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ABSTRACT 

Denison-Furness, Jane M., Transitioning from Soldier to Student: A Phenomenological 

Study of Military Service Member and Veteran Students at an Oregon Community 

College.  Doctor of Education, May 2020, Sam Houston State University, Huntsville, 

Texas. 

Due to drastic reductions in deployment and an increase in the number of 

individuals taking advantage of educational benefits under the post-9/11 GI Bill of 2009, 

the number of military students on today’s college campuses continues to increase, year 

after year.  Meeting the needs of military service member and veteran students requires 

specialized training and an understanding of the unique challenges they face during the 

transition from the military to civilian life.  This study looked at the experiences of 

military students in transition at a community college in order to share their lived 

experience and to determine whether higher education is meeting their needs.  By 

considering the experiences of these students, this study was able to examine how 

andragogy, college environments and processes, and the structure of college classrooms 

can be adapted to meet the needs of today’s military student.  

KEY WORDS:  Veterans, Transition, Traumatic brain injury, Post-traumatic stress 

disorder, Post-secondary education. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Since 1944, the US Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) has provided 

educational assistance to veterans, a benefit which has changed higher education, the 

American economy, and the future of generations of Americans.  Although the GI Bill 

has undergone many changes and iterations since the original Servicemen’s Readjustment 

Act of 1944, educational benefits have remained a core component of the compensation 

provided to military service member and veteran (MSMVs) students.  In the 10 years 

(2000 to 2011) following 9/11, the number of students taking advantage of educational 

benefits more than doubled.  By 2018, approximately 800,000 individuals accessed 

educational benefits under the post-9/11 GI Bill (Dortch, 2018).  In all, that resulted in 

just over $12 billion in funding for fiscal year 2018 (Dortch, 2018).  However, a growing 

body of research from the past 10 years points to a number of challenges MSMVs face 

when transitioning from combat to college.   

MSMVs experience a number of unique stressors, hurdles, and obstacles that 

colleges are sometimes ill-prepared to mitigate.  This was certainly true at the public 

colleges where the majority of MSMVs (79.2%) in Cate’s (2014) Million Records Project 

chose to access their benefits.  An online article by Ginder-Vogel (2012) reported that 

88% of veterans drop out during their first year of college—statistics which are consistent 

with a number of reports documenting low persistence rates for this population.  This 

means that attrition rates for veterans (especially during the first year of college) far 

outpace those of non-veteran students.  Although some studies (e.g., Ackerman, 

DiRamio, & Mitchell, 2009; Elliott, Gonzalez, & Larsen, 2011; Semer & Harmening, 
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2015) have been conducted to identify the challenges associated with these statistics, 

little research has been done concerning veterans and community colleges, where the 

majority of veterans access their educational benefits (Borsari et al., 2017; Heineman, 

2017; Jenner, 2017; Rumann & Hamrick, 2010).  Lastly, Borsari et al. (2017) pointed out 

an increase in the number of non-peer reviewed documents that focus on issues faced by 

MSMVs—a “four-fold increase in the literature” (p. 2) from 2012 to 2017.  Collectively, 

this points to the need for rigorous research that seeks to understand the needs of this 

student population in order to guide policy and programs that can make substantive 

change in real time. 

All students face challenges transitioning to college; however, many military 

students struggle with additional challenges unique to this population, like accessing 

benefits from the VA, finding employment, family readjustment and reintegration, and 

navigating the difficulty of visible and invisible injuries (e.g., depression, post-traumatic 

stress disorder, traumatic brain injury).  The largest study to date, the Million Records 

Project done by Cate (2014), looked at 898,895 veterans over a 10-year period.  Cate 

(2014) found that MSMVs earn postsecondary degrees as often as their non-military 

peers, but it often takes them longer, which can be problematic because educational 

benefits are limited to 36 months.  Although there are ways to extend funding, this 

information is not shared widely nor consistently reported (Dortch, 2018).  Additionally, 

proprietary institutions often take advantage of MSMVs due to the ease of access to 

educational benefits under the Post-9/11 GI Bill.  Therefore, meeting the needs of 

MSMVs requires training in working with these issues and an understanding of the 

unique challenges MSMVs face.  This raises a number of questions about whether 
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colleges are prepared to work to meet the needs (physical, cognitive, and non-cognitive) 

of these students.  By recording the experiences of MSMVs, this study examined how 

administration, faculty, staff, and the structure of community colleges can best meet the 

needs of the next generation of American scholars.  

