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CHAPTER 1 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 

Overview 

 

Education is a change agent and has long served as a bridge to new opportunities 

for students who complete undergraduate college degrees. Earning a bachelor’s degree 

empowers graduates to transform their economic and social situations. The Bureau of 

Labor Statistics (2020) reports that the more educated a laborer, the less likely she/he will 

be to experience unemployment and will likely earn more as compared to laborers who 

have less education. Specifically, laborers who have earned a bachelor’s degree on 

average earned 41% more than laborers who have not earned a bachelor’s degree 

(Torpey, 2021). College graduates also had a 3.5% less likelihood of experiencing 

unemployment as compared to their less educated-counterparts (Torpey, 2021). Despite 

the documented advantages bachelor’s degree holders have in competing in the labor 

market, a large latent adult student population exists. To address a looming enrollment 

cliff, higher education administrators should be looking for opportunities to engage a 

large latent adult learner population to offset declining enrollment in the traditional 18-

24-year-old student population. 
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Statement of the Problem 

The problem investigated in this study was the impact the digital divide plays in 

exacerbating technological barriers for adult students living in Louisiana when re-

enrolling and matriculating in higher education programs. As institutions entered the new 

millennium, higher education administrators watched enrollment numbers for the 

traditional college-aged student population, 18-24-year-olds, decline (Kline, 2019). That 

natural decline in enrollment due to lower numbers of populations of traditional college-

aged students requires higher education administrators to engage and expand the 

audience for undergraduate degree programs to adults 25 years and older.  

In the state of Louisiana, there are more than 665,000 Louisiana residents with 

some college experience but no bachelor’s degree (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022). A 

collective goal has been set by the Louisiana Board of Regents to hit a higher education 

attainment goal of 60% of the state’s working age population (25 - 64-year-olds) by the 

year 2030 (Board of Regents [BoR], 2019). As this aggressive goal was set, the directive 

to engage the large latent adult learner population provided an answer to the looming 

enrollment cliff that higher education is expecting to impact campuses heading into the 

next decade (Kline, 2019).  

Expansion of the undergraduate student audience has to be supported throughout 

the institution and have strong leadership, multi-supported implementation, and buy-in 

from the campus community. Adult students typically have more competing priorities 

than typical 18-24-year-old students. Serving adult students requires identifying barriers 

to their re-entry and retention and making changes to policies, processes, curriculum, 

degree programs, learning modalities, and potentially even the pedagogy/andragogy 
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within course instruction. Many higher education institutions that make that shift in 

culture on a campus to serve adult students have to continue to evaluate and re-evaluate 

the ways that their institutions are combatting barriers that make re-enrolling and 

matriculating difficult for adult students.  

Barriers to re-entry and matriculation typically fall within categories: 

dispositional barriers, situational barriers, institutional barriers, and technological 

barriers. Dispositional barriers are barriers that relate to the student’s confidence in their 

abilities as a learner. Situational barriers are barriers that relate to life’s natural highs and 

lows. Institutional barriers are the obstacles that higher education institutions create 

and/or perpetuate, often seen in policy and/or processes. Technological barriers directly 

relate to the phenomena of the digital divide, specifically is Internet connection available 

to the student and if it is, will the student be savvy enough to navigate the Internet to 

complete course work.  

 

Purpose of the Study 

 

The purpose of this applied dissertation study was to discover and address barriers 

to re-entry and persistence that adult students experience. Specifically, the study focused 

on identifying and understanding the technological barriers and role that the digital divide 

plays in perpetuating barriers for adults with some college experience but no bachelor’s 

degree living in Louisiana.  

 

Research Questions 

 

R1: Based on United States Census and Federal Communication Commission 

(FCC) data, what connectivity and geosocial factors (providers, location 
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proximity) impact adults residing in Louisiana who have some college but no 

bachelor’s degrees? 

R2: Based on United States Census data, what socio-economic factors 

(unemployment, income, dependents) impact adults residing in Louisiana who 

have some college but no bachelor’s degrees? 

R3: How does this information inform higher education administration strategic 

planning in the recruitment and retention of adults living in Louisiana with some 

college but no bachelor’s degrees? 

 

Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks 

 

This study was designed through the theoretical ecological organizational lens of 

population ecology. This ecological organizational theory can be used in both theoretical 

and empirical studies and supports growth and sustainability within organizations 

(Salimath & Jones, 2011). Population ecology posits that changes occur as a result of the 

process of organizational selection and replacement, impacting populations through those 

changes (Carroll & Hannan, 1989). Organizational chances of survival are based on the 

savviness of organizations to form and grow in environments that will support and 

sustain them through periods of change. Population ecology emphasizes that change is 

constant in organizations and explores the idea of ‘inertia’ (Hannan & Freeman, 1984; 

Salimath & Jones, 2011). Inertia is the internal force that can either help orchestrate 

change or the combined forces that prevent change within an organization. Both elements 

(forces of change and forces of resistance) can exist at the same time within an 

organization.  
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The existence of a digital divide (those with access to Internet/technology versus 

those without access) is not a new concept. Rachfal (2021) describes the digital divide as 

a term “used to characterize a gap between Americans who have access to 

telecommunications and information and those who do not” (p. 2). Theories about the 

digital divide were explored to help inform the analysis of the archival ecological 

modeling study. The theory and concept explored were: van Dijk’s theory, resources and 

appropriation theory, and the Spatially Aware Technology Utilization Model (SATUM).  

Van Dijk’s theory, resources and appropriation theory, posits that socio-economic 

characteristics affect a person’s ability to access the Internet or appropriate hardware to 

use the Internet (Pick & Sarkar, 2016; van Dijk, 2017). Socio-economic characteristics 

include but are not limited to income, occupation, place of residence, educational 

attainment, and ethnicity. Socio-economic conditions may significantly impact access to 

the Internet (a paid service) and a person’s ability to use the Internet. This theory was an 

important concept to explore through the analysis of the ecological models because it 

provides a visual depiction of unmet or unknown needs. This information has the ability 

to help higher education administrators evaluate policies, procedures, curriculum, student 

engagement, recruitment, and retention practices.  

Additionally, pairing van Dijk’s theory, resources and appropriation theory, with 

the SATUM model was important to determine if socio-economic characteristics and/or 

geography play a role in exacerbating the digital divide for Louisiana residents with some 

college credit, but have no earned bachelor’s degree. SATUM posits that just as 

economic and social characteristics play a role in access to and the ability to use 

technology, geographic location and availability of technology resources are equally 



6 

 

 

important (Pick & Sarkar, 2016; van Dijk, 2017). This model addresses geographic 

barriers to Internet and technology access.   

Ecological modeling has several varieties for analysis, but the modeling for this 

study focused on the conceptual framework of the Three Domains of Sustainability 

(Figure 1-1) sometimes also known as the Three Pillars of Sustainability (Park & Lek, 

2015; The University of Nottingham, 2022). This type of forecasting includes analyzing 

information on environmental factors, social factors, and economic factors to find ways 

that the three areas will be equally supported, thus creating sustainability (Park & Lek, 

2015). 

 

Figure 1-1 

 

The Three Domains of Sustainability 

 

 
 
Note. Social, environmental, and economic characteristics are the three domains of sustainability. 

However, the intersection of each characteristic leads to an assessment of the condition that the 

characteristics can exist. The intersections of the three characteristics create sustainability. 

