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Abstract 

This paper presents Promoting Learning and Upskilling for Success (PLUS), an inclusive 

excellence framework that can be used to help underrepresented adult learners reach their 

academic and career goals. 
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As the profile of post-secondary students across the country continues to become older 

and more diverse, higher education institutions (HEIs) of all types and sizes are seeking to 

reposition themselves to better serve the new post-traditional mix of learners (Gast, 2013; Soares 

et al 2017). Unfortunately, the approach that is often used to support adult learners including 

those from underrepresented backgrounds typically consists of adding one or two staff members 

to assist with matters such as program of study, financial aid, and academic support. 

However, adult learners bring different learning interests, backgrounds, and experiences 

to academia than their counterparts who come to college straight out of high school (Guskey, 

2000; Knowles, 1984). Moreover, many adult learners and most particularly those from 

underserved backgrounds to include immigrants, refugees, and undocumented nationals often 

have very demanding responsibilities outside of school (Akpapuna et al, 2020). These include 

taking on a second job to make ends meet, juggling day-to-day child rearing responsibilities as a 

single parent, and at times caring for a parent and other loved ones. As a result, there is a need 

for bold and innovative approaches to achieve the goal of helping UALs reach their career and 

professional goals. 

In the next sections of the paper, we present and delineate the Promoting Learning and 

Upskilling for Success (PLUS) framework, which was developed to facilitate success of UALs 

in their pursuit of post-baccalaureate credentials. Using both organizational maturity concepts 

and tailored intervention principles, the PLUS framework, is designed to help higher education 

institutions (HEIs) of all types and sizes strengthen their diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) 

efforts in adult education. PLUS specifically involves targeted academic interventions within a 

focus of inclusive academic and professional excellence.   

 

Overview of the PLUS framework 

The PLUS framework is based on a study that sought to gauge salient factors pertaining 

to the education and training of UALs at higher education institutions in the US with a focus on 

inclusive excellence for workplace readiness (NACE, 2022; Wong & Hoskins, 2022). A total of 

123 randomly selected participants was used for the study. The demographics breakdown of the 



survey participants was: 62 UALs, 27 academic support personnel 22 faculty members / 

instructors, and 12 senior administrative staff. The researchers used an online survey tool that ask 

participants to rank the barriers, challenges, and opportunities that either inhibit or promote the 

participation, persistence and success of UALs in post-secondary education and training.  

The researchers used the data collected from the survey to create the PLUS framework, 

which places emphasis on assessing and rectifying the key areas of concern that were found from 

the study. These include inadequate institutional commitment, lack of tailored solutions / 

interventions, academic rigidity, unclear pathway to program completion, and lack of academic 

mentors from diverse backgrounds or with pluralistic perspectives.  

The PLUS Framework  

As shown, in Figure 1, there are three pillars to the PLUS framework, which are 

Outcomes Plane (OP), Educational and Training Sphere (ETS), and Intervention Domain (ID). 

Each of the pillar has sub-categories termed Measures (OP), Foundational Components (ETS), 

and Transformative Elements (ID).  
Figure 1 

Graphical Overview of the PLUS Framework  

 
The Transformative Elements (TE) of the PLUS framework are grouped into five Focus 

Areas.  HEIs and learning organizations can manipulate the TEs as appropriate to help UALs 

obtain an academic credential such as a certificate, a degree (Associate or Bachelor), or advanced 

professional skills. This will then allow UALs to be ready for career success in the modern 

workplace.  

The PLUS Framework Details 

The PLUS framework is a practice-oriented tool provides HEIs a systematic means to 

gauge their level of performance on DEI-related efforts in adult education and allows them to 

undertake the corrective steps to take, as needed, if goals and objectives are not met. Below are 



some of the details of the PLUS framework and some key aspects about its implementation for 

the purpose DEI-related organizational improvement.   

A. The Outcomes Plane 

There are 12 Measures in the Outcomes Plane of the PLUS framework, each of which is 

connected to one specific Foundational Component of the Education and Training Sphere.  

The Measures are as follows: 

Guiding Principles (GD) 

1. Equitable Policies (EP) 

2. Enrollment Diversity  (ED)  

3. Graduation and Retention (GR) 

4. Lifelong Connections (LC) 

Academic Practices (AP) 

5. Innovation & Collaboration (IC)  

6. Problem Solving (PS) 

7. Self-Efficacy (SE) 

8. Agility and Adaptability (AA) 

Learning Orientation (LO) 

9. Applied Skills (AS) 

10. Professional Identity (PI)  

11. Transformational Change (TC) 

12. Career Placement (CP) 

B. The Education and Training Sphere 

The Education and Training Sphere of PLUS involves three Foundational Components, which   

serve as compass points for instruction interventions that can best meet the needs and interests of 

UALs. 

The Foundational Components are: 

Guiding Principles (GPs): GPs are to denote what constitute an inclusive and equity-centered 

campus. GPs specifically embed and encapsulate policies such as services that clearly 

articulate policies, activities, and efforts to facilitate admission, enrollment, and graduation of 

UALs and other underrepresented students at the institution 

Academic Practices (AP): The principles of AP are oriented towards instruction and assessment 

regimes that fully accommodate learners from diverse academic backgrounds and learning 

preferences. AF specifically emphasizes tailored academic, advising, course planning and 

career management.  