Background of the Study 

Describing the challenges faced by military students is complex and requires an 

understanding of the unique characteristics and challenges students face.  According to 

Ahern, Foster, and Head (2015), approximately 1 million veterans who served in the War 

on Terror (aka the Global War on Terrorism) have filed or will file for disability benefits.  

Additionally, the US Department of Veterans Affairs reported that around 800,000 

veterans and eligible dependents have already accessed these benefits, but this still 

represents “only about a third of all eligible veterans aged 18-40” (Ahern et al., 2015, p. 

77).  A growing number of these students (almost half) have filed for disability benefits 

and of these students, the most common disabilities identified are posttraumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD), depression, and traumatic brain injury (TBI), which by all estimates are 

underdiagnosed (Ahern et al., 2015).   

In addition, post-secondary schools and instructors often lack training in working 

with students with complex cognitive and physical sequelae, which puts these students at 

much higher risk for academic failure (Brown & Gross, 2011; Education Working Group, 

2012).  Therefore, the growing number of military students in higher education and the 

prevalence of students with invisible injuries makes meeting the needs of this population 

a critical issue for educators and administrators (Helms & Libertz, 2014).  Working with 

institutions to find creative ways to meet these needs must include improving dedicated 
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support services for MSMVs and training and professional development for faculty who 

work with students. 

 The articles and reports reviewed for this research study demonstrate how little is 

actually known about MSMVs in higher education, especially those who attend 

community college.  Research on meeting the needs of these students does, however, 

point conclusively to the need for administrators, faculty, and staff to “receive education 

to increase knowledge and skill in working with veterans and military personnel” (Ahern 

et al., 2015, p. 79).  In order to better assist military students, a clear assessment of the 

unique challenges community college students face needs be conducted.  According to 

Servicemembers Opportunity Colleges (SOC; Education Working Group, 2012), 

relatively few research studies have been done on this population and little research 

outside of the study by Cate (2014) has been longitudinal or has been conducted with an 

adequate sample size.   

The SOC (Education Working Group; 2012) also calls for outlining a method for 

collecting data on military students from post-secondary institutions, something that is 

currently missing from the research.  This would help create a better picture of student 

persistence and learning outcomes, which could be used to improve access to and 

utilization of educational assistance.  To date, many colleges and universities have been 

inconsistent with the way in which they define a military student and in their methods for 

collecting and reporting data on outcomes (Education Working Group, 2012).  This has 

made determining the success of military students spurious and misleading, at best.   

Metrics used for assessing college student persistence and degree completion vary 

widely by institution, and these discrepancies fail to identify areas where colleges are 
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falling short of meeting these students’ needs (Molina & Morse, 2015; Education 

Working Group, 2012).  It is important to recognize that identifying and helping military 

students with complex challenges is especially problematic for smaller colleges and 

universities with limited resources (Karp & Klempin, 2016; Education Working Group, 

2012).  In 2010, educators working with the SOC met to address some of these problems 

(Education Working Group, 2012).  This group created a common set of working 

definitions and variables for collecting data on MSMVs by post-secondary institutions, 

but much more than recommendations and good intentions are needed to make 

substantive changes in a timely manner (Education Working Group, 2012).  Additionally, 

these recommendations have not been adopted by many institutions, who continue to 

define MSMVs and student success with varied descriptors and parameters.  

