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In October 2019, California Senate Bill 554 (SB 554) was signed into law, allowing adult learners enrolled 
in high school diploma or high school equivalency (HSD/HSE) programs to enroll in credit-level courses 
tuition free at a partnering community college while completing their high school credentials. SB 554 
waives tuition for these learners and allows community colleges to receive enhanced apportionment for 
these enrollments. 

SB 554 serves as a means to create “adult dual enrollment” (ADE) programs, as defined below. This brief 
provides information on ADE for the San Diego-Imperial Counties region’s community colleges and adult 
education consortia to consider. It describes the benefits to students and community colleges, lays out 
student eligibility and potential instructional models, and provides initial steps toward developing an ADE 
program, highlighting examples from successful ADE implementation in the state. Creating adult dual 
enrollment programs introduces adult learners to the opportunities that community college programs 
can unlock. As such, these programs help the region meet the Chancellor’s Office Vision 2030 goal of 
"economic mobility through degree attainment — the ability to attain living wage jobs and careers — the 
reason students enroll in California community colleges" (California Community Colleges Chancellor’s 
Office, 2023, p. 7). 

What is adult dual enrollment (and how does it differ from traditional K12 dual 
enrollment)? 

Traditional K12 dual enrollment programs allow high school students to undertake community college 
coursework and accumulate credits while working toward their high school diplomas. Adult dual 
enrollment (ADE) extends the same benefits to adults working towards their high school diplomas, 
allowing them to progress toward two educational milestones simultaneously: finishing their high school 
diplomas and beginning their journeys to community college and careers. 

Once reserved mainly for high-performing students, dual enrollment is now recognized as a valuable tool 
for enhancing postsecondary readiness and facilitating college-going across a broader spectrum of 
learners. Research on K12 dual enrollment has shown that it can provide significant benefits (e.g., college 
access, persistence, and credential attainment) for students who might not have considered or been 
prepared for college (An, 2013; Blankenberger, et al., 2017; Lee & Villareal, 2022; Liu et al., 2020). These 
benefits may extend to adult learners, provided programs are designed to meet the population’s unique 
needs. There are, however, essential differences between traditional dual enrollment students and adult 
learners.  

● First, traditional dual enrollment often involves cohorting students, coordinating with faculty, and 
getting parent signatures. For ADE, SB 554 specifically allows for adult learner agency in deciding 
(with advice from counselors) which course to take, be it general education requirements, career 
training certificate courses, or electives. 
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● In addition, adult learners often have significant family obligations. They may be less academically 
prepared and may require different support services and advising to succeed in college-level 
coursework.  

The table below illustrates the differences between traditional approaches to dual enrollment and dual 
enrollment for adult learners: 

Note: Adapted from Rethinking Dual Enrollment as an Equitable On-Ramp to a Career-Path College Degree Program After High School (p. 10), by 
John Fink and Davis Jenkins, 2023, New York: Community College Research Center. 

How does adult dual enrollment 
benefit adult learners? 

Adult dual enrollment assists adult learners 
to attain diplomas, certificates, and degrees 
and sets them on an accelerated path that 
can lead to economic opportunities and 
even changed lives. 

It removes the cost of tuition as a barrier 
to access. Tuition is waived for students 
participating in ADE under SB 554. While 
California community college tuition is 
relatively low ($46 per credit hour as of 
2023), even this modest amount can be a 
significant hurdle for many adult learners. 
Some institutions also provide subsidies for books and materials. Removing the barrier of tuition also 
helps preserve students’ eligibility for future financial aid (e.g., loans and Pell Grants). Additionally, as 
“special part-time admits” (as dual enrollment students are called in the community college management 

Traditional Mindset Adult Dual Enrollment Mindset 

Courses are made available to high school students 
who are already college-bound 

Active outreach and support for adult learners in high 
school diploma/ equivalency programs 

Focus mainly on strengthening students’ academic 
preparedness for college 

Fostering motivation for college by helping adult 
learners explore interests and develop 
postsecondary/career plans 

Offerings emphasize general education courses 
Introduce adult students to high-opportunity 
postsecondary pathways through program foundation 
courses aligned with career goals 

Focus on achievement of academic content standards 
Added focus on helping adult learners become 
confident college students through supportive 
instruction and wrap-around services 

Adult Dual Enrollment Courses 

• Chaffey Community College in San Bernardino County was 
an early adopter of ADE. Its 2018 pilot led to the SB 554 
legislation. When considering courses for their ADE 
learners, Chaffey pre-selected courses such as counseling 
and general education. 

