Years ago, when you thought about what it meant to go to college, you might have envisioned brick-and-mortar classrooms, living in a dormitory, and studying late into the night in the college library. This is no longer an accurate description of what it means to be a typical college student, however. Today millions of college students around the world learn online at times convenient to their lifestyles and work schedules.
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Working parents are just one group that can benefit from the flexibility of an online education.

If this describes you, then you are a nontraditional student and part of the fastest growing phenomenon in higher education. Individuals' circumstances may differ, but the need to complete a college degree remains the same: to develop your career and establish a sound economic future.

Nontraditional students face a variety of challenges. Most are employed and work part time, if not full time. Many are single parents or individuals who have made the decision to juggle work, family, and school. Scheduling time to study and prepare for class is one challenge; keeping up with the workload is another. For some students, these issues can make it very difficult to complete a degree ("Degrees of Difficulty," 2010).

Which students ultimately earn a diploma? What makes some students more successful than others? For most nontraditional students, life is a balancing act, and many have learned survival and time-management skills to do it well. But even more important than being good managers of their time, successful adult students are those who persevere in life and persist in learning.

It is very difficult to be persistent in the face of such challenges—especially for students who already have a lot on their plates. Pursuing an online degree requires focus and commitment. You will need to persist in completing assignments thoroughly and on time. You will need to persevere when a subject is particularly demanding and when you need to express your thoughts in writing. In other words, you will need grit, a term you will see often in the pages and chapters that follow. It describes the degree to which you demonstrate ferocious determination, resilience, hard work, and a laser-like sense of direction (Duckworth, 2016). The extent of your grit—how "gritty" you are—strongly influences whether you persist to complete your college degree. Being persistent will help you become a better, stronger, more capable learner.


I may not be the smartest person in the room, but I'll strive to be the grittiest.

—Angela Duckworth (2016, p. xv), researcher and author of Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance

Another equally important determiner of nontraditional students' success is their mindset: their sense of self as learners, their belief in their ability to learn, and their willingness to invest in learning something that exceeds their current skill. Like grit, mindset will be a recurring concept in this chapter and throughout the text. For now, you need only know that having a mindset open to growth and change positions a person to succeed in learning and in life. Such a mindset enables you to persist in learning and developing tools that will help you succeed and earn your college degree. 

The following questions will help you reflect on the major factors that influence your success (Johnston, 2015, p. 17, reprinted with permission). Use them to explore factors that influence your degree of grit and contribute to your mindset. Your motivation, purpose, values, discipline, focus, and readiness for online education will affect whether you can persist to complete your degree program.
 •What motivates me most to pursue a college degree?
•What is my main purpose in seeking a college degree?
•What values am I demonstrating by seeking my college degree?
•How willing am I to schedule my life to include time to study and prepare for class?
•What will I say to myself that will help me persist and move forward even when distracted by my responsibilities at work or home?
•How have I prepared myself to begin or continue my online degree? How have I prepared my family and others to support my journey toward this goal? Do I understand how online education works? Have I prepared my finances?

[bookmark: _GoBack]Nontraditional students do not succeed by chance. They succeed because they are intentional. They focus on making things work in their lives, including learning. They learn not just to pass a test—they learn for themselves. They see learning as a way to prepare for their future. In this book, you will explore what it means to actively attend to becoming an intentional learner who takes advantage of learning opportunities and embraces this educational endeavor.
