
In a time of growing labor shortages, new report spotlights a significant solution

‘Comebackers’ represent tremendous pool of untapped potential

(Philadelphia, Aug 18, 2021) - About 45 million American adults have some college credit but have not yet
earned their degree. These workers are disproportionately female, black and/or Hispanic. They are likely to be
first-generation college students, often without a mentor or significant resources to address setbacks. They
often have a sense of shame about not having finished their degree.

A recent analysis of data from 8 active regional programs that work with this population has found that
relatively simple policy changes and mentoring services can have a profound positive effect – improving both
individual lives and helping meet the nation’s workforce challenges. The report, called The Comebacker’s
Odyssey, is available here.

“These adults represent a tremendous pool of untapped potential,” said Sallie Glickman, interim president and
CEO and co-founder of The Graduate! Network, as well as co-founder of the first regional program to
specifically focus on this group. “These are people who could – in less than four years – be working as nurses,
teachers or engineers. They just require some navigation assistance to find the path back that works for them.”

The report is especially timely as baby boomers are retiring more quickly than anticipated, and organizations
are having trouble filling open positions for teachers, nurses, accountants and social workers.

The Graduate! Network has identified three top policy and communication priorities that would enable
students to return to college and complete degrees.

● Revamp the Pell Grant Program. The CARES Act, signed into law in March 2020, currently freezes any
Pell Grant awards counting toward the lifetime cap. This should be made permanent. Comebackers,
who are often only able to take a couple of classes at a time as they balance work, family, and school,
should be able to continue to access financial aid until they graduate.

● Eliminate debt traps. Schools and states should not be in the business of debt collection, nor should
they be holding low-income students’ educational prospects hostage. Transcript withholding, which for
millions of students result from unanticipated fees, should be banned at the institutional and state
levels. In fact, students should be able to access any credits they have completed and paid for, perhaps
through the creation of a national repository of earned credits.

● Increase use of employer-offered tuition assistance plans. About 70 percent of large employers offer
tuition assistance programs, which is both a tool for recruiting and retaining employees and increasing
the skills of employees in which they are already invested. However, these programs are underutilized -
and less than half of small and medium-sized employers offer them. The Graduate! Network has
partnered with employers, civic leaders, chambers, and local practitioners to develop proven strategies
that increase utilization, particularly for front-line workers, and public policies that incentivize
expansion of such programs to more employers.

http://www.datathatmoveus.org
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/11/09/the-pace-of-boomer-retirements-has-accelerated-in-the-past-year/
https://www.epi.org/publication/the-teacher-shortage-is-real-large-and-growing-and-worse-than-we-thought-the-first-report-in-the-perfect-storm-in-the-teacher-labor-market-series/
https://www.nursingworld.org/practice-policy/workforce/
https://controllerscouncil.org/the-growing-shortage-of-accountants-and-cpas/
https://www.socialworktoday.com/archive/MJ19p16.shtml


The Graduate! Network, which has worked on educational attainment issues for more than 15 years,
developed “The Comebacker’s Odyssey” by looking at data from 8 active communities who utilize the
network’s community-based neutral navigator model. The report was completed with funding support from
the Ascendium Education Group.

The report builds on work already being done by the Network to better understand the challenges facing
Comebackers, including the Bridging the Talent Gap initiative funded by Walmart and The Trellis Foundation.
To date, this program has engaged with more than 3,500 employers and 4,000 employees in a survey-to-action
model, which identifies the reasons tuition-assistance programs are underutilized. (One common surprise,
more than a quarter of employees don’t even know their tuition-assistance programs exist.)

The Graduate! Network has identified myriad advantages -- or premiums -- at the personal, family, and
community level that can only be realized with a degree. Those include:

● Higher wages – an average of an additional $28,000 a year
● Equity – wage gaps are less pronounced for college graduates
● Opportunity for children – children of college graduates do better in school
● Civic engagement and health – graduates are more likely to give back to their community through

volunteering and are generally healthier and longer-lived.

While a college degree helps improve equity for graduates, the path to a college degree is not equitable.
Consider this: If you are white, you are two times more likely to hold a bachelor’s degree than if you are Black,
and two and a half more times likely than if you are Latinx.  Nearly three-quarters of the Comebackers who
have engaged to complete their degrees within the communities analyzed identify as non-white.

The research included a literature review, a quantitative analysis of the Network’s program data and National
Student Clearinghouse (NSC) enrollment records, and qualitative analysis of interviews conducted with
Comebackers and questionnaires fielded from higher education partners.

###

https://graduate-network.org/
http://ascendiumphilanthropy.org/
https://bridgingthetalentgap.org/
https://www.trellisfoundation.org/

