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SUBJECT: Today’s College Student 
 

Today's college students come in many varieties. Some students may come directly from 
high school. Some are adults. Some choose to participate full time. Others attend school on a 
part-time basis. Some are face-to-face participants and others are online learners. Still others are 
a blend of face-to-face attendees and online participants. Students come with differing ranges of 
socioeconomic backgrounds. Some are racial ethnic minorities. Some are military veterans. 
Some are first generation students. Some students require remediation, and others come to the 
university directly from high school having already earned college credits by taking dual credit 
or AP courses. 

 
To best determine appropriate services to offer and success strategies to employ, 

universities characterize students by their similarities. This is not uncommon to how businesses 
identify, target, monitor, and serve their customer markets. One way for universities to do this is 
by categorizing students as either traditional or nontraditional, using age as the major 
differentiator. The bullet points below characterize the traditional student, and assume, for the 
most part, that if a student does not demonstrate all of these characteristics he or she would be 
classified as nontraditional.  

 
Typical traits of a traditional undergraduate student: 

• Between 18-23 years of age 
• Lives in the residence halls or in the town in which the university is located 
• Takes a full-time course load (15 credits) 
• Attends face-to-face classes, from one institution at a time 
• Is degree seeking 

 
Another way to describe students is by their particular needs, perspectives, and success 

rates. In academe, these students are often referred to as underrepresented or at-risk. Higher 
education professionals pay close attention to the needs of these students, working to increase 
their likelihood of academic and social success. 

 
Underrepresented students include: 

• Racial ethnic minorities 
• Students with children 
• Pell grant recipients/Low socioeconomic status 
• First generation students 
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• Students who take less than a full-time course load 
• Students requiring remedial coursework 
• Students who commute from home 
• Students who work more than 20 hours a week while taking a full-time equivalent 

course load 
• Transfer students 
• Students with special needs 
• Veteran students 

 
 

Traditional (Age) Students 
 

When regarding today’s traditional-age students, it’s important to recognize that their 
perspectives are in some ways different from those of past generations. In their book, Generation 
on a Tightrope: A Portrait of Today’s College Students, the authors Arthur Levine and Diane 
Dean provide a snapshot of US undergraduate students enrolled in college between 2005 and 
2014. The generation of today is often called digital natives, generation Y, or the millennial 
generation.  

 
Millennial students are described as being the following: 

• Consumer-oriented 
• Technologically savvy 
• More dependent on their parents than past generations 
• Tolerant of people's differences 
• Want to follow the rules but need them spelled out explicitly 
• Global thinkers 
• Local actors 
• Group-oriented (like to work in groups) 
• Green-oriented (environmentally minded) 
• Career-oriented 
• Determined to do well  
• Heavy users of psychological counseling services 
• Increasingly ethnically diverse 

 
Millennial students are technologically proficient. Born to a world of computers and cell 

phones, they do not have reference to life without technology. To bring context, when the 
undergraduate class of 2012 was born “Apple, Microsoft, and AOL already existed. There were 
already personal computers, CDs, mobile phones, e-mail, instant messaging, and the Internet. By 
the time they were in kindergarten, texting, web browsers, smart phones, DVDs, Yahoo!, and the 
dot-come bubble were realities. Before they finished elementary school, Google, Napster, music 
file sharing, and the iPod had come onto the scene. Middle school brought Skype, Myspace, and 
Facebook. They had to wait until high school for YouTube, Twitter, and the iPhone,” (Levine 
and Dean, 2012, p. 12). This generation’s use of technology has made them a 24/7 generation, 
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operating around the clock, anytime and at anyplace. The authors describe instances of students 
emailing instructors at 3 a.m., frustrated that they hadn’t received a response to a posted question 
(sent 20 minutes previous). These students adopt new technologies at a high rate and often use 
multiple devices and applications simultaneously. This use of technology has generally affected 
students’ communication styles, relationships, and learning preferences. 