Learning Orientations (LO): The tenets of LO emphasize programs affordability, relevancy, and 

flexibility.  LO places a strong accent on curricular, program offerings and learning contents 

that are practical, applicable and in-sync with work-related competencies. LO also uses 

learned-centered pedagogy and ensures strong return on investment (ROI).    

C. Intervention Domain  

As shown in Table 1, the Intervention Domain of PLUS involves five Transformative 

Elements (TEs), which are linked to one of three Foundational Components the Education and 

Training Sphere. The five TEs are Program Leadership, Instruction Design, Education Delivery, 

Academic Support and Long-Term Sustainability.      

Table 1 

Transformative Element Description  



Transformative Element Description  Related Foundational 

Components 

TE 1 - Program Leadership: UALs bring very diverse life experience 

and skills to their schools. HEIs will thus need to develop tailored 

engagement and outreach practices that eliminate barriers to access, 

progress, retention and success of UALs. These will help UALs 

transition from practitioner to learner and back to practitioner. 

Guiding Principles 

 

TE 2 - Instruction Design: UALs come to school with a wealth of life 

and professional experiences. They also are in very different stages of 

psychological, socio-cultural, and cognitive developments that 

traditional college-aged students. Learning activities and assignments 

need leverage and enhance their prior knowledge, skills, and abilities.  

Academic Practices TE 3 - Education Delivery: UALs seek the opportunity to complete 

their program study in ways, manners, and formats that allow them to 

balance professional and family obligations. Courses offered by HEIs 

via traditional approaches will not work for them. Thus, flexibility and 

predictability of course offerings are essential to helping UALs 

complete their program of study (Academic Practices).  

TE 4 - Academic Support: The types and scope of interventions 

adopted by an institution will set the stage for persistence and success 

of UALs in their course work and program of study. For example 

dedicated advising and wrap around intervention services are essential 

aspects of the learning experience.    
Learning Orientations 

TE 5 - Long-term Sustainability: UALs need assistance from entry to 

exit of their program. Institutions will need to develop adaptive 

outreach, engagement, post-graduation practices to help UALs and 

other underserved learners achieve success both as students and as 

future practitioners. 

 

Using the PLUS Framework 

The PLUS framework offers two tools or worksheets called Organizational Maturity (OM) Level 

and Achievement that HEIs can use to measure and improve performance related to Inclusive 

Excellence in adult education with a special focus on UALs.  

Assessing Organizational Maturity Level  

As shown in Table 2, the worksheet tool of the PLUS framework allows HEIs to 

determine their maturity levels regarding adult education overall and for each TE. HEIs can thus 

use the worksheet to develop, change, and update policies, procedures, and interventions to 

improve their OM level and standing in regards to DEI and IE.  

Table 2  

PLUS OM Worksheet  

TE Category Transformative Elements – Sub-component Score 

SC1 SC2 SC3 SC4 SC5 SC6 SC7 SC8 

Program Leadership  _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ 



Instruction  Design _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ 

Education Delivery _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ 

Academic  Support _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ 

LT Sustainability _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ 

PLUS OM Scale (as compare to Peer Institutions): General Discussion: 1; Planning Stage :2; Work In 

Progress: 3; Implementation: 4; Measurement & Adjustment: 5 

TE Category  Score Max 
Level        Condition 

                      Preliminary      35% or less   

Emerging       36% - 55% 

Accomplished      56% - 75% 

Pioneering      76% - 85% 

Sustaining             86% + 

          OM Level Realized  ____________ 

Program Leadership  ______ 40 

Instruction  Design ______ 40 

Education Delivery ______ 40 

Academic  Support ______ 40 

LT Sustainability ______ 40 

Total ______ 200 

Percentage Score  ______ 
 

Assessing Achievement Level  

The Achievement worksheet of the PLUS framework is organized into four types as 

shown in Table 3. This is done to facilitate grouping of intervention strategies to maximize their 

impacts on an institution’s overall and sub-level Achievement scores of the PLUS framework.      

Table 3 

PLUS Achievement Worksheet  

Achievement 

Realization Score 

Guiding  Principles Academic Focus  Learning  Orientation  

Type I 
Equitable Policies  

____ 

Innovation & Collab 

_____ 

Applied Skills 

____ 

Type II 
Enrollment Diversity  

____ 

Problem Solving  

_____ 

Professional Identity 

____ 

Type III 
Lifelong Connections 

____ 

Self-Efficacy 

____ 

Career Placement  

____ 

Type IV 
Transformational  

Experiences ____ 

Agility and 

Adaptability ____ 

Graduation and 

Retention ____ 
The PLUS Achievement Scale (as compare to Peer Institutions):  Low 25% and below: 1; Medium 

(26% - 50%):2; High (51% - 75%): 3; Exceptional (76% and above): 4 

Level     Condition 

Preparation    25% or less    

Initiation     26% - 50%   

Stabilization    51% - 75%  

Transformation           76%+    

 



Conclusion 

With an altered higher education institution landscape, HEIs will need to innovate at all levels of 

the academic enterprise to help prepare all learners for their life-long pursuits. Consequently, the 

use of a model like PLUS help bridge academic barriers in time, place, and tradition thus 

allowing HEIs to reach the goal of helping UALs and other underserved students reach their 

career, personal and social aspirations.   
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