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Learning Improves with Age 
The upside of college as an adult  
 
Susan M. Ifill was 34 when she went 
back to school. She already had an 
undergraduate degree in biology, 
earned at UMass-Dartmouth, but her 
career had taken her in a different 
direction. After a decade in positions at 
Bank of America, she enrolled at 
Cambridge College, where she earned 
a master’s in management and 
certification in negotiation and conflict 
resolution. Today, Ifill is senior vice 
president at Bank of America, where 
she is market manager for premier 
banking and investments. 
 
"Cambridge College’s program is 
designed for working adults," says Ifill. 
"Faculty recognize work commitments 
and personal schedules. There was 
zero difficulty making the courses fit 
into my life. 
 
The best thing about [graduate school] was having lots of time pressure that gave me the gift of 
flawless execution within tight time frames. The difficulty was simply a lack of sleep." 
 
Not many of us know what we want to be when we’re 17. It often takes years of work 
experience, and maturity, to find a career we enjoy. In fact, adults today, on average, change 
careers three times during their lifetime. As a result, students over the age of 21 tend to be 
highly motivated and focused. Ifill was already well versed in financial services but had 
observed that while the most technically sound, or highest achieving, individuals were promoted 
to management, they didn’t always make the best managers. A master’s degree in 
management would prepare her better for the future.  
 
Struggling novelists study creative writing to become published authors. Professionals take 
business courses to leave large firms and become their own bosses. Sales executives learn 
Spanish to keep up with changes in the marketplace. The reasons adults return to school are 
as varied as the courses offered. 
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"The experience of being a working adult acts as an anchor for new learning," says Mahesh 
Sharma, president of Cambridge College, where the average age of undergraduates is 35, for 
graduate students it’s 39. "It provides a way to receive and conceptualize the information. 
Working professionals bring to class a host of questions that arise in their own workdays. They 
can use the information right away, applying it in professional, personal, family, and community 
settings, which means they feel empowered. It makes them better students." 
 
Mark Sciegaj, Lasell College’s director of graduate programs, agrees: "It is these life 
experiences that give the students a richness that enhances their contributions to the learning 
process." The majority of graduate students at Newton-based Lasell are mid-career, says 
Sciegaj, many of them drawn to the college’s master’s degrees in elder care management and 
elder care marketing. 
 
Undergraduates in their 20s and beyond often enroll despite many hurdles, adds Sharma. 
"They may have placed limitations on themselves based on past experience or their station in 
life. They are still asking, ‘Is higher education for me? Am I worth it? How will I manage to fit 
academics in with the rest of my life?’" Academic and financial aid counselors are available to 
help. 
 
Catherine Leahy Brine Educational Consultants offers a variety of educational advancement 
programs for educators, including Department of Education-approved professional licensure 
programs in early childhood, elementary education, and 11 secondary education content areas. 
Students’ ages range from the mid-20s to mid-50s. 
 
"Our underlying philosophy is that we all learn from each other, instructors and students, 
experienced and new, engaged together as members of a true learning community," says 
President Catherine Leahy Brine. "Our faculty members are all currently or recently employed 
as school practitioners. Their work experience is therefore authentic. This strikes a chord with 
our students." 
 
Authentic experience that’s immediately applicable: If that strikes a chord with you, don’t let 
your age keep you from going back to school.  
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