• San Joaquin Delta College (Delta) and the San Joaquin 
Adult Education Consortium (SJAEC) created two 1-unit 
counseling courses to help adult learners self-assess their 
goals and explore career options in preparation for 
selecting future courses.  

• In the San Diego-Imperial region, the East Region Adult 
Education (ERAE) Consortium and the Grossmont-
Cuyamaca Community College District (GCCCD) identified 
college courses that could count towards the high school 
diploma, but students could also earn an industry 
certificate in a career education program. 
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information system [MIS]), ADE students retain eligibility for the California College Promise program, 
which can provide further financial support if they transition to full-time college enrollment. 

It can accelerate progress toward high school diplomas and degrees. Besides receiving college credit, 
courses taken through dual enrollment can generally be applied to fulfill diploma requirements. Assessing 
a learner’s academic readiness is key to their success in ADE. Some adult learners will enroll in core 
academic courses, earning credits that count towards their high school diploma and potential future 
college degrees Others may still earn elective credits, which may also be applied to meet diploma 
requirements. Moreover, research suggests that K12 dual enrollment has broader positive effects: It may 
enhance student persistence in high school and reduce the need for remedial coursework when students 
matriculate (Lee & Villareal, 2022). It is possible that adult learners could also realize the broader positive 
effects of dual enrollment. 

It can expand students’ educational horizons. Adult 
dual enrollment can help motivate adult learners to 
attend college and ease the transition to full-time 
college enrollment. Research indicates that K12 dual 
enrollment programs can boost student confidence 
and academic self-efficacy, fostering a mindset that 
higher education is within their reach (An, 2013). 
Adult dual enrollment may have the same effect, and 
it can also have downstream effects on families. Adult 
learners with positive experiences with college can 
become advocates to families and communities, 
demonstrating the value and accessibility of higher 

education. This can lead to a culture of learning and academic aspiration within households, where 
children and other family members are inspired to pursue their educational goals. Economic stability and 
improved socio-economic outcomes tend to follow higher educational attainment, which can have 
positive ripple effects for generations to come.  

It is particularly effective when implementing using a case management approach. For the potential 
benefits of ADE to accrue to all interested adult learners, many will need support. With ADE, support is 
likely to require a robust, collaborative case management approach including, ideally, dedicated 
counselors and other support staff from both the adult school and the community college. Adult 
Education Transition Specialists are uniquely situated to provide academic counseling because of their 
familiarity with the adult school and the community college contexts. In addition, careful consideration of 
the factors that create instability in learners’ lives is required for developing systems that support 
retention and success. Some elements of a case management approach to ADE support include: 

• Counseling and guidance on goals, courses to take, and development of an individual education 
plan, ideally informed by career exploration 

• Support enrolling with CCCApply 
• Support signing up for courses 

Expanding Educational Horizons 
• Chaffey College recently expanded eligibility 

for its Honors program to include part-time 
students. ADE students are part time and are 
now eligible to participate. 

• At ERAE, one learner brought her siblings in 
to the adult school, where they also enrolled 
in the ADE program — the brother pursuing 
his interest in computer science and the sister 
preparing for a medical career. ERAE leaders 
are finding that adults are returning to school 
to complete their high school diploma in 
order to access free college. 
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• Ensuring learners are receiving tutoring and other academic support to succeed in college 
courses 

• Ensuring learners receive career services to support goal clarity and persistence 
• Helping learners navigate important college deadlines 
• Referring learners to college support services such as food pantry, healthcare, or other services 

for which the partnership has determined ADE learners are eligible  
• Referring learners to other providers to meet their needs, if they are not eligible for college-

based services 
 

 

How does adult dual enrollment benefit community colleges? 

The potential benefits to community colleges offering ADE are multiple and valuable: ADE is an 
overlooked way to potentially increase enrollment and revenue, develop mutually beneficial partnerships 
between adult schools and community colleges, and increase socioeconomic opportunities for people  
enrolling in community college. 

It can increase enrollment and revenue. As of the 2022-23 academic year, 127,827 adults participated in 
high school diploma or equivalent programs in California’s K12 adult schools and noncredit divisions of 
community colleges.1 These adult learners working on their diplomas are potential new students for 
community colleges. Studies have shown that “substantially more” traditional dual enrollment students 
attend community colleges immediately after high school than might be expected, given a common 
assumption that they go on to 4-year colleges (Fink, et al., 2017, p. 21). It is possible that adult dual 
enrollment participants would also continue their studies at a community college, whether in general 
education/transfer programs or in career education degree or certificate programs.  