 
Levine and Dean explain that their research shows that millennial students use different 

communication methods for different audiences. Texts are for friends and emails are for other 
adults. They further report that undergraduates use social networking functions the way their 
parents used the telephone. Due to their increased (and often preferred) use of digital 
technologies, these students are less accustomed to face-to-face communication and are generally 
regarded as poor face-to-face communicators. 

 
Another interesting tendency of this generation is their increased reliance on parental 

involvement and intervention. When interviewing senior student affairs officers about the major 
changes at their campuses since 2001, Levine and Dean found that 37 percent responded that 
parents are more involved. In fact, three-quarters of all colleges and universities surveyed 
reported increases in the frequency of parental involvement and intervention. This increased 
involvement has implications for campus administrators. Since parents expect daily contact from 
their children, it is not uncommon for parents to call administrators worried about their children 
and asking for someone to check on them. Also, since students are often in frequent contact with 
their parents, they vent to their parents in real time, at times resulting in parental intervention. 
There are multiple stories of parents calling administrators because their children couldn’t find a 
parking spot, asking to get a new roommate for their child, or that their child was experiencing 
internet difficulties and what was the campus going to do about that.  

 
Campuses are also seeing an increase in students who were raised by their grandparents, 

especially when recruiting from larger communities. The typical scenario is that of a single 
parent who cannot take care of his or her child, so the grandparent steps in to take care of the 
child. This dynamic has had an effect on many millennial students, who show great respect for 
seniors. 

 
Levine and Dean also note that students generally report stronger and richer relationships 

with faculty members than in their past surveys. However, there are certain tensions between 
faculty and students that are somewhat unique to the times. Faculty members have noted that this 
generation of students tends to be more satisfied with a breadth of research (merely researching 
off the internet) rather than deep research (using academic journals). Over the years, more and 
more students have viewed themselves as high academic achievers, whereas faculty indicate an 
increased need for remediation and basic skills attainment. Lastly, faculty note that students 
respect authority and want to follow the rules, but the rules and expectations need to be described 
fully and explicitly, resulting in long syllabi. The authors further explain that increased 
plagiarism is a concern as students don’t seem to have a good understanding of why plagiarism is 
wrong and how to avoid it. On a related note, students of today have shown a preference for 
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working in groups, which tends to result in homework that looks similar. When faculty grade this 
similar work, they often suspect that students are cheating.  

 
In general, college students today view their degree as more utilitarian than students of 

the past. College has always been for practical purposes, gaining knowledge and applying it. 
However, Levine and Dean note that this student population tends to be even more career-
focused and more heavily viewing the degree as a tool in which to increase their earning 
potential. This has resulted in students who feel very inclined to know their career plans from the 
first week of school. The authors explain that more students are choosing majors outside their 
particular interest areas to better align with corresponding job prospects. As for learning 
methods, Levine and Dean note that the preferred content and modes of learning for students are 
concrete (practical) and active (hands on). They say digital technologies permit multitasking and 
individualized and interactive learning, encouraging group activity, shared work products, and 
consumer-driven content.  

 
Today’s students expect more technology incorporated into their undergraduate 

education. Levine and Dean say students are currently experiencing technology at interval levels. 
Some say “it is being used in all my classes” and others say “I haven’t seen it at all” and 
everything in between. When asked by the authors, four out of five students indicated their 
education would be improved if their classes made greater use of technology, and three out of 
four students said their education would be improved if their professors knew more about how to 
use it.  

 
Another major item of attention is that today’s students are increasingly taking less than a 

full course load and/or working more than 21 hours a week. One potential explanation for the 
increase for taking less than 15 credit hours a semester is that the national average of students 
working at paid jobs in college is now 69 percent, a growing number from 60 percent in 1993 
and 54 percent in 1976. Of these 69 percent, almost half were working 21 hours a week or more. 
When asked why, the vast majority of students responded that they wanted or (more often) 
needed the money for tuition and basic living expenses. Another, a possibly overlapping cause, is 
that universities are seeing an increasingly aging student population who, in addition to 
balancing work and studies, are often balancing family life. Furthermore, the fact that students 
are working more often and increasingly taking fewer credit hours per semester, should in some 
part explain why the four-year baccalaureate degree has become a thing of the past. Levine and 
Dean cite that only 44 percent of degree recipients at public universities earn their bachelor 
degrees in four years, meaning 56 percent take longer than four years. 