Sustainability are the conditions in which the three characteristics will continue working in 

harmony/equal measure (Park & Lek, 2015; The University of Nottingham, 2022)).  
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The Three Domains of Sustainability give a context to frame the barriers that 

make re-entry and retention a challenge for adult students as well as a direction on where 

to begin dismantling and addressing these characteristics.  

 

Research Design 

 

This study used an archival research method design. Archival research methods 

typically fall within three categories: history, archivist, and ecological (Ventresca & 

Mohr, 2002).  Archival research methods are methods that “facilitate the investigation of 

documents and textual materials produced by and about organizations” (Ventresca & 

Mohr, 2002, p. 2). Additionally, archival research methods can be used by scholars who 

are investigating non-historic materials (digital texts, electronic data bases, webpages, 

etc.) created and used by modern organizations as a tool/tools to enhance other research 

strategies (Ventresca & Mohr, 2002). 

Ecological archival research studies that focus on relationships between variables 

begins by looking at a wider scope of resources and then becomes narrower as the study 

progresses reflecting the first component of the study “few vs many” (Ventresca & Mohr, 

2002, p.15). This study considers a wide variety of resources as research progressed. The 

decision was made to focus on visualizations to model the existence of the digital divide 

using open-access, government-collected data. Ecological studies may reflect a 

traditional qualitative approach to using the resources from the American Community 

Survey [ACS] 2019 5-year estimates collected by the U.S. Census Bureau for this study 

through the use of coding (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022; Ventresca & Mohr, 2002). Coding 

allows the researcher to organize the themes of the data and requires the researcher to 
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draw her/his own conclusions about the information gleaned from the research. The 

inference or pattern of emerged relationships requires the researcher to apply meaning.  

The second set of analytic distinctions to determine if the approach to research is 

“descending vs. ascending” (Ventresca & Mohr, 2002, p. 16). This means that the 

researcher uses the resources to connect the implicit theory of causality that the 

researcher applies to the study. A descending approach was taken for this applied study. 

The final set of analytic distinctions for archival research are between “object vs. 

relationship” and is in the intent of the researcher’s focus (Ventresca & Mohr, 2002, p. 

17). This study falls in-line with other ecological researchers who look for relationships 

between their research subjects.  

Data used to create the ecological models were open-source government data 

from the United States Census Bureau’s ACS 2019 5-year estimates and the FCC Form 

477. Both data sources are open to any Internet user to download. A Geographic 

Information System (GIS), ArcGIS, was identified as a system built to interpret both 

geographic information and demographic information. The downloaded data were then 

uploaded to the ArcGIS software system. This system is designed to depict data 

geographically, showing variables from the ACS visualized on a map. These models 

demonstrate the descending approach to understanding the digital divide in Louisiana. 

The models were created to show the relationship of socio-economic factors as well as 

geographic location and the implications of those factors on Louisiana residents’ access 

to the Internet. They provide a tool that can now be used by higher education 

administrators to make better informed decisions about tools, resources, and services to 

serve the large latent adult population of Louisiana.  



9 

 

 

Significance of Study 

 

This study is significant because it depicts and expands on what is known and 

understood about the extent of the digital divide in Louisiana. As the world was upended 

in March of 2020, higher education administrators in Louisiana learned how prevalent the 

digital divide was in the state. As the academy scrambled to transition to online remote 

learning, it had to confront the digital divide head-on in the areas of Internet availability 

and technology accessibility. Faculty who were not accustomed to teaching online 

struggled to adapt to the online transition, and courses were triaged. Students who had 

never taken online courses were thrust into them and expected to succeed digitally. There 

were limited tools available to understand the extent of access to the Internet. 

Administrators had to rely on those who were in need reaching out for help, and this led 

to uncertainty about access and understanding who was without access to the Internet.  

 

Assumptions 

 

Assumptions can be made about the role of the digital divide in exacerbating 

barriers to re-entry and persistence for adult students returning to finish a bachelor’s 

degree. The comparison of the ACS 5-year estimates from 2019 to 2020 show an increase 

in the number of Louisiana residents with some college but no bachelor’s degree by over 

11,000 students in one year (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022). It is safe to assume that 

Louisiana residents who have some college experience but no bachelor’s degree face any 

number of barriers to re-entry and persistence towards degree. Understanding that adults 

have competing priorities, several assumptions can be inferred about the targeted 

population: adults with some college but no bachelor’s degree. Lacking an undergraduate 

credential can make finding lucrative job/career opportunities harder. An assumption 
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about the adult student population is that they may have more financial hardships than a 

traditionally aged student who may have more financial support options (Aslanian & 

Fischer, 2022). It can also be assumed that adult students are likely juggling more 

responsibilities or at least managing responsibilities to a greater extent than traditionally 

aged 18-24-year-old students. Adults are more likely to be in caregiving roles within their 

families, employed full-time, and perhaps even serving/leading within their community 

(Aslanian & Fischer, 2022; Fogarty & Pete, 2004). Adults who have already stopped-out 

of college will have less hesitation and are more likely to find it easier to stop-out again 

(Aslanian & Fischer, 2022; Fogarty & Pete, 2004).  

It is a safe assumption that adults returning to finish a bachelor’s degree will have 

to prioritize other life responsibilities over being a student and may step-in and step-out 

of their degree programs. Understanding those pressures, adult students will need 

educational pathways that allow adults them to enter, exit, and re-enter easily. The 

educational pathway that offer the most flexibility are programs offered fully online. 

Educators assume that to be successful in online programs, students must have access and 

the ability to navigate the Internet with savvy. 

 

Scope, Delimitation, and Limitations 

 

The scope of the study was the state of Louisiana’s potential latent adult learner 

population. Data from the ACS 2019 5-Year Estimates (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022) and 

the FCC’s Form 477 were used to depict variables around Internet access, types of 

access, and technology used to access the Internet. The researcher purposefully delimited 

the ecological modeling to one state. The study was additionally delimited to focus on a 

specific student type: Louisiana residents with some college experience but no earned 
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bachelor’s degree. The researcher delimited the data selected to narrow to the potential 

adult student group information from the ACS, an annual survey conducted by the United 

States Census Bureau. The variables available to explore are thus limited to what 

information was included on the ACS. The researcher chose this data source for the 

consistency of data collection, formatting, and consistency of collection. Variables from 

the ACS were delimited from the analysis based on unit measurements. The ACS data 

was delimited to the most recent census data available at the start of the study and was 

limited because the data set available at the time of the start of the study was the ACS 5-

year Estimates for 2019, since that time the 2020 ACS 5-year estimates have been 

released. 

Limitations of this study include the ability to draw conclusions about specific 

student situations and individual populations within the latent adult learner population. 

Research focused on the whole population versus individual experience. The results of 

the study provided opportunity to draw some generalized conclusions about the latent 

adult learner population in Louisiana and those conclusions may or may not be applicable 

to latent adult student populations in other states/regions/countries.  

 

Definitions 

 

Action Research: a research method created to evaluate, investigate, or analyze an 

existing problem or weakness in an organizational, academic, or instructional manner 

with the goal to make research repeatable, realistic, and straightforward to enhance 

learning, evaluation, and/or improvements leading to better education for students, 

schools, teachers, and programs (Great Schools Partnership, 2015). 
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Adult Student/Adult Learner (AL): a student who is 25 years of age or older 

(Knowles, 1973). 

Barriers to Online Learning: barriers to online learning are obstacles (internal or 

external) that prevent students from successfully matriculating in degree programs that 

are offered online.  