 
1 https://datavista.cccco.edu/data_views/caep_score_card 

Case Management Approach 
• Delta College intentionally sought faculty to participate in the ADE program who had some experience 

with adult learners, so that they became part of the team that referred learners to wrap-around services. 
Staff called it a “support group for college,” and cited that support as reason for their learners’ success 
(see data section of textbox below). 

• At the South Bay Adult Education Consortium (SBAEC) in the San Diego-Imperial region, adult school 
counselors support each learner through the application forms, course selection, and the Southwestern 
College (SWC) basic needs request form. The adult school can refer learners to partner agencies that 
provide childcare, housing, transportation, health and mental health resources. SWC provides additional 
supports such as a food pantry, clothes closet, and emergency loans. If the support needed isn’t provided 
by either institution, learners are referred to other agencies. 
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It can strengthen ties between adult schools and 
community colleges. Adult dual enrollment programs 
can be a powerful catalyst for strengthening 
partnerships between adult schools and community 
colleges by leveraging the strengths of both 
institutions in providing the comprehensive support 
services that are essential for adult learners’ success. 
Often, partnerships between adult schools and 
community colleges entail close coordination among 
counseling staff across segments, and community 
college counselors are sometimes placed on the adult 
school campus. This exposes these staff to 
prospective dual enrollees and their cross-segmental 
counterparts, which can help both systems develop a 
more nuanced and shared understanding of each 
other and the unique needs of adult learners. 
Furthermore, these partnerships can lead to shared 
professional development opportunities for 
educators, promoting best practices in teaching and 
learning across both settings. 

It helps promote positive outcomes for all students. Although research on adult dual enrollment is 
limited, evidence from K12 dual enrollment programs shows positive outcomes across many student 
populations and skill levels. A 2017 Community College Research Center study found that dual enrollment 
participants were 10% more likely to enroll in college and 7% more likely to earn a bachelor’s degree than 
non-participants (Fink, et. al, 2017). These benefits could extend to adult learners and could be 
particularly impactful for community colleges trying to meet their Vision 2030 goals. 

Who can participate in ADE programs? 

Any adult learner enrolled in an HSD/HSE program at a California adult school or community college may 
participate in an adult dual enrollment program under SB 554. This includes newcomers to the country 
(provided they are over 18 years of age), justice-impacted individuals, and undocumented persons. This 
broad program eligibility reflects the goals of the law: People can experience community college with 
support from their adult school, and nonresident/undocumented persons can begin to log time towards 
residency status, which eventually qualifies them for resident tuition rates and financial aid (assuming 
they transition to full-time college enrollment). 

Increased Enrollment  
● Saddleback College in Orange County offers adult 

education through its noncredit program. When 
the college decided to create an ADE program, it 
identified its credit-bearing short-term, high-
placement CTE programs. This information 
helped adult education counselors advise 
students on programs that could quickly yield a 
return on their educational investment. 

● Delta College recently partnered with their 
regional human services agencies, so that 
CalWorks students without a high school diploma 
are now referred to the SJAEC, where they can 
learn about and participate in Delta’s ADE 
program. 

● At SBAEC, a student in the first ADE cohort 
earned his high school diploma and successfully 
completed his college courses at SWC. He 
subsequently enrolled as a regular full-time SWC 
student the following semester and was hired as 
a college ambassador. He returned to the adult 
school to share his experience and conduct 
outreach for the ADE program. 
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In what kinds of community college courses do ADE students enroll? 

ADE programs can run the gamut from offering exploratory or college experience courses, career 
education/certificate courses, or academic courses. This broad spectrum of offerings enables ADE 
programs to support both adult learners' immediate educational goals and long-term academic or career 
aspirations, bridging secondary education completion and higher education. Students may enroll in up to 
11 units, in all but physical education courses, so decisions about offerings should be informed by the 
requirements of the program and needs of the prospective 
students. 

Early career and academic exploration and proactive advising 
are necessary to support adult learners in their program or 
pathway selection. Although learners are assessed for their 
academic readiness, some may find the rigor of college courses 
to be beyond their expectations. Agencies2 seeking to establish 
ADE programs must thoughtfully consider whether to adopt an 
"à la carte" model or a more structured approach. An "à la 
carte" model allows students to select community college 
courses based on availability and interest. In contrast, a purposeful model offers a more intentional and 
structured engagement featuring a limited set of opportunities, such as a community college writing 
course, designed to lead into specific community college programs or pathways. This purposeful 
approach presumes curriculum alignment between adult education and community college programs. 