Statement of the Problem 

Few rigorous, longitudinal studies (e.g., Cate, 2014; Radford, 2009) have been 

conducted on the state of military students who have attended college under the Post-9/11 

GI Bill.  Additionally, most of the existing empirical research has focused on studies 

about post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and traumatic brain injury (TBI) (e.g., 

Bryan, Bryan, Hinkson, Bichrest, & Ahern, 2014; Helms & Libertz, 2014).  It is also 

important to point out that the studies reviewed focused mainly on issues related to 

transition or help-seeking behavior at 4-year institutions (e.g., Rumann & Hamrick, 2010; 

Semer, 2015).  Finally, much of what has been written in articles on MSMVs relied on a 

limited amount of available research from the past 10 years.  Understanding the 

challenges inherent with transitioning from the military to civilian life are well 

documented, yet the additional challenge of transitioning from soldier to student, 
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especially at a community college, remains in the margins of research and the shadow of 

discussions involving overall student success.  By limiting the discussion (i.e., PTSD and 

TBI, universities), a great deal of the complexity of the experience of MSMVs is ignored.  

Consequently, institutions miss the opportunity to take advantage of the opportunity to 

support these students on their path toward success. 

The challenges MSMVs face are as varied as students themselves.  Their 

experiences include but are not limited to “invisible injuries” often associated with 

military service—challenges like blast related trauma, PTSD, TBI, military sexual 

trauma, depression, and anxiety (collectively, these injuries are sometimes referred to as 

poly-trauma or injury duality).  Often undiagnosed, these physical and psychological 

challenges can result in struggles with course completion, creating a sense of isolation for 

individuals who are accustomed to the camaraderie and strict culture of the military, 

which encourages MSMVs to solve problems for themselves without asking for 

assistance (Elliott et al., 2011).   

The list of possible invisible injuries provides a snapshot of the complexity of 

college experiences many of these students face.  Students with physical disabilities 

encounter issues related to access while students with cognitive or behavioral challenges 

often struggle in silence with little to no support from institutions of higher learning in 

part because these students often do not self-disclose their disabilities.  MSMVs who 

have suffered physical injury often have to navigate the labyrinth of accessing healthcare 

associated with the Veterans Administration (VA).  Additionally, many community 

colleges (where the majority of veterans access educational benefits) lack coordinated 

services for MSMVs.  Few community colleges offer healthcare services or any type of 
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coordinated care outside of processing educational benefits, which adds to the burden 

these students experience as they face not one but two historically complicated social 

systems (the VA and higher education).  

Advances in protective gear and medical technology have drastically improved 

survival rates for blast-related injuries and injuries from blunt-force trauma.  Because of 

this, students arrive on campus with complicated sequelae that are often a combination of 

physical, cognitive, and behavioral needs.  This inherently suggests that institutions 

should be prepared to offer a much more informed response to the ways in which 

reintegration and coordination of care are handled (Church, 2009; Vance & Miller, 2009).  

For example, MSMVs who use educational benefits may be placed into developmental 

coursework, even if they previously took or placed into transfer level coursework before 

becoming injured or before entering the military.  Because many of these students did not 

receive accommodations in high school, traditional accommodations for disabilities may 

be inadequate (Church, 2009).  Support for these students requires integrating holistic 

services that recognize traditional support may not be ready to help these students 

transition successfully from soldier to student.  

Although the number of MSMVs entering college continues to increase, college 

instructors and administrators often lack training in working with this student population 

(Elliott, 2015).  This lack of knowledge adds to the challenges faced in community 

college classrooms, where students with learning disabilities (LD) are twice as likely to 

enroll, whether they served in the military or not (McGregor et al., 2016).  Because 

institutions of higher learning vary on how they recognize or identify veterans and active 

duty service members, research often limits which students are included when reporting 
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information about this population (Education Working Group, 2012).  Often students 

self-identify concerning their military status, so it is difficult to accurately gauge whether 

communication and surveys are reaching the entire population of MSMVs on campuses 

(Cate, 2014).  Relying on data that only captures students who access educational 

benefits is also problematic because MSMVs access limited benefits for a variety of 

reasons which may not result in the identification of their military status.  Lastly, a look 

at current research reveals that varying definitions of what constitutes an MSMV 

complicates the process of identifying and helping these students (DiRamio & Jarvis, 

2011; Education Working Group, 2012).  Higher education struggles to identify, support, 

and understand the complex reality of transitioning from the military to the classroom, 

which is leaving many students without support as their educational benefits are used up 

long before they reach their educational goals.  