Census Tract: a small, relatively permanent measure of population used by the 

ACS to group sets of zip codes close in proximity providing statistical subdivisions of a 

county/parish that can be updated by local participants. 

Course Design: course design refers to the design, organization, and presentation 

of course materials in the learning management system (The QM Rubric, 2016).  

Digital Divide: the gap that exists between those that have access and knowledge 

of the Internet, computer hardware and software and those that do not have ready access 

to the Internet and may or may not have experience operating computer technology 

and/or software (Cullen, 2001). 

Digital Literacy: the ability for someone to use digital technologies with 

familiarity to search for information, communicate, and problem-solve. Additionally, 

literacy involves understanding how to “retrieve, assess, store, produce, present, and 

exchange information” (p.1) as well as communicate over the Internet (UNESCO, 2022). 

Digital Native: a person who grew up with technology and was therefore familiar 

with the Internet and computers from a young age (Prensky, 2001). 

Enrollment Cliff: a phenomenon predicted in higher education that tracks the rate 

of births in the United States and compares the rates of birth to the present population as 

it stands now (Kline, 2019). 
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Latent Adult Student Population: the potential adult student population that exists 

but has yet to be developed or in this case has yet to finish a bachelor’s degree.   

Learning Management System (LMS): a learning management system (LMS) can 

best be described as virtual classrooms that have the capabilities to house means of 

communication (chats, discussion boards, messaging, video conferencing), essential 

course resources (syllabi, pdfs, PowerPoints, written instructions, a gradebook), 

assignments (electronic quizzes/exams, discussion boards, drop boxes), and lecture 

materials (websites, videos, virtual labs, text related software programs) (Merrill, 2003).  

Melt: a term used by higher education administrators to describe the lag to stalling 

of a percentage of enrollments, most commonly used to describe the enrollment period 

between spring and fall terms (Sanchez, 2021).  

Online Program: an academic degree program that is taught fully online through 

an institution’s learning management system. Students in online programs are never 

required to come to be on campus. 

Undergraduate Degree: a bachelor’s degree or associate’s degree. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 

Introduction 

 

Upward social and economic mobility has long been tied to the achievement of 

earning a bachelor’s degree (Chetty, et al., 2017; Ma, et al., 2020). The difference 

between the average earnings for adults who completed a bachelor’s degree program and 

adults with only a high school diploma rose by 24 percent from 1991 to 2017 (Dawson, et 

al., 2021; Saum, 2019). High educational attainment results in stronger economies and 

less unemployment (Xu & Xu, 2019). The gains in the labor market fuel competitive 

global markets when paired with advancing technologies the ability for upward social 

mobility diminishes without a bachelor’s degree (Xu & Xu, 2019).  Therefore, 

educational attainment is both important to individuals and to the greater economic 

community.  

Adult learners, a distinction given to students who are 25 years of age or older 

(Fogarty & Pete, 2004; Knowles, 1973), are quickly surpassing the traditional age (18-

24-year-old) student market. The United States Bureau of Labor Statistics (2020) shows a 

steady and dramatic increase in the number of adult students who are returning to higher 

education. The growth in adult student enrollment has increased more than 71% from 

1990 to 2020 (Torpey, 2020). Additionally, almost 58 million Americans have some 

college experience (or an associate’s degree), but no bachelor’s degree (Torpey, 2020). 
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Of the 58 million Americans who have some college experience (or an associate’s 

degree), 870,441 of the adults in this group live in Louisiana (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022). 

This is a significant increase in the number of adult student stop-outs/step-outs in a five-

year timespan (2016 – 2020). The chart below shows the population of Louisiana 

residents with some college experience but no bachelor’s degree. Data reflects Louisiana 

residents with some college, no credential; Louisiana residents with an earned 

Associate’s degree but no bachelor’s degree; and the total number of Louisiana residents 

who have some college experience but no bachelor’s degree (Figure 2-1).  

 

Figure 2-1 

 

Louisiana Adults with Some College Experience but No Bachelor’s Degree 

 

 
 

Enticing adults back to higher education is a challenge. Adult students are 

typically juggling multiple roles and responsibilities. These students are often raising 
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families, caring for loved ones, working full-time, and balancing community 

responsibilities. Adult students prefer online education for its adaptability into their lives. 

Adult students may experience disruption to their routines by adding a course load to 

their other responsibilities, but by selecting to complete their course work online, the 

disruption is minimized (Stoltz-Loike, 2017). Online education is a growing segment of 

higher education (Aslanian & Fischer, 2022). Xu and Xu (2019) highlighted that the rate 

of enrollment growth for online programs was steadily surpassing the rate of enrollment 

growth in face-to-face programs. This certainly seems prophetic given the mass shift to 

remote online education that occurred with the COVID-19 pandemic. Online education is 

considered an attractive option for adult students for several reasons, most notably for its 

flexibility for the learner and instructor, and its cost effectiveness (Stoltz-Loike, 2017).  

Colleges and universities need to ensure that policies and processes as well as 

courses and programs are designed to enhance adult learner success. The adult student 

population has different needs and challenges than the traditional college student 

population (Deggs, 2011; Fogarty & Pete, 2004; Knowles, 1973). This literature review 

will explore online learning, adult learners, and barriers to success that adults face when 

returning to college in an online program with a focus on ecological organization 

theoretical frameworks. Four studies will be explored for their insights in the area of 

adult learner experiences in an online course setting. This information will help guide the 

research questions regarding adult student recruitment and retention for online programs.  

 

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework Considerations 

 

Several theoretical frameworks were considered as a lens for the study. One lens 

that was considered was the use of a critical theory. Critical theories seek to critique 
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existing thought and explore perspectives and experiences that may differ from the 

dominant group, thought, or pattern (Mezirow, 1981). Critical theories are important 

because they question the status quo and explain differences (Mezirow, 1981). Critical 

theories offer a shared interpretation of a group that differs from the predominant 

interpretation that may not reflect the societal norm (Mezirow, 1981). Relating to critical 

theories, adult learners in higher education are the societal other. After exploring several 

critical theories (including but not limited to feminism, queer theory, and Afrocentrism), 

it was clear that those four theories may be appropriate to describe the individual 

experiences of adult students, but not necessarily to answer questions about the 

population as a whole. Stepping away from theories that were more appropriate for 

individual experience led this research project to organizational theories as well as 

theories about the existence of a digital divide. 

Organizational Theory: Population Ecology 

Population ecology has been a popular organizational theory since the 1970s 

(Salimath & Jones, 2011). It is used in both theoretical and empirical studies and is linked 

to supporting growth and sustainability within organizations (Salimath & Jones, 2011). 

Population ecology postulates that changes occur as a result of the process of 

organizational selection and replacement and thus impacts populations through changes 

(Carroll & Hannan, 1989). Therefore, an individual organization’s chances of survival are 

based on the collective overall savviness of organizations to form and grow in 

environments that will support and sustain them through periods of change. 

A basic principle of population ecology is that change is constant and occurs as 

organization’s are created and dismantled (Salimath & Jones, 2011). Change does not 
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have to be as grand as inception and demolition of organizations; it can be smaller or 

larger adjustments over time. However, changes that are not beneficial to the population 

the organization serves may be detrimental to the survival of the organization (Salimath 

& Jones, 2011). Hannan and Freeman (1984) discuss a second basic principle of 

population ecology, the idea of inertia. Inertia is created at the organizational level when 

the organization is associated with having high levels of reliability and accountability for 

its’ population. That kind of predictability creates a standard and culpability creates 

standard routine and the ability for reproduction. Implementation of those standard 

routines feeds the sustainability of the organization and thus creates the inertia to move 

forward. Inertia can act as both a catalyst for positive change and a catalyst for sticking 

with outdated and potentially ineffective organizational practices, policies, or processes. 