 
Overall, whether traditional age or not, Levine and Dean explain that students are 

consumer driven. If they can’t choose the curriculum and content they want to study, then they 
want to make other choices, including instructional methods by which they learn best, the 
materials they use to learn, and the schedule by which they choose to study. “Their relationship 
with college is much like the relationships they have with all the other service providers in their 
lives – the bank, the phone and internet and television companies, and the supermarket. They are 
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looking for four things from each of them: convenience, service, quality, and low prices,” 
(Levine and Dean, 2012, p. 167). 
 
Nontraditional Students 

 
The data demonstrate that the number of nontraditional students is increasing.  
 

Nontraditional students are growing in numbers due to four main reasons:  
 
1.  There is an increase in off-campus/online enrollments. 
2.  The majority of students are taking less than a full-time course load. 
3.  There is a projected decline in the number of high school graduates from the Midwest  
     over the next 15 years. 
4.  There is an increase in racial ethnic minorities in South Dakota, regionally, and 
     nationally. 
 
 Demonstrating the growth in off-campus (including online) enrollments, the August 

BOR retreat item entitled “Student Enrollment in the Regental System,” states that  nearly all of 
SDBOR’s growth in student headcount over the last five years has come from off-campus 
enrollments. In this case “off-campus” includes university centers but it also includes online 
students. Interestingly, some of the “off-campus” growth has come from on-campus/local 
students taking one or two courses online in addition to their set of face-to-face courses. The 
enrollment item states that student headcount has grown, but the system has lost about two 
percent of its total on-campus FTE since 2007. This is partly explained by the fact that today’s 
students are taking less than 15 credit hours per semester. The majority (63.2 percent) of SDBOR 
students are enrolled with less than a full-time equivalent course load (15 credits).  

 
In addition, the student enrollment report highlights the fact that traditional age students 

are projected to decrease in our region over the next 15 years. Although South Dakota’s high 
school graduation rates will see a slight, long-term increase (roughly 15 percent growth), the 
neighboring Midwestern states will see leveling or decreases of high school graduates, which 
will likely increase the competition for these students among neighboring states. Furthermore, 
the growth that South Dakota is projected to see is mainly comprised of growth of racial ethnic 
minorities. The undergraduate class of 2012 is the most ethnically diverse to date and the trend 
of ethnic diversity in high school graduates will continue to grow. The projected moderate 
growth of high school graduates in South Dakota will consist primarily in growth of black non-
Hispanic, Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, and Native American students. Native American 
students in particular are projected to increase significantly and we will be challenged to find 
ways to increase their enrollment and rates of success. 
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Implications for Student Affairs 
 

With this in mind, the work of student affairs professionals is to understand their 
institutions’ current and evolving student populations as well as to determine what these students 
want and need in order to be successful. This retreat item outlines the idea that the South Dakota 
regental system is experiencing changing student dynamics because of the millennial generation 
as well as an increase in nontraditional students. These changes trigger a closer look at the 
system’s student dynamics and a re-evaluation of the services offered and strategies employed to 
assist students to be successful. 

 
For instance, recruitment strategies may need to be examined in order to maintain 

enrollments, considering the projected decrease in traditional age students (high school 
graduates) in the Midwestern region over the next 15 years. One possible recruitment strategy 
could be to focus recruitment efforts in areas of the United States that have projected increases in 
high school graduates, the South and Western regions. Another strategy employed by institutions 
is to build relationships with two year schools, including articulation agreements, so that students 
could easily transfer to a regental school if they felt that was the right next step for them. 
Another important recruitment effort is for students of racial ethnic minorities, since this is a 
growing population. Yet another recruitment strategy specifically to keep South Dakota students 
in South Dakota programs, includes continued efforts for developing state aid programs.  