Although the amount of literature and research on MSMVs has grown in the past 

10 years, what is known about this student population continues to be scarce and limited 

(Bichrest, 2013; Cate, 2014; Griffin & Gilbert, 2012).  A review of existing research 

revealed a marked focus on issues related to transition, demonstrating a growing 

awareness of the challenges students face moving from military to civilian life 

(Ackerman et al., 2009; DiRamio & Spires, 2009; Heineman, 2017; Naphan & Elliot 

2015; Vacchi, 2012).  Another body of research focused on brain injury and the need for 

better strategies designed to help veterans cope with related challenges while on the road 

to recovery (Ahern et al., 2015; Helms & Libertz, 2014; MacLennan & MacLennan, 

2008; Vance & Miller, 2009; Wang, Ding, Teodorski, Mahajan, & Cooper, 2016).  

Challenges faced by women and LGBTQ+ MSMVs represented a very limited amount of 
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research that mostly examined issues related to the history of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell 

(DADT), military sexual trauma (MST), and the power dynamic that influences the help-

seeking behavior for these at-risk populations (Ackerman et al., 2009; DiRamio, Jarvis, 

Iverson, Seher, & Anderson, 2015; Heineman, 2017; Osborne, 2013; Street, Vogt, & 

Dutra, 2009).  

Some studies estimated that up to two million veterans are expected to take 

advantage of educational benefits by 2020, even though the majority of colleges and 

institutions lack dedicated support programs or personnel trained in working with these 

students (Jones, 2013).  This is especially relevant at community colleges, where the 

majority of veterans (~40%) will access their educational benefits (Karp & Klempin, 

2016).  During the 1940s and 1950s, the original GI Bill (the Servicemen’s Readjustment 

Act of 1944) was responsible for tripling enrollment across the nation, an investment that 

changed the American workforce by making college attainable for the middle class 

(Bannier, 2006).  Today’s Post-9/11 GI Bill and the new Forever GI Bill have the 

potential to significantly impact the workforce by expanding enrollment, which could 

once again improve the lives of several generations by providing access to higher 

education.   

Just as they did after WWII, community colleges are poised to be the epicenter of 

a movement to provide access to education for a generation of Americans. Unfortunately, 

research demonstrates that training for university and college personnel in dealing with 

the challenges faced by MSMVs is limited to disability services and too often focuses 

solely on the effects of TBI and PTSD, which stigmatizes students and impedes, rather 

than improves understanding (Borsari et al., 2017).  MSMVs with visible and invisible 
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injuries may or may not access disability services (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011).  This means 

faculty and administrators need training in order to understand and meet the needs of 

students, whether they self-identify or not.  This is a responsibility that is not uncommon 

nor unfamiliar for those working in open-access institutions, but the type and extent of 

polytrauma these students have experienced is unique and unprecedented (Church, 2009).  

The results of this study can be used to assist college administrators and 

instructional staff as they seek to understand the lived experience of MSMVs in order to 

help these students succeed.  By exploring the shared experience of a number of MSMVs, 

faculty, staff, and administrators can better meet the needs of students who have 

sacrificed so much for so long in service to their country.  As part of the growing body of 

research exploring the experience of MSMVs, this study can be used to guide the 

formation of policies and procedures designed to improve MSMV support services, 

especially for community colleges with limited funding and resources.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to understand the lived experiences of military 

service members and veteran students enrolled in college coursework at a mid-size 

community college.  Interviewing MSMVs at a community college in a largely rural area 

best represented the type of institution this population of students choose to attend.  Most 

existing research on MSMVs has been conducted at universities, 4-year colleges, or large 

community colleges (Ackerman et al., 2009; Brown, 2014; Persky, 2010; Semer, 2015).  

Consequently, little research has explored the ways in which small and mid-size 

community colleges with limited funding and smaller overall student populations are 

meeting the needs of military students.  Creating programs and services that are feasible 
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and effective requires understanding the needs of students in light of the capabilities and 

limitations of smaller institutions. 