Change and inertia can both be present within an organization at the same time and even 

in the same areas. Parts of an organization may operate with more flexibility than other 

parts of an organization (Hannan & Freeman, 1984).  

Hannan and Freeman (1984) demonstrated the concept of inertia through the 

example of changing curriculum components. The example demonstrates that 

curriculums are ever changing (new faculty, new course preps, new lectures, new 

assessments, new textbooks and other resources), however, the structure of the 

curriculum is rigid (degree programs requirements, general education requirements, GPA 

requirements) and can be difficult and cumbersome to change. To make a change to a 

university’s curriculum starts with paperwork and Figure 2-2 highlights how complicated 

this on-going process may be. The figure is a generic flow-chart of curriculum changes. 
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Figure 2-2 

 

Example of the Various Channels Curriculum Changes May Travel Through for 

Approval 

 

 
 
Note. The above flow chart depicts a decision tree regarding curriculum changes. It is included to provide 

an example that demonstrates the many layers within the organization that must approve a change to 

curriculum and was a named multi-layer process described by Hannan and Freeman (1984). 

 

 

The example shows that paperwork may start with paperwork submitted to a 

supervisor. Dependent on a supervisor as well as who is initiating the paperwork (an 

administrator or faculty member) may dictate how many administrative levels may have 

to approve that change before the paperwork is eventually run through a series of 

curriculum committees. As shown in Figure 2-2, if a faculty member proposes a change, 

it may have to travel through a program coordinator, to a department chair, to a dean. 

Once the paperwork is submitted, the various levels of curriculum committees debate the 

proposed changes – departmental, college, and university levels. Assuming the proposal 

is accepted/passed through committee, it still has to be signed by the chief academic 

officer. Depending on the type of change requested through the paperwork and the type 

of university or institution, the changes may have to additionally be approved by a 
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governing board. Those changes may at best take a few months and, at worst, years if at 

all. Changes to curriculum are much more astringent because they are at the heart of the 

identity of a university (Hannan & Freeman, 1984).  

Changes to an organization’s core values (like a university’s curriculum) may 

affect the population an organization is serving (Hannan & Freeman, 1984). If the change 

is incongruent with the population’s expectations or needs and is interpreted as a negative 

change, it can have a negative influence on the reliability and predictability of the 

organization to thrive or survive (Hannan & Freeman, 1984). Population ecology serves 

as a lens to examine the population or audience for higher education in Louisiana and the 

analysis of the response to that particular population’s needs. The theory will guide 

recommendations for leadership overcoming barriers to entry and persistence in higher 

education in Louisiana.  

Digital Divide Theoretical Considerations 

The concept of barriers to re-entry and persistence are discussed later in this 

chapter, but that research affected the consideration for appropriate theoretical lenses. 

One of the areas identified as a barrier or potential barrier for adult students was the area 

of technology, especially as it relates to access (to Internet, software programs, and the 

hardware) and ability (to use the Internet, software programs, and/or the hardware) 

(Deggs, 2011). The existence of a digital divide (those with access to Internet/technology 

versus those without access) is not a new concept (van Dijk, 2017). Rachfal (2021), 

describes the digital divide as a term “used to characterize a gap between Americans who 

have access to telecommunications and information and those who do not” (p. 2).  
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Figure 4-10 
 

Households by Zip Code with Internet Subscriptions and Percentage of Households in 

which Cellular Data are the Only Internet Subscription 

 

 

 
 
Note. Each hue indicates the percentage of Louisiana residents with some college experience, no bachelor’s 

degree and their likelihood of having access to the Internet by United States Census block in Louisiana. 

Additionally, cellular device symbols varying in size depict the percentage of households in which cellular 

data are the only Internet subscription by the United States Census Bureau (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022) 
 

 

The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), an 

intergovernmental economic organization with 38 member countries, defined mobile 

broadband as mobile subscriptions that advertise data speeds of 256 Kbits or greater. 

Subscribers must be able to access the Internet and must be used to make a data 

connection through Internet Protocol (IP) in the previous three months. The OECD 
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(2022) is clear that even if a device is capable of sending or receiving SMS and MMS 

messages (types of text messages), if it does not have the data speeds of 256 Kbits or 

faster and is not utilizing an IP address, the device is not considered to have mobile 

broadband (Figure 4-11). 

 

Figure 4-11 
 

Households by Zip Code with Broadband Internet Subscriptions 

 

 
 
Note. Each hue indicates the percentage of Louisiana residents with some college experience, no bachelor’s 

degree and their likelihood of having access to the Internet through broadband connection by United States 

Census block in Louisiana. By the United States Census Bureau. (2022). (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022) 

 

 

Broadband Internet is defined as Internet that can reach a minimum speed of 25 

megabits per second (Mbps) download speeds/ and 3Mbps upload speed. Download 
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speed refers to the power needed to retrieve something from the Internet (files, articles, 

videos, recordings); upload speed refers to the power needed to transfer information from 

the user’s computer to the Internet (Rachfal, 2021). Upload speeds have become more 

important as video conferencing has become more popular thanks to applications like 

Zoom, Microsoft Teams, and WebEx. Broadband Internet is the most secure and fastest 

way to access the Internet and has been touted by educators as a necessity to learning 

online (Rachfal, 2021). To understand broadband Internet subscriptions, the Figure 4-9 

map’s color composition was changed to reflect the percentages of households that had 

broadband Internet subscriptions.  

At first glance, it is clear that Louisiana has a much lower rate of broadband 

Internet subscriptions than cellular data plans. A majority of the map reflects the warmest 

colors of our spectrum, with a majority of the lower half of the state reflecting yellow 

(40%-60% of households with broadband access) and a majority of the upper half of the 

state reflecting orange (20%-40% of households with broadband access). The lightest hue 

of blue (60%-80% of households with broadband access) is scattered across the 

southwestern, south-central, and southeastern parts of the state. Red is a prominent color 

depicted in the northeastern and north central parts of the state, it means that residents in 

those areas have a less than 20% likelihood of having broadband Internet access at their 

homes. This is the map that most closely reflected the assumptions of the researcher 

about Internet connectivity and access in Louisiana.  

To understand why broadband Internet connectivity is so dramatically different 

than mobile broadband with cellular access requires examining the number of broadband 

providers available within the state. Figure 4-12 highlights why broadband connectivity is 
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For Louisiana residents with multiple access points, to not have the investment in 

broadband raises questions about price of access for broadband service as well as the 

Louisiana residents’ perceived need to have broadband Internet service. 

Devices to Use the Internet 

The type of technology used to access the Internet is important to determine as 

well. With smart devices readily available (smart phones/tablets/smart TVs/ etc.) it is 

important to consider Louisiana residents who may only have access to the Internet 

through a mobile device as well as those that do not have a computer in their homes. As 

established in Chapters 1 and 2, online programs have been identified as the preferred 

modality for higher education for the adult student population. Understanding the number 

of adults in Louisiana who are dependent on a mobile phone for access to the Internet and 

the number of adults that do not have computers in their homes become important factors 

as educators think about re-engaging adults to recruit back to higher education. 