Following are models of instruction in which college-level ADE courses might be offered: 
• Students take courses on the community college campus, taught by community college faculty 
• Students take courses on campus at their adult school taught by community college faculty 
• Students take courses on campus at their adult school taught by adult school faculty qualified by 

the community college to teach college-level courses 
• Students take courses in a hybrid format, combining on-campus and online elements, taught by 

community college or qualified adult school faculty 
• Students take courses entirely online, facilitated by either community college or qualified adult 

school faculty 
 

Each approach has benefits and drawbacks. On-campus courses, for example, offer adult learners direct 
exposure to the college environment, but may present logistical challenges. Courses taught at adult 
schools provide familiar settings but might limit students’ access to the college experience, as well as to 
the myriad services and supports provided to community college students. Hybrid and online options 
increase flexibility and accessibility, particularly for working adults or those with family responsibilities, 
but require digital literacy skills and reliable access to required technology, and may be less suited to 
some program areas than to others. As with selecting course offerings, the choice of instructional model 

 
2 K12 school districts, community colleges, and other organizations (e.g., workforce agencies, public libraries) that provide 
education and career training to adults are called “agencies” in California. 

College Courses 
Community colleges offer a wide range 
of courses. In the San Diego-Imperial 
region, SBAEC students in the ADE 
program were given access to that 
broad range at SWC, after meeting with 
counselors and discussing goals. Some 
of the courses these students took 
include Business, Communications, 
Cybersecurity, and Economics. 
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should be guided by a careful consideration of student needs, institutional resources, and overall vision 
for the program. 

Getting started developing an ADE program 

Establishing an ADE program is a multifaceted process. It might begin with an informational flyer shared 
with the community college partner, laying out how an ADE program could work: what the adult school 
would be responsible for (e.g., marketing, eligibility, student tracking and support), and what would be in 
it for the community college (e.g., increased access for an underserved population, increased enrollment, 
stronger partnership). Leaders and other interest holders might then consider taking the following 
collaborative steps toward developing a meaningful and successful ADE program.  
 
1. Establish a Shared Vision for ADE. Community college and adult school partners interested in 

developing an ADE program should engage in facilitated conversations to define the collective vision 
for what the program might achieve for participating institutions and students. These conversations, 
which should be frank and specific, will define what constitutes success, the resources needed to 
achieve it, and the level of agency support and financial investment. 

An essential facet of the visioning process should include how and which data on student interest, 
enrollment, and achievement will be 
collected, stored, and utilized. A data sharing 
agreement may be necessary to create a 
cross-institution database, and an 
institutional researcher may need to be 
engaged to help identify important data 
points and to run analyses. 

Participants involved in the visioning process 
will vary, depending on the size of the 
institutions and the scale of the planned 
initiative. At a minimum, however, they 
should include at least one individual from 
each agency responsible for strategic 
leadership and instruction, admissions and 
records, and counseling, as well as existing 
dual enrollment coordinators. Ideally, 
someone at the community college Vice 
President level will become a champion for 
the effort. The table below suggests 
potential visioning partners across each 
segment: 

Vision 
● Leaders at the SJAEC described their prime 

motivation for developing an ADE program as 
“building the equitable bridge,” particularly for 
undocumented adults, since SB 554 provides tuition-
free access to college without regard to residency. 

● The SBAEC and SWC decided to partner on an ADE 
program because leaders at both institutions felt 
that dual enrollment would improve adult learner 
transition to community college, a common goal for 
both. 

Data 
● ERAE created a spreadsheet that was accessible to 

both adult school and community college staff, which 
SBAEC later adapted for its context. The spreadsheet 
contained fields such as student information, goals, 
and progress so that both schools could keep track of 
where students were in the application process, what 
courses they enrolled in, their educational goals, and 
their progress (see Helpful Resources below). 

● The SJAEC has been collecting ADE data for long 
enough to see not just high school diploma 
attainment, but also student progression through 
community college — after their ADE experience. 
Their results show that ADE program participants are 
outperforming the Delta College general student 
population in degree or certificate completion (SJAEC 
CAEP Annual Plan, 2024, p. 8). 
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Potential Community College 
Participants 

Potential Adult School Participants 

President 
Vice Presidents,  

Deans, Associate Deans 
Chief Financial Officer 

Director of Admissions & Records 
Dual Enrollment Coordinator(s) 

Counselors 
Outreach Staff 

ESL, CTE, or other discipline leads 
Public Information Officer (PIO) 

Superintendent 
Principal and Assistant Principals 

Adult Education Transition Specialists  
Counselors 
Teachers 

ESL, CTE, or other subject matter leads 

 
By the end of this first planning phase, the team should have a good understanding of what the intent 
of the ADE program is and where to focus efforts.  