Narratives and interviews collected were used to describe the experiences of 

military students, especially through their participation in the college experience both 

inside and outside of the classroom.  This research study sought to discover the ways in 

which colleges and instructors meet the distinct needs of students transitioning from the 

military to civilian life while attending an institution of higher learning.  Findings 

collected through interviews can then be used to inform policy, pedagogy, and promising 

practices that best meets the needs of all students, not just MSMVs.   

Educational Significance 

A 2016 study by the Veterans Administration found that (on average) 20 veterans 

take their life every day, which demonstrates the stress this population experiences when 

transitioning from the military to civilian life.  This same study found that since 2001, the 

number of deaths by suicide has increased 62.4% for female veterans and 29.7% for male 

veterans (US Department of Veterans Affairs, 2016).  This same report showed that 

students who do not utilize the VA are at much higher risk of suicide, which signals how 

important access to support can be for this at-risk population.  One study of student 

veterans (n = 628) by Rudd, Goulding, and Bryan (2011) found that 46% of participants 

reported thinking regularly about suicide, with 20% of these individuals reporting they 

created a plan and 7.7% reporting they made at least one attempt.  Even though services 

(on and off campus) exist to help MSMVs, a number of factors inhibit help seeking, 

which means colleges and universities must play catch up to meet the needs of these 

students in a timely manner.  According to Ahern et al. (2015) and MacLennan and 
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MacLennan (2008), military students do not always seek assistance though to date, few 

studies have evaluated the help-seeking behavior of MSMVs who have experienced 

challenges transitioning to college culture and the college environment.   

In light of the limited scope and amount of existing research, this 

phenomenological research study looked to gain a greater understanding of the lived 

experience of military service member and veteran students who attend community 

college after serving in the military.  The educational significance of this study involved 

gaining greater insight into these students’ shared experience working through the 

process of transition and reintegration.  Additionally, it is important to better understand 

how community colleges currently meet the needs of these students, in order to also 

understand how under-resourced institutions can improve the ways in which they support 

MSMVs.  This can in turn provide a foundation for creating, proposing, and supporting 

programs that meet the needs of all students, including military students.  

Theoretical Framework 

The first theoretical framework used in this study was the Health Belief Model 

(HBM), which was developed in the 1950s as a way of framing individual health within a 

social context (Hayden, 2009).  This model provided a framework for understanding the 

influences that prompted individuals to both seek and accept assistance.  As one of the 

most widely used models for understanding health behaviors, it was useful because it 

helped explain and predict what inhibited or motivated individuals to seek assistance.  

Developed by a group of researchers at the US Public Health Service, the model was 

created in order to understand why campaigns to promote free or low-cost public health 

screenings were largely ineffective (Champion & Skinner, 2008).   The social 
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psychologists who developed the model were influenced by Lewin’s (1936) Field 

Theory, which proposed (in part) that the perceived world an individual inhabits 

determines the actions an individual will and will not take.  A 2015 study by Zarrett 

utilized the HBM to propose a curriculum for families of combat veterans with post-

traumatic stress symptoms (PTSS).  Veterans in the study were reluctant to seek help, so 

the curriculum was designed to provide assistance geared toward implementing social 

action.  Zarrett (2015) used this framework to support the premise that the military 

culture of honor and self-sufficiency interfered with students’ ability to seek and receive 

assistance.  Similarly, in this study the HBM provided a clear framework for 

understanding help-seeking behavior and guidance for discussions about the experiences 

of military students transitioning to post-secondary education at a community college.  

The HBM relies on six constructs that are used to explain the behavior of 

individuals, including perceived seriousness, susceptibility, benefits, barriers, cues to 

action, and self-efficacy (Champion & Skinner, 2008).  Viewing the experience of 

military students through these constructs allowed for greater understanding about the 

choices students made when asking for and receiving assistance.  Additionally, the HBM 

provided options for understanding choices military students made during the course of 

an academic term.  This was especially useful when considering students who 

experienced post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), traumatic brain injury (TBI), 

depression, anxiety, polytrauma, behavioral or mental disorders, or comorbid conditions.  