Figure 4-14 shows four different sized symbols of a circle with a slash through the 

center. The largest symbols represent that more than 80% of households within that zip 

code do not have a computer in their household. The second largest represents that 60%-

80% of households within that zip code do not have a computer, the third 40%-60%, and 

the smallest sized symbol represents 20%-40% of households without a computer in their 

home. If Louisiana residents are not using computers in their homes, then a default 

computer device may be their mobile/cellular phone, many of which have capabilities for 

accessing the Internet through a mobile broadband cellular data plan. Figure 4-13 shows 

three different sized symbols (circle with a picture of a cell phone) in the center. 
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Figure 4-16 

 

Hispanic or Latino Louisiana Residents with Broadband Internet Access and a Computer 

 

 
 
Note. Each hue indicates the percentage of Hispanic/Latino Louisiana residents with some college 

experience, no bachelor’s degree and their likelihood of having access to broadband Internet and a 

computer by United States Census block in Louisiana by the United States Census Bureau (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2022). 

 

 

Figures 4-14, 4-15, and 4-16 depict the differences in three different races of 

Louisiana residents and their access to broadband Internet and computer hardware to 

access that Internet connection. What is clear from these maps are that disparities exist. 

White Louisiana residents who own a computer are more likely than not to have access to 

broadband Internet. Only one small geographic area in Figure 4-18 shows an orange area 

of access (20%-40% of residents within that area have access to broadband Internet and a 
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computer). In contrast, Figures 4-16 and 4-17 have varying levels of access to broadband 

Internet and a computer to use with that access. 

 

Figure 4-17 
 

Non-White Louisiana Residents with Broadband Internet Access and a Computer 

 

 
 
Note. Each hue indicates the percentage of non-white Louisiana residents with some college experience, no 

bachelor’s degree and their likelihood of having access to broadband Internet and a computer by United 

States Census block in Louisiana by the United States Census Bureau (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022). 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

 

DISCUSSION 
 
 

Introduction 

 

Higher education is facing an enrollment crisis (Kline, 2019). For years, higher 

education administrators have been watching enrolment numbers decline for traditionally 

aged students (those 18-24-years-old). This enrollment cliff has been and will continue to 

impact first-time freshman enrollment numbers. To ensure that institutions of higher 

learning are able to continue operating at the scale they are currently serving, there is a 

need to expand their rates of adult student enrollment and retention. As explored 

throughout this research, there are a significant number of adults who have some college 

experience but no bachelor’s degree. Re-engaging this population by helping these adult 

learners re-enroll and giving them support to matriculate through to graduation should be 

a focus for all higher education institutions. As discussed in Chapter 2, barriers to re-

entry and matriculation are exacerbated for adult learners by the digital divide.  

Adult learners face four main categories of barriers to re-entry and being retained 

to finish a degree: dispositional barriers; situational barriers; institutional barriers; and 

technological barriers. Dispositional barriers exist within the student: their self-doubts, 

their previous unsuccessful experiences, their beliefs that they are capable of balancing 

all of their other life responsibilities in addition to finishing a degree (Deggs, 2011). 
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These are barriers that higher education administrators, faculty, and staff should be aware 

of and proactively help students tackle when making leadership decisions. 

Situational barriers are those life circumstances that can prevent a student from 

continuing or prioritizing her/his educational pursuits. Situational barriers can be happy 

life circumstances: marriages, babies, job opportunities. However, barriers can also be 

unfortunate life circumstances: health issues, deaths, job loss, financial difficulties (Osam 

et al., 2017; Roosmaa & Saar, 2016). Situational barriers are barriers that higher 

education administrators, faculty, and staff should be aware exist and proactively 

supporting students through these situations. Overcoming situational barriers requires 

higher education institutions to operate in a manner that serves students holistically.  

Institutional barriers are the impediments that higher education institutions and 

administrators have created or perpetuated: policies, processes, and procedures that have 

been historically based in a focus towards engaging traditional, younger-aged students 

(18 – 24-year-olds) (Osam et al., 2017). Chen (2017) points out that the physical layout 

of the campus and university is designed with the younger population in mind. For 

instance, policies that require students to travel to campus to visit and physically sign a 

form are designed with the traditional on-campus student in mind. Many adult students 

do not have that type of flexibility with their schedules. Additionally, students in online 

programs expect to be able to complete any and all tasks associated with their education 

without having to come to campus to visit the campus. These rigidities often reside in all 

organizational branches of a university organization from admission or enrollment 

processes to course design and syllabi policies to faculty/staff-student interactions 

(Dawson et al., 2021).  



70 

 

 

Technological barriers are barriers that impact a student’s ability to access and use 

technology in online course work (likely beginning with the admission/enrollment 

processes) as this study demonstrates. Technological barriers may be geographical in 

nature because the prospective adult student may not know where they can access the 

Internet. These barriers can be related to physical possession, as in not owning 

hardware/software to access the Internet or online course work. These barriers can also 

exist for students who have access to the Internet and the equipment to learn online 

(Deggs, 2011; Fetzer, 2013). Learning online is a great option, and clearly and based on 

literature discussed in Chapter 2, it has been supported as the best option for adults 

juggling multiple responsibilities. However, online learning may be problematic as it is a 

digital modality that differs from traditional classroom learning and may present 

challenges for an adult population that may not have experience learning online.  

Digital literacy is a term used to describe the ability to use, find, evaluate, and 

communicate using digital technology (American Library Association, 2016). Digital 

literacy encompasses the use of technology itself as well as the appropriate way to 

critically evaluate resources and information found on the Internet. It also includes the 

skills to effectively and appropriately communicate using technology, and the appropriate 

etiquette (or netiquette) for interacting through digital spaces. Technological barriers are 

barriers that higher education administrators can address, but not without knowing the 

extent to which those barriers exist for potential students that halts progress in developing 

solutions to overcome those barriers.  

Identifying the extent of digital access is the first step to understanding the 

landscape of the digital divide. This applied dissertation study shows the extent of the 
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digital divide in Louisiana and how it potentially impacts the hundreds of thousands of 

adults living in Louisiana with some college experience but no bachelor’s degree. In 

order to best serve this adult student population, the models discussed in Chapter 4 can be 

used to develop a plan to strategically address technological connectivity barriers that 

may impede adult students’ abilities to engage with higher education.  

This study took an archival research methods approach and applied the ecological 

organizational theory of population ecology to understand the extent of the digital divide 

in Louisiana. Specifically, this research shows the impact that geographic location and 

certain socio-economic factors have on the potential adult student (specifically, adults 

with some college, no bachelor’s degree) population in Louisiana. The approach of this 

study was to examine the extent of the digital divide through ecological modeling using 

maps created to model data collected by the United States Census Bureau’s ACS and the 

FCC Form 477. Each data set was used to create maps that model the access to the 

Internet for Louisiana residents by specifically focusing on Internet availability and, 

where available, the type of Internet access.   

 

Findings 

 

Louisiana residents with some college experience but no bachelor’s degrees are 

accessing the Internet through several different types of connections: cellular/mobile, 

broadband, satellite, fixed terrestrial, and fiber to name the most common modes. Use of 

cellular/mobile data plans are the most common way that Louisiana residents are 

connecting to the Internet. Broadband connectivity is not widely available in Louisiana; 

the FCC Form 477 showed that broadband access is not available throughout Louisiana. 

Louisiana residents who are accessing the Internet are most likely using a cellular/mobile 
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device to access the Internet. Geographic location does impact Louisiana the abilities of 

residents with some college experience but no bachelor’s degrees to have access to the 

internet. Annual income and race seem to impact access to Internet connectivity. 

