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At-risk college students: characteristics and approaches  

As of 2016, the 6-year graduation rate for undergraduate students attending a traditional 

four-year university (i.e., graduation within 6 years from enrollment) is the following: 1) 59% at 

public institutions, b.) 66% at private nonprofit institutions, and c.) 26% private for-profit 

institutions. (National Center for Education Statistics, 2018). The 6-year graduation rate is higher 

for female (63%) than male students (57%), at both public (62% vs. 56%) and private nonprofit 

(68% vs. 63%) institutions. Interestingly, this is not the case of private for-profit institutions, 

where males graduate at higher rates than females within a 6-year time frame (28% vs. 23%). 

Graduation rates were contingent on institutional selectivity, with higher rates at selective 

institutions (i.e., accepting less than 25% of applicants) and lower rates at the least selective ones 

(88% vs. 32%). (National Center for Education Statistics, 2018). Things are significantly worse 

for students attending community colleges, as their graduation rates are about 33% for women 

and 36% for males (National Center for Education Statistics, 2004/09).  

Before diving into more statistics, it is crucial to first understand who are the at-risk 

college students. Walsh (2003) and Maxwell (1997) indicated that at-risk college students are: a.) 

students who previously made poor choices that have impacted their academics, b.) adult 

students who return to college after a long absence and c.) students with academical and physical 

limitations not discovered before enrolling into college. The skills, knowledge, and academic 

ability of these students are much lower compared to the ones of their typical peers. Furthermore, 

at-risk college students are prone to believe that learning is memorizing, can have unrealistic 

grade and career expectations, have low self-efficacy and posses low academic self-concepts, are 
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being motivated by external influences and have poor study skills ((Walsh, 2003; Ender 

&Wilkie, 2000).  

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2004/09), there are a few 

factors that influence the graduation rates:  

1) age of students when first enrolled: 18 years old or younger graduate at higher rates - 39% for 

community colleges and 69% for traditional universities. Their older peers (i.e., adult students of 

24-29 years old) are left far behind - 29% graduate from community colleges and 33% from 

traditional 4-year universities 

2) race/ethnicity:  39% of the white students graduate from community colleges and 69% from 

four-year institutions, as opposed to African American and Hispanic students, graduating 28% 

from community colleges and 47% from four-year institutions 

3) highest education level of parents - the higher education parents have, the higher education the 

child receives (i.e., for parents with a high school diploma or less, only 32% and 50% of students 

graduated in community colleges respectively four-year institutions. When parents hold at least a 

bachelor degree or higher, the numbers jump to 39% respectively 70% 

4) dependency status when first enrolled - independent students are graduating at much lower 

rates (28% vs 31%) than the dependent ones (39% vs. 68%) for both community colleges and 

four-year institutions  

5) timing of postsecondary enrollment - students who delayed entry graduated at much lower 

rates (29% vs. 37%) than students who did not delay entry (41% vs 69%) for both community 

colleges and four-year institutions  
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6) intensity of enrollment - students enrolled full-time had better chances at graduating (45% vs 

74%) than the students enrolled part-time (14% vs 13%) for both community colleges and 

four-year institutions  

7) work intensity - students not working at all had better chances at graduating (35% vs 70%) 

than the students who worked full time (29% vs 40%) for both community colleges and 

four-year institutions  

8) income quartile - students in the highest income quartile had better chances at graduating 

(39% vs 77%) than the one in the lowest income quartile (31% vs 49%) for both community 

colleges and four-year institutions  

A vast body of research indeed supports these statistics. Researchers have found that the 

family background (i.e., coming from a low socioeconomic status (SES), coming from a 

single-parent family, having an older sibling who dropped out of school, having parents who did 

not go to college, etc.), and the school-related experiences (i.e., changing schools two or more 

times, earning average grades of C or lower, and repeating one or more grades, etc.) greatly 

impact the academic performances of at-risk students and their graduation rates (Chen & 

Kaufman, 1997). Furthermore, academic underpreparation, being a minority student, having 

limited English proficiency, carrying for a child, delayed entry into postsecondary education and 

financial independence are also factors that impact the at-risk college students (Bulgar & 

Watson, 2006; Social Impact Research, 2010). Once in college, at-risk students can be impacted 

by library anxiety, which is predicted by a variety of factors varying from age, sex, year of study, 

native language, GPA, employment status, the frequency of visits to the library, to the reasons 

for using the library (Jiao, Onwuegbuzie & Lichtenstein, 1996).  
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In a recent review paper, Horton (2015) classified the factors that influence at-risk 

college students into four distinct categories: 1.) Perseverance (i.e., lacking self-discipline, 

procrastinating, being irresponsible, being afraid of failure and having low self-efficacy), 2.) 

Academic mindset (i.e., being unmotivated, aimless and having a fixed mindset, as well as being 

a 1st generation college student and facing financial constraints), 3.) Learning strategies (i.e., 

being unchallenged and memorizing instead of thinking, not having the capacity to generalize 

knowledge and being highly self-judgemental), and 4.) Social skills (i.e., not being a team player, 

having issues with public speaking, and lacking a support system and mentors/role models). It is 

helpful to recognize the at-risk students’ characteristics so that educators are being able to 

recognize these factors and provide the students with the support they need to become successful 

(Horton, 2015).  

Beginning with the 1970s, adult students have begun to enroll at higher rates in 

postsecondary educational institutions - by 1997, 43% of all students were age 25 or older 

(Hardin, 2008). In addition to many of the at-risk college students criteria that we mentioned 

already, the adult students, also known as non traditional students, are facing their own set of 

barriers to success, varying greatly from working full time, having family responsibilities to 

being financially responsible for others and having academic deficiencies (Hardin, 2008).  

Given the rising numbers of adult learners, recent research has focused on identifying 

best practices for these students to enroll and stay in college. For example, research suggests that 

competency-based education, which is centered on the actual ability to do rather than on abstract 

notions, might work best for nontraditional adult learners (Chen, 2017).  
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The impact of education on adult learners is massive. Studies found that education can be 

a vehicle to recovery for struggling adults that are having to deal with substance abuse and/or 

mental illness (Sutton, 2017). When approaching at-risk/adult students holistically and designing 

programs that account for their previous experiences and incorporate those in the curriculum, 

both at the undergraduate and graduate level, students are more prone to being engaged and 

doing better academically (Collins, Yelich Biniecki, Carpenter & McClish, 2018).  
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