These diagnoses are much more common in military students than in the general student 

population, so using the HBM to better understand MSMVs lived experience allowed for 
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a more nuanced understanding of the way perceptions influenced the choices students 

made during an academic term.  

The first construct, perceived seriousness, addresses an individual’s convictions 

concerning the seriousness of a challenge and the real possibility of a negative or 

undesired consequence (Champion & Skinner, 2008).  This perception is often based on 

knowledge and experience unique to each individual.  The next construct, perceived 

susceptibility, is one of the more influential constructs used to motivate an individual 

(Champion & Skinner, 2008).  Hayden (2009) mentioned that an individual’s likelihood 

of changing their behavior increased with the perception of greater risk.  Rosenstock 

(1974) elaborated on this idea by stating that both perceived seriousness and perceived 

susceptibility rely, at least in part, on an individual’s knowledge of a situation.  

Importantly, combining these two constructs can be a powerful motivator for either 

changing behavior or taking action.  This is especially important for educators to 

understand as they are in a unique position to influence MSMVs by providing 

information that could help students make informed choices.  

The next construct, perceived benefits, is often viewed as options or alternatives 

that address how useful an action may appear to be to an individual (Hayden, 2009).  

Conversely, negative influences may serve as perceived barriers (Hayden, 2009).  These 

perceptions can be powerful deterrents as well as one of the more difficult perceptions to 

attempt to change. For military students, these two constructs are of particular importance 

because they represent the internal and external struggles individuals face when 

confronting academic challenges.  
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The final two constructs, cues to action and self-efficacy, were added to the 

original model in order to address the people, ideas, or things that prompt individuals to 

take action (Hayden, 2009).  By using the HBM as a lens for understanding the 

challenges military students encounter, researchers can better understand barriers and 

where they exist in order to design programs that can increase students’ ability to succeed 

and persist.  Many of the physical and psychological reasons behind the struggles student 

veterans face (e.g., TBI, PTSD, depression, anxiety) have not been explored as constructs 

for understanding the choices they make.  Because the HBM has been used widely to 

understand both perceptions and choice, it was a useful lens for exploring the decisions 

military students made concerning their academic career.  

Additionally, this study also used Tinto’s (1975) model of student departure, 

which suggests that students who are able to integrate successfully into the college 

community are more likely to persist (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011).  Viewing 

this model through a modern lens means taking a holistic approach to student retention 

(Tinto, 2000).  An updated view of Tinto’s original 1975 model focuses more specifically 

on the influence that learning strategies have on student retention.  Demetriou and 

Schmitz-Sciborski (2011) asserted that interactions with faculty on campus influence not 

only students’ sense of connection to college culture but also their ability to successfully 

navigate the college environment, which affects persistence and retention.  By looking at 

why students succeed, rather than why they fail (e.g., the pathology of student problems), 

the authors identified a shift in focus concerning retention study and practice.  This new 

focus looked at motivational strategies including but not limited to attribution theory, 
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theories of expectancy, academic self-concept, and motivational orientation and optimism 

(Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011).   

DiRamio and Jarvis (2011) elaborated on Tinto’s (1975) model by creating an 

adaptation of institutional departure for student veterans.  Beginning with the attributes 

Tinto (1975) associated with traditional-age students (e.g., family background, prior 

schooling, socioeconomic status), the authors added attributes associated with transition 

from the military to higher education, such as financial matters, health concerns and 

physical disabilities, and psychological and adjustment difficulties.  Under this iteration 

(called Transition 2.0), DiRamio and Jarvis (2011) noted the importance of forming 

strong peer ties (first with fellow veterans, then with the larger campus community) in 

order to move from marginality to centrality.  The authors stressed that this exposure to 

the intellectual rigor of the college community is vital for cognitive development and 

successful transition from soldier to student.   