Louisiana residents who make less than the average Louisianan’s annual income 

($49,469) are less likely to have access to the Internet than a Louisianan who makes more 

than the average annual income (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022).  

This information can have a great bearing on higher education administrators' 

strategic planning to recruit and retain the latent adult learner population in Louisiana. 

This study gives context to the extent of the digital divide in Louisiana. Higher education 

leaders in Louisiana can use this information to ensure that colleges and universities are 

prepared to support the latent adult learner population living in Louisiana. This study 

highlights information about access to the Internet and shows that higher education 

leadership cannot assume adult students will be ready or equipped to learn through the 

Internet. Based on the maps created from the United States Census Bureau’s ACS 2019 

5-year estimates and the FCC’s Form 477 from 2020, these are the answers to the 

research questions posed. 

Research Question 1 

Based on the data from the ACS 2019 5-year estimates and the FCC Form 477 

providers, location proximity, and geography impact Louisiana residents’ abilities to 

connect to the Internet. The lack of true broadband providers (who can maintain the 

speeds 25 Mbps down/3 Mbps up) is limited in many parts of the state, most especially in 

the center of the state and moving north as seen in Figure 4-12. This may lend a possible 

explanation as to why so many Louisiana residents are dependent on cellular data to 
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access the Internet (Figure 4-10 versus Figure 4-11). Information depicted on the maps 

show that access to the Internet is a factor that should be considered when colleges and 

universities put effort into attracting back and retaining adult students. Ideas to address 

this barrier will be addressed in later sections.   

Research Question 2 

ACS 2019 5-year estimates indicate socio-economic factors do have an impact on 

a Louisiana residents’ abilities to access the Internet. The stark difference between the 

average income of a bachelor’s degree holder in Louisiana and average income for a 

Louisianan (no educational attainment associated) and access to the Internet is striking. 

Information gleaned from these maps (Figures 4-7, 4-8, and 4-9) shows that an amount as 

low as $549 may make a difference in the ability for a household to pay for an Internet 

subscription.  Additionally, race (human construct) seemed to play a role in the likelihood 

of access (Figures 4-15, 4-16, and 4-17). White Louisiana residents were more likely to 

have access to the Internet than non-white Louisianans.  

Educational attainment is an important factor in determining average income, 

earning a bachelor’s degree is intrinsically linked to opportunities for income growth 

potential (Torpey, 2021). The maps provide a foundation to also argue that educational 

attainment also serves as a predictor of Internet and technology access. Figure 4-7 

highlights the average income of a bachelor’s degree holder in Louisiana showing that a 

large percentage of that population has access to (and technology to access) the Internet. 

Further socio-economic factors (dependents, employment status) could not be accurately 

compared with educational attainment information, and thus, analysis would detract from 

the intent of the question. There are opportunities to address this gap. 
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Research Question 3 

This ACS survey data depicted in the maps and the information it highlights 

regarding the potential adult student population are crucial information for higher 

education administrators to understand, use, and apply. The information gleaned from the 

digital divide theoretical model, SATUM, about geo-social factors paired with the 

information from van Dijk’s theory regarding socio-economic impacts on Internet access 

and use gives administrators a more accurate understanding of their potential student 

audience. To best serve student populations higher education administrators should be 

able to demonstrate an understanding of that populations wants and needs. The ability to 

understand the impact that technological factors play in perpetuating barriers to reentry 

and retention for adult students allows administrators and other higher education leaders 

and opportunity to address these digital inequities.   

 

Discussion 

 

Colleges and universities would benefit from an ecological organizational 

approach to reviewing how their current and potential student population are 

affected/impacted by the digital divide. The maps created as a result of this study are a 

resource that can be used by civic, state, and higher education leaders in the state of 

Louisiana to better understand the impact of the digital divide on the state’s latent adult 

learner population. The maps show that varying socio-economic and geo-social 

characteristics as well as geographic location affect the latent adult learner population in 

Louisiana. Support for this potential student population must include scalable and 

sustainable solutions. Leadership should consider Park & Lek’s (2015) Three Domains of 

Sustainability: economic, social, and environmental components.  This study’s research 
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suggests that those components are key to create sustainable planning and initiative 

implementation to impact three areas: economic, social, and environmental.  

Adult students struggle with issues like how to pay college tuition and fees in 

addition to the resources or life changes that coincide with their decision to return to 

school. Costs associated with Internet access and the price for technology and 

maintenance may be an additional expense that the latent adult learner population may 

not be presently incurring. Additionally, adults often have other life responsibilities 

(work, family, community) that are impacted by their decision to pursue and finish a 

degree (Fogarty & Pete, 2004; Knowles, 1973; Zimke & Zimke, 1995). Re-enrolling and 

persisting are a significant time and financial commitments. When students make the 

decision to return to higher education, they are embracing disruption to their lives, 

routines, and finances.  

Economic factors that impact access to the Internet and the technology used to 

access the Internet are centered in the concept of affordability. The economic factors (that 

already created potential barriers for adult students) are exacerbated by the digital divide, 

particularly those in lower income brackets (making below the annual income of a 

Louisianan with a bachelor’s degree). Adults who return to higher education to finish a 

degree are faced with the question of affordability for both the traditional tuition and fee 

expenses, but also access to the Internet and technology to access online coursework.  

Resources and services that lower costs for students include loaner programs for 

technology (laptops, webcams, hot-spots), providing free or significantly discounted 

software packages (MS Office suite, access to research engines, Affordable/Open 
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Educational Resources [A/OER] in place of course textbooks or resources), and 

tutoring/orientations that address course content and digital literacy skills.   

Addressing social factors is an important practice for growing student engagement 

as well as creating a sustainable adult student pipeline. Recognizing that adult students 

will need flexibility means accepting that the online course modality is the best option to 

re-engage adult students. Social connections between online students and their peers and 

faculty cannot be forsaken. Social components should emphasize interpersonal 

relationships and regular opportunities for communication throughout the student life-

cycle.  

The maps created through this study show that adults with some college but no 

degree will have varying access to the Internet from their homes and may be likely to 

complete course work from a mobile device as a personal computer. Limited access or 

experience with technology or the Internet will affect an adult learner’s success in the 

online classroom.  

Environmental factors are the third component of creating sustainable solutions to 

serve an audience. Such factors include geographic and geo-social characteristics of the 

population as well as the environmental culture of the campus and learning environments. 

This study explored those geographic and geo-social factors that impact the latent adult 

learner population in Louisiana. Growing educational attainment in Louisiana will 

require higher education institutions to overcome geographic and geo-social 

characteristics or challenges to access that are exacerbated by the digital divide. Access is 

key to creating a sustainable environment to attract and support adults learning online.  
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Interpretations  

Population ecology, an ecological organizational theory, is an approach to 

understanding first the big picture, or over-arching goal, and then narrowing layer by 

layer to understand the components that compose efforts to achieve the goal. The 

approach provides a framework to better understand the population the organization is 

serving, by examining components of diversity and difference as well as overarching 

commonalities and themes. Analysis includes both qualitative and quantitative data and 

then applies that data to forecast a predictable picture of the population and how its’ 

anticipated changes will impact the services or goods of the organization. The research 

gathered through this study shows a connection between the digital divide and a college 

or university’s ability to re-engage, recruit, admit, enroll, and retain a student who has 

prior higher education experience but was unsuccessful in completing a bachelor’s degree 

previously.  