 
2. Bolster Systems and Processes to Support the Program Vision. Implementing a successful adult 

dual enrollment program requires that both community college and adult school administrative 
functions are well prepared to support it. The visioning process may reveal gaps in institutional 
capacity, which need to be addressed before engaging with students. Institutions should work to 
resolve administrative hurdles that could impact student access and success prior to beginning to 
enroll students.  

Current community college management information systems (MIS) do not necessarily include data 
flags for “adult education special admit student” or a flag to prevent such students from being 
identified as a first-time student or continuing student, so as not to jeopardize their eligibility for 
financial aid and First Year Experience programs. These are the kinds of details that should be clarified 
in partner meetings and terms of agreement such as Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs).  

For example, certain trigger events during the application process could impact student eligibility. It is 
not uncommon for adult learners interested in ADE to have previously taken a community college 
course, which might flag them as returning students and make them ineligible for First Year 
Experience (FYE) programs, despite remaining eligible for ADE. How students previously answered 
questions on the CCCApply application could also affect their eligibility. 

Likewise, certain courses can trigger the start of the "financial aid clock," the limited period during 
which a community college student is eligible to receive certain forms of financial aid. Students need 
to understand that failing a course or having a low GPA can affect their future financial aid eligibility. 
By identifying these students as special admit students early in the process, community colleges can 
prevent inadvertent eligibility issues for various programs. 
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3. Establish Functional Teams and Student Support Systems. 
After addressing administrative barriers, it is paramount that the 
human networks needed to ensure student success are in place. 
While the configuration of functional teams may vary based on 
program design, an effective approach would involve ensuring 
that each functional role students encounter at their adult 
school has a counterpart at the community college. These 
counterparts should meet regularly to discuss student 
performance and support needs, as well as participate in larger 
cross-segmental team meetings to share insights and progress 
with other stakeholders.  

Implementing early alert systems to identify struggling students can also help faculty and staff 
proactively step in to provide support. Finally, providing ongoing professional development 
opportunities for faculty and staff involved in the design and implementation of the ADE program can 
better equip them to address challenges as they arise.  

Onward 

Adult dual enrollment is a “win-win.” The win for adults includes tuition-free community college courses 
and the opportunity to benefit from all that the community college has to offer, including transfer and 
career preparation options. The win for community colleges is boosting enrollments in a way that opens 
the door to many adults who had not previously considered college; more enrollments translate to more 
apportionment dollars and more opportunities to meet community college enrollment, Strong 
Workforce, and Vision 2030 goals. 

To date, the Chancellor’s Office has provided minimal guidance on developing ADE programs under SB 
554. Areas that could use statewide guidance include student tracking and partnership agreements. Such 
guidance from the state will hasten implementation, but until then, the San Diego-Imperial Counties 
region has local role models in the two partnerships highlighted in the callout boxes above.  

The ERAE and SBAEC have led the way with respect to ADE in the region and their strategies and solutions 
presented in this brief can help other community colleges understand and become motivated to 
implement ADE. These agencies report that the rewards of seeing their students thrive in community 
college were well worth the effort. Although each community college and adult education partnership 
will travel its own path to ADE, the steps outlined in broad strokes above can provide a useful starting 
point. 
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Systems 
SBAEC program coordinators advise 
that functional teams meet often 
and make sure the next steps are 
clear. They suggest having agencies 
that have already implemented ADE 
“on speed dial” to discuss issues as 
the program is being developed, 
while recognizing that every 
agency/community college 
partnership functions differently.  
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brief. 

Helpful Resources 

● Text of SB 554 legislation 
● Chancellor’s Office SB 554 guidance memorandum, Aug. 19, 2020 
● Mollica, J. & Simon, P. (2022). CAEP adult dual enrollment: Lessons and opportunities. 

https://caladulted.org/DownloadFile/1264 
● East Region Adult Education (ERAE) Consortium / Grossmont-Cuyamaca Community College 

District (GCCCD)’s informational video 
● South Bay Adult Education Consortium (SBAEC) / Southwestern College (SWC)’s Terms of 

Partnership 
● SBAEC / SWC’s Student Information Template 
● San Diego/Imperial County Regional Consortium’s Early College Credit resources, including SB 554 
● Changes to CCCApply to comply with SB 554, March 14, 2020 
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