Finally, DiRamio and Jarvis (2011) used an adaptation of Schlossberg’s 4S 

Transition Model, which outlined the major factors than can influence an adult’s capacity 

to change and to make meaning of complex situations (Goodman, Schlossberg, & 

Anderson, 2006).  Schlossberg (2004) described the model—situation, self, support, and 

strategies—as a set of factors that influence how one copes with change.  Transition is 

described as a turning point that requires letting go of aspects of the former self in 

anticipation of changing or renegotiating roles.  DiRamio and Jarvis (2011) shared a 

variation “designed for use by college administrators, staff, and faculty” that can be used 

“to better understand the population of students who have served or are serving in the 

military” (p. 12).   
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The adapted model is depicted as a course of action that requires an individual to 

work through steps in a non-linear path that is unique to each individual.  In this model, 

three elements are especially pertinent to the process of transition from soldier to 

student—“control, role change, and concurrent stress” (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011, p. 12).  

Additionally, individuals are influenced by both strengths and liabilities related to prior 

experience, which are viewed under the model as resources and deficits (DiRamio & 

Jarvis, 2011).  In the adapted model, situation, self, support, and strategies are refined and 

renamed assessment, analysis, assistance, and action—transition strategies that influence 

information and help-seeking behaviors for MSMVs (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011).  

Research Questions 

This qualitative study was guided by the phenomenological approach introduced 

by Husserl (1970) and advanced by the work of Moustakas (1994) and van Manen 

(1990).  The following research questions were used to guide this study:   

1. What are the experiences of military service member and veteran students 

transitioning to community college? 

2. How do help-seeking behaviors affect the experience of transitioning to 

college for military service member and veteran students? 

Definition of Terms 

In order to ensure uniformity, the following terms and definitions were used to 

promote greater understanding of the issues addressed in this study.  

Comorbid.  Comorbid refers to the presence of one or more chronic medical 

conditions (e.g., PTSD and depression or anxiety; Whealin, Jenchura, Wong, & Zulman, 

2016). 
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Military student.  Military student is a student “who is either a member of the 

active duty, reserve, National Guard, or retired military population, or a spouse or 

primary dependent of one of these students” (Brown & Gross, 2011, p. 46). 

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  PTSD is defined as “[A] mental health 

problem that some people develop after experiencing or witnessing a life-threatening 

event, like combat, a natural disaster, a car accident, or sexual assault” (US Department 

of Veterans Affairs, 2020a).  

Poly-trauma or injury duality.  Poly-trauma or injury duality refers to multiple 

injuries that may or may not be attributed to blast-related events which usually include 

neurologic complications (US Department of Veterans Affairs, 2014). 

Sequela/sequelae.  Sequela/sequelae are medical conditions that result from an 

injury, disease, or condition. In this study, these conditions result from service in the 

military (Hux et al., 2010).  

Traumatic brain injury (TBI).  TBI is defined as “[A]n alteration in brain 

function, or other evidence of brain pathology, caused by an external force” (Brain Injury 

Association, 2020).  

Limitations 

According to Pyrczak and Bruce (2011), a limitation is a “weakness or handicap” 

that restricts the validity of results (p. 74).  With this in mind, there were several 

limitations to this study including the limited number of military students available for 

interviews.  Because this study utilized self-reporting in order to identify individuals who 

experienced a challenge transitioning from military to civilian life, it is also likely that 

respondents were more inclined to report or seek help than non-responding MSMVs.  
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This study was also limited to participants currently enrolled in coursework on campus, 

excluding active-duty participants enrolled solely in online coursework.  Another 

limitation included the fact that the pool of respondents was limited to MSMVs who 

received and responded to the initial inquiry (email), which was further limited to 

individuals who accessed Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits during the past two years—the pool 

from which emails were generated.  Finally, this study was limited by the inherent bias of 

the researcher, who has a positive bias stemming from personal experience (e.g., military 

family service) and work with MSMVs in the classroom. 