Figure 5-1 demonstrates how the Three Domains of sustainability fit within the 

results of this study. Economic factors in this study may relate to the issues of 

affordability surrounding Internet connectivity. The Figures with income levels 

associated (Figures 4-6, 4-7, 4-8, and 4-9) show significant difference in access to the 

Internet across the population of Louisianans with some college but no bachelor’s degree 

earned. Social factors in this study may relate to the issue of digital literacy or a student’s 

ability to use computers and/or digital resources. Environmental factors can be 

interpreted as the ability to access the Internet and these factors may be physical 

location/geographic issues and/or availability of providers.  
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Figure 5-1 
 

Three Domains of Sustainablity Applied to the Digital Divide 

 

 
 
Note. The figures above highlight the Three Domains of Sustainability by Park & Lek (2015) as well as the 

researcher’s interpretation of those elements as findings related to the digital divide and needs to be met to 

provide sustainability of access. 

 

 

The figures above highlight the Three Domains of Sustainability by Park & Lek 

(2015) as well as the researcher’s interpretation of those elements as findings related to 

the digital divide and needs to be met to provide sustainability of access. 

Recommendations 

In order for post-secondary institutions to be successful in these pursuits, the 

digital divide must be addressed. Addressing elements of the digital divide helps to 

address and lessen its effects on the potential adult learner population that has some 

college experience but lacks a bachelor’s degree.  The following sections describe 

recommendations to address each identified barrier for adults re-enrolling and persisting 

toward degree.  

Higher education leaders should consider services and resources to reduce the 

financial burdens associated with re-enrolling and matriculating. Assumptions cannot be 

made about the savviness of adult students re-enrolling in online programs and thus when 
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higher education leaders think about creating social supports ability to use and navigate 

online courses and resources have to be considered. Administrators proactively 

upstanding digital literacy programming and support services are helping dismantle 

dispositional and situational barriers exacerbated by the digital divide. When applying the 

concept of the Three Domains of Sustainability, there seems to be a clear connection 

between the tenets of Park and Lek’s (2015) model: social, environmental, and economic 

factors shown in Figure 5.1. The digital divide (Figure 5.1) can be conquered if access 

(environment) is available to Louisiana residents where they reside geographically, 

ability (social) is cultivated through social programming throughout the higher education 

curriculum, and affordability (economic) is tackled to offer Internet options that 

households at every median level of income (poverty included) can afford. The COVID-

19 pandemic highlighted that the digital divide is more widespread and exists in more 

places than it does not. The use of ecological modeling through maps showed that both 

geographic and social factors contribute to a Louisiana residents place on the spectrum of 

the digital divide.  

If higher education leaders can promote existing institutional resources for the 

digitally unconnected as well as ensuring that digital literacy concepts are embedded in 

curriculum and student services, then colleges and universities will see an increase in 

student re-enrollment and retention. Additionally, higher education leaders must be 

advocating for affordable wide-reaching Internet infrastructure. Identification and 

dismantlement of all four types of barriers (dispositional, situational, institutional, and 

technological) is critical to attracting and retaining adult students. Especially, when the 

barriers removed are tied to finances.  
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Addressing Dispositional Barriers 

Dispositional barriers may be exacerbated by the digital divide. These are barriers 

that students may struggle with internally (mental and emotional). Students beliefs in 

their abilities are paramount to their success in their course work. Exposure to the digital 

divide or lack of exposure, experience, or access to the Internet may impact student 

disposition. Although these barriers may be invisible to faculty and staff working with 

adult students, interventions throughout the student life-cycle can curb these barriers and 

provide tools for adult students to overcome their own challenges and anxieties. 

Interventions to address dispositional barriers can be proactively built to assist adult 

students through the student lifecycle.  

Programming to bolster digital literacy may take the form of orientations, social 

media sessions, and drip communication campaigns that keep adult students engaged 

with the campus and/or set them up for online course success. Interventions that stress the 

use of communication can aid in relationship building with students, thus bolstering their 

ability to ask and receive help as well their belief in the fit of the institution to meet their 

needs.  

Addressing Situational Barriers 

Situational barriers are events in life that derail students from persisting towards 

degree. The digital divide may impact these barriers but how cannot always be predicted. 

Similar to dispositional barriers, situational barriers caused by or exacerbated by the 

digital divide may be addressed through outreach, intervention, and resource 

procurement.  
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Adult students are diverse and this study highlighted that in multiple ways. 

Interventions such as community partnerships, social services, and emergency relief 

resource offices can assist students with situational crises that arise. Higher education 

administrators cannot expect to solve every life situation that derails a student, but by 

building holistic student services and resources administrators may find that they have the 

ability to influence the severity of those situations and how they impact student 

persistence to degree. Providing options for resources to access the Internet (hardware 

like computers, webcams, and hotspots) or identification of free Internet sources (free 

public Wi-Fi) can provide students experiencing situational barriers caused by the digital 

divide some options toward solution. 

Addressing Institutional Barriers 

Institutional barriers are the barriers that higher education institutions unwittingly 

create that impede adult student re-entry and/or retention. The digital divide exacerbates 

institutional barriers as well and higher education administrators should be actively 

identifying those barriers and working to remedy them. Population ecological modeling 

calls for the evaluation and re-evaluation of processes, policies, and procedures. Regular 

review of practice, process, and policy is an organizationally healthy habit, and can aid in 

the identification and change in problematic institutional barriers.  

Institutional barriers are in one aspect the easiest barriers for higher education 

administrators to identify but changing them may be much more difficult. Population 

ecology describes this phenomenon as the process of organizational ‘inertia’ (Hannan & 

Freeman, 1977, 1984). Inertia describes the multiple forces at play that either keep an 

organization moving in one direction or are used as a catalyst to move an organization a 
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new direction (Hannan & Freeman, 1977, 1984). In the world of higher education, inertia 

forces can be the different campus community groups (faculty, staff, executive 

administration, students, community, etc.); politics (campus, community, state, federal, 

etc.); tradition (‘we’ve always done it this way’); money (funding, financing, budgets, 

etc.); and others. Often positive inertia (the kind of inertia that creates good change) 

requires tearing down silos and working across the institution to make changes to policy. 

Sometimes those changes have to be approved by the state; the university system; or an 

institutional or system governing board. This approach to evaluating institutional policies 

falls in line with the theoretical lenses used within this study.  

The ecological organizational theory, population ecology, demonstrates how 

evaluations of processes as a whole and narrowing (or delimiting) to the issues that create 

hardship is an ecological organizational approach to change. Analysis means nothing 

without application; results from analysis of the population must be shared with all 

stakeholders to ensure campus community members understand the direction of the 

change. Creating a culture of inclusion will create the ability for faculty and staff to 

include (tying directly into the social components of the Three Domains of Sustainability 

– social, economic, and environmental).  

The information gleaned from this study shows the impacts of the digital divide 

on a potential student population (adults with some college experience but no bachelor’s 

degree). Higher education leadership in Louisiana can use this information to audit 

resources, services, and internal policies/processes that impact this potential student 

population. When policies/processes are not sufficiently addressing the barriers adult 

students encounter it will be up to higher education leadership to address those 
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inadequacies to better serve the adult student population. Additionally, if a lack of 

resources or services are determined to exacerbate barriers for adult students, 

administrators should seek solutions to provide or source those resources and services to 

minimize the effects of the barrier.  

Addressing Technological Barriers 

Technological barriers include two main concepts, access and ability. The digital 

divide is a concept that describes the inequities that exist in access to the Internet as well 

as the technology to use it. The digital divide also alludes to the concept of digital 

literacy, or how savvy a person is with using computer hardware and software and 

using/interpreting Internet resources (American Library Association, 2016).  

