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Growth in non-degree programs 
is not without its challenges
BY MERYL HERR AND 
DEBORAH H.C. GIN

ATS collected the age ranges of students enrolled in 

non-degree programs in 2021 and 2023. In 2023, 60 per-

cent of enrolled non-degree students were age 40 or 

older, with more than a third of all non-degree students 

age 50 or older.

https://lillyendowment.org/pathways-for-tomorrow-initiative/
https://lillyendowment.org/pathways-for-tomorrow-initiative/
https://www.ats.edu/Standards-Of-Accreditation
https://www.ats.edu/Standards-Of-Accreditation


In 2023, ATS began tracking admissions data for non-de-

gree students to identify patterns of recruitment to matric-

ulation. The chart below shows applicants, acceptances, 

and new enrollments for non-degree students in 2023 and 

2024. Between 2023 and 2024, non-degree applicants in-

creased by 38 percent, acceptances by 32 percent, and 

new enrollments by 44 percent.

These statistics do not account for all non-degree students, 

though. Many institutions offer non-degree learning path-

ways that are not credit bearing, yet ATS has not required 

institutions to report on these programs and the students 

enrolled in them. Our research into non-degree programs 

began with a mapping project to help us understand the 

breadth of non-degree programs in ATS schools.

Insights from Chief Academic Officers

The first phase of the research iThe first phase of the research involved a brief survey to 

CAOs. We received 147 responses representing 57 per-

cent of the institutions invited to complete the survey. We 

sought to discover how many schools are offering or con-

sidering offering non-degree programs, the types of pro-

grams they offer, reasons why schools offer their non-de-

gree programs, the best qualities of schools’ non-degree 

programs, and key challenges faced by schools offering 

non-degree programs. Here is some of what we learned. 

Institutions are at varying stages of the journey

At the time of the studAt the time of the study, we found that two-thirds had 

been offering non-degree programs for five years or more. 

Eighteen percent had been offering them between 0 and 5 

years, 6 percent were developing but not offering non-de-

gree programs, 5 percent were considering offering 

non-degree programs, and 5 percent said they were not 

interested in offering non-degree programs.

We are not interested in offering non-degree programs.

We are considering offering non-degree programs.

We are developing, but not currently offering non-degree programs.

We have been offering non-degree programs for 0-5 years.

We have been offering non-degree programs for more than 5 years.

COLLOQUY
DECEMBER 2025

%



COLLOQUY
DECEMBER 2025



COLLOQUY
DECEMBER 2025

    when no scholarships or financial aid are available 

     to them.

Though an outlier in the data, the respondent from one in-

stitution wondered if their institution’s ATS accreditation 

could be in jeopardy if non-degree enrollment continues to 

eclipse enrollment in their accredited degree programs.

Reflections and future research

Our research shows that, while non-degree progOur research shows that, while non-degree programs 

appear to be quite prolific in the ATS ecosystem, we 

collectively have much more to learn about these pro-

grams. ATS hopes to contribute to this learning 

through this research initiative. The next phase of the 

mapping study will be a survey to non-degree program 

directors later this fall. Early in 2026, we plan to inter-

view representatives from a sample of institutions to 

do an in-depth exploration of how they develop, fund, 

and administer their programs. Finally, in April 2026, 

we will convene a wide variety of stakeholders to 

dream together about the future of non-degree pro-

grams in theological education.
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