Delimitations  

Delimitations are deliberate boundaries set by the researcher (Pyrczak & Bruce, 

2011).  Using this definition, this study was delimited to military students, those who 

chose to self-identify, and those who agreed to participate in the study.  Because of 

confidentiality and military students’ reticence to self-identify, this study was delimited 

to those who chose to reveal their status and agreed to be interviewed.  This study was 

further delimited to military students who enrolled in a 2-year institution and accessed 

post-9/11 GI Bill benefits.  By definition, students who self-identify are not necessarily 

representative of the type of military student most in need of help, as noted by Zarrett 

(2015).  Therefore, this study was further delimited by the military culture of honor and 

self-sufficiency which inhibits students from discussing their experience candidly.    

Assumptions 

This study relied on a number of underlying assumptions about the participants 

and the institutions of higher learning which they attend.  Pyrczak and Bruce (2011) point 

out that an assumption “is believed to be true even though the direct evidence of its truth 
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is either absent or very limited” (p. 73).  This includes providing a justification or 

rationale as well as limitations and delimitations that may affect the results of a study. 

The first assumption of this study was that the data collected from interviews provided a 

sufficient sample of the experience of MSMVs.  Second, it was assumed that participants 

answered questions candidly and honestly.  This was especially important because 

research demonstrated this population is reticent to self-disclose challenges associated 

with physical and cognitive disabilities (Ahern et al., 2015; DiRamio et al., 2015; 

MacLennan & MacLennan, 2008).  In order to gain the confidence of participants, care 

was taken to disclose the purpose of the study, guaranteeing that participation and 

anonymity would be kept confidential.  The researcher also self-disclosed her vested 

interest as the niece of veterans, one of whom died in the line of duty in Vietnam.  The 

importance of establishing an open and honest relationship was essential to the success of 

this study.   

Organization of the Dissertation 

This proposal consists of five chapters, following the traditional format for a 

dissertation.  Chapter I contains an overview of the study, including the following 

sections: (a) background of the study; (b) statement of the problem; (c) purpose of the 

study; (d) educational significance; (e) theoretical framework; (f) research questions; (g) 

definition of terms; (h) limitations, delimitations, and assumptions; and (i) organization 

of the dissertation.  Chapter II provides a review of existing literature on veterans in 

higher education.  Chapter III describes the methods and research design used to conduct 

this phenomenological study.  Chapter IV shares the findings for research questions, 

including demographic information about participants.  Finally, Chapter V provides a 
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summary of the discussion for each research question as well as implications for practice 

and recommendations for future research.  
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CHAPTER II 

Review of the Literature 

A review of relevant literature and research concerning military service members 

and veteran (MSMV) students demonstrates an increasing focus on the need to 

understand the challenges these students face when transitioning to higher education.  

Although the amount of research that addresses this population is growing, it often lacks 

rigor and is inadequate in light of the number of veterans who have enrolled in college, 

the challenges they face, and the estimated increase in the number of students who will be 

accessing Post-9/11 GI Bill educational benefits in the next few years.  Only 57 peer-

reviewed and 73 grey literature records were found in a recent review of literature that 

evaluated publications from 2001 to 2015 (Borsari et al., 2017).  Additionally, much of 

the identified research relied on information from a small number of studies and most of 

this research was conducted with relatively small sample sizes.  Collectively, this 

demonstrates how little is actually known about this growing student population.   

The most current data from the US Department of Defense suggest that an 

estimated 4.3 million veterans will leave the military between 2003-2019 (Zogas, 2017).  

However, only 773,000 veterans and eligible dependents have accessed educational 

benefits, which represents “about a third of all eligible veterans aged 18-40” (Ahern et 

al., 2015, p. 77).  A growing number of these students (almost half) have filed for 

disability benefits, and the most common disabilities identified are invisible injuries, 

often defined as posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, chronic pain, traumatic 

brain injury (TBI), and other similar sequelae which by all estimates are underdiagnosed 

(Ahern et al., 2015).  Hammond (2016) points out that this population is “financially 



23 

 

 

independent, disciplined, and goal oriented” even though they are a “population at risk 

for not persisting to graduation” (p. 146), a complex paradox that signals the need for 

further study in order to better understand the challenges MSMVs face.  One key factor 

worthy of consideration is the lack