policies is a critical factor in institutional models 
for non-traditional student success, especially in accelerated, online learning environments. While literature on traditional persistence models addresses 
nuances in the non-traditional student experience, it often focuses on programming like peer mentoring or student clubs. However, activities outside of 
the classroom are not always desirable or accessible for non-traditional students. The tension between the external stressors (family, job, finances, etc.) 
and the institution is a factor of equitable access to higher-education for non-traditional students; often even academically successful non-traditional 
students stop out or drop out of school because of personal emergencies (Rovai, 2003). Indeed, non-college life events (NCLEs) negatively impact 

students’ propensity to graduate successfully. But, in their analysis of the intersection of NCLEs and the higher-education environment, Cox, et al. (2016) 
suggest that flexible institutional policies could encourage students who are experiencing NCLEs to stay the course toward graduation. This 

presentation describes the Power of One, a University of Arizona Global Campus (UAGC) program that formally applies flexible assignment 
submission policies to 1) better understand the urgency of our students’ need for this type of flexibility; 2) understand which instructional practices 

embody a holistic culture of student care, maintaining academic challenge while meeting this student need; and 3) inform necessary updates to UAGC 
policies so that they most effectively support our non-traditional student population. This study not only serves the UAGC faculty, staff, and student 

body but also contributes to work that aims to resolve equity gaps in higher-education access. Cox, B.E., Reason, R.D., Nix, S., Gilman, M. (2016). Life 
Happens (Outside of College): Non-College Life-Events and Students’ Likelihood of Graduation. Research in Higher Education (57), 823-844. Rovai, 

A.P. (2003). In search of higher persistence rates in distance education online programs. Internet and Higher Education, 1-16.
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