Trying to understand the extent of the digital divide is challenging. Before the 

COVID-19 pandemic occurred, a majority of people working in higher education likely 

assumed that anyone who wanted access to the Internet had the access and the technology 

to access it. However, it did not take long for educators to realize how prevalent the 

digital divide is. Educators in Louisiana were scrambling to figure out which students, 

faculty, and staff lacked Internet resources or technology to access it from their homes. 

No visual resource existed to show geographically where Internet access existed, what 

types of Internet were available and used, or how the general public was accessing the 

Internet. Additionally, there were no reliable resources to find Internet access if someone 

needed it. Bridging resources to the populations most in need of them is a vital step in 

addressing barriers. This study used open data from the United States Census Bureau in 

the form of the ACS 2019 5-year estimates and visualized the data to create a model for 
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higher education administrators to use to address technological barriers for potential adult 

students.  

The use of ecological modeling with the quantitative data from the ACS and FCC 

Form 477 created a compelling visual tool to understand the extent of the digital divide 

and the extent to which it exists in Louisiana. Additionally, data points shed light on 

potential barriers to re-entry and retention for adult students who have some college 

experience but lack a bachelor’s degree. This approach was effective and provided 

visualizations to aid higher education administrators understanding of the potential 

student population, as well as context to how the digital divide affects potential adult 

students. It is clear that geographic location as well as socio-economic status will 

influence access and ability to use hardware, software, and the Internet proficiently.  

Digital literacy is influenced by access, through these maps it can be gleaned that 

colleges and universities should be ready to serve these students through proactive 

interventions. Laptop and Internet hot-spot loaner, rental, or leasing programs should be 

available at colleges and universities, as well as marketed to students who may not have 

access. Additionally, digital literacy components should be included in orientations, 

course syllabi and policies, and embedded throughout the curriculum. A study by Chaffin 

and Harlow (2005) points to the cognitive ability and adaptiveness to technology found in 

older adults. The study highlighted that when technology serves as a bridge to 

information and social relationships it is not only something that can be learned at any 

age, but also learned as quickly as the student is motivated to learn (Chaffin & Harlow, 

2005). Bridges to community and public resources should be available to faculty, staff, 

and students. By marketing these resources, colleges and universities will create an 
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environment that empowers faculty and staff to connect students with tools for success 

overcoming technological barriers.  

 

Future Research 

 

A continuation or replication of this study is recommended. As mentioned 

throughout the study, the data set used for the maps created for the ecological modeling 

are now outdated. Analyzing the latest ACS data for the same characteristics and seeing 

how and where changes occurred could give direction for future interventions that help 

adults overcome barriers to re-entry and matriculation. These interventions could be from 

higher education institutions through initiatives and proactive actions as outlined above, 

or they could be from public/private expansion of Internet resources. The ecological 

modeling method could be duplicated by other higher education state agencies to inform 

higher education practice for other state public/private higher education institutions.   

A recommendation to state and federal governing bodies is the development of a 

survey tool that could examine a larger percentage of populations across the United 

States, to truly understand the extent of the digital divide. An area for future development 

is the creation of a first-person survey tool that could be distributed to every individual 

living within a census block. ACS questions could be included in the ten-year census 

surveys.  

Higher education professionals must continue to track and understand the re-

enrollment and retention of adult students to discover barriers that prevent adult students 

from re-enrolling and matriculating. Addressing barriers as they are discovered is key to 

converting inquiries into enrollments. These barriers will continue to change as the adult 

student population changes, thus warranting more research. Higher education 
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administrators should continuously review processes, procedures, and curriculum to 

ensure that adult student needs are met just as they do for the traditional student 

population.  

It is imperative that higher education administrators track, understand, and create 

interventions to attract, admit, enroll, and retain adult students that may struggle with 

digital access and/or digital literacy. Interventions to overcome adult student barriers 

should be created, documented, tracked, and shared between higher education 

professionals. By sharing information, higher education administrators would strengthen 

the structure of the academy in a way that supports students in a holistic nature. The 

current political, geothermal, social, judicial, and economic climates are changing, 

perhaps deteriorating at a pace that has negatively impacted the globe. Higher education 

institutions have to change, shift, and grow to meet their ever-evolving constituents. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Universities and colleges have focused on traditionally aged 18-24-year-old 

students to the detriment of attracting and serving adults that have some college 

experience but lack bachelor’s degrees. Higher education administrators focus must 

expand to include the large latent adult learner population that exists. Louisiana is just 

one state with this issue; it may be a state with an exacerbated latent adult learner 

population, but it is not a problem unique to Louisiana. Aslanian and Fischer (2022) point 

out that that adult student population is an opportunity for all higher education 

institutions, not just an opportunity for one geographic region. Striking a balance between 

anticipating and accommodating economic, social, and environmental factors that can 

negatively impact current and potential adult students is the key to creating sustainable 
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programming and services. Creating sustainable programming and services begins by 

identifying and understanding barriers to adult enrollment and matriculation.  

There are four distinct types of barriers that affect the adult student population: 

dispositional, situational, institutional, and technological. These barriers may all intersect 

with economic, social, and environmental factors. Understanding these barriers can aid 

higher education administrators in creating interventions, resources, and reviews of 

processes, policies, and procedures for opportunities to overcome barriers for adult 

students.  

The digital divide is a concept that must be understood by higher education 

administrators and communities. The effects of the digital divide are widespread and 

relate to someone’s ability to access the Internet and/or technology and their ability to use 

technology (hardware/software) and navigate the Internet with savvy. Even as technology 

has become more widespread, there are still many parts of the state of Louisiana where it 

is not available. Large swaths of the state are dependent on cellular data plans to connect 

to the Internet. Those Louisiana residents are either living somewhere geographically 

disconnected from broadband resources, or they potentially lack the financial resources to 

pay for access and/or technology to access the Internet.  

When comparing Internet subscriptions among households based on ACS data for 

median household income, it was startling to see the stark difference between the median 

household income of a bachelor’s degree holder ($50,018) and the median household 

income of a Louisianan with no minimum educational attainment ($49,469) made such a 

large difference in the percentage of households with Internet subscriptions across the 

state. The difference between the two median incomes was roughly $549, which if 
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divided by 12 would amount to $45.75, roughly the price of a cellular data plan inclusive 

of Internet access or the lowest priced broadband Internet plan available through a 

broadband provider. Additionally, it was interesting to visualize the number of 

households without a computer and those dependent on a cellular device as the only 

means to access the Internet. Clearly, the digital divide exists in Louisiana and will 

impact adult students and potential adult students who need online programs (because of 

the flexibility) to finish a bachelor’s degree.  

Understanding the extent of the digital divide and the impacts it can have on 

current and potential adult student digital literacy should inform higher education 

recruitment and retention plans. This information gives higher education administrators 

direction to establish interventions and resources to address these technological barriers. 

A similarly designed study could be designed to help inform on the three other types of 

barriers that interrupt student progression towards a degree.  

Implementing changes to processes, policies, and/or procedures or establishing 

new resources or interventions can be difficult to implement. Change has a better 

opportunity to occur if communication is clear and campus communities can collaborate 

to serve students with appropriate right-time interventions. By creating channels for an 

exchange of information and encouragement of collaboration relating to the digital 

divide, faculty and staff may start their own evaluations and adjustments of their 

processes, procedures, and policies to serve adult students. 
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