 
Other student life programming to keep pace with the student body changes includes 

parent relation programs, programs geared toward first generation students, and increased 
counseling services. Since parents are increasingly involved in their children’s lives into their 
postsecondary education, campuses are creating parent relations programs. These include parent 
advisory boards and parent communication efforts throughout the semester. Within student 
orientations, there are also specific programs geared to parents. This is especially helpful for first 
generation students. First generation students are those who are the first in their families to go to 
college. Research shows these students are more successful in higher education if their parents 
are involved and supportive of these efforts. South Dakota schools see a large percentage of first 
generation students in their incoming classes. SDSU, for instance, reports that 42% of their 
incoming class this coming fall is first generation. Programming geared specifically to the 
success of first generation students include mentoring programs as well as on-campus work 
opportunities that provide a form of income but also an extra connection with the institution. The 
managers of on-campus employment can serve as retention specialists, making special efforts to 
build a connection with their employees and ensuring that these students are getting what they 
need to succeed. 

 
Regarding the increased need for counseling services, institutions are seeing a rise in the 

numbers of students with attention deficit, depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and bi-polar 
conditions. In fact, statistics show that somewhere between 40-50% of students need some kind 
of counseling services in college, and this generation is not afraid to use the services. Our 
institutions indicate that students who need counseling services have increased over time. 
Campuses explain that there are reports of two week waiting periods for students to get into their 



 

7 
 

counseling centers. Efforts to mitigate this include more group counseling sessions, outreach into 
residence halls, and increased numbers of interns helping in this arena. 

 
Regarding emerging populations of students, such as online students, racial ethnic 

students, and students with less than a 15 credit course load, institutions are working to 
incorporate more services to accommodate them. Campuses are still trying to get a handle on 
what online students need in order to be successful. What they do know is that online students, 
for the most part, are technologically savvy. Statistics show that traditional age students have 
higher levels of success in these types of classes than do adults. The reasons may be two-fold. 
Along with being more technologically proficient, some traditional age students who enroll in 
online courses continue to be connected to the social elements of on-campus life, which help to 
assist in student success. At the very least, it is fair to suggest that online students need to be 
aware of the resources available to them and these resources should be easy to find and access. 

 
Many students are taking less than a full time course load. For these students, it will take 

longer than four years to attain the degree. Student affairs professionals know that the longer it 
takes to attain the degree, the more at-risk the student is of not finishing. The major success 
strategy for these students is to encourage them to take more hours. Campuses indicate that often 
when students take less than 15 credit hours, it is because they are either working a lot or unsure 
of what they want to do. Academic advisors and retention specialists need to catch these students 
and help them get on plan (i.e. identify a new major or career plan). In addition, it is important to 
encourage these students to seize opportunities to take a few extra courses when possible during 
the summer or other interim time frames. 

 
In terms of the emerging population of racial ethnic students, much of the focus is on 

developing multi-cultural centers on campus. This concept is much more than a physical place to 
meet. The idea of being multi-cultural extends to making the campus culture more inclusive. It 
means creating social experiences and connecting people so that individuals experience a sense 
of belonging and comfort in their new environment. It also includes diversity training for those 
on campus, including faculty, staff, administration, and other students. Another component is 
helping this population understand the financial resources available to them. Especially for first 
generation students who may not have had a role model that has gone through higher education, 
it is important that students are exposed to the idea of investing in the degree (borrowing money) 
as well as the step-by-step process on how to do so. This education process is a function of 
recruitment/admissions staff but involves much time and effort. Another way to foster diversity 
and support students of color is to invest in hiring more faculty and staff of color. The research 
has shown that if the staff and faculty are more reflective of the students we want to recruit, it 
can make a difference. 

 
Lastly, student affairs representatives from the campuses stressed the idea that students 

are consumer driven. They want to make choices. This includes instructional delivery methods, 
materials, and schedules. They state that students can vote with their feet and each thing students 
perceive as a barrier could make them chose another provider. Students want convenience, 
service, quality, and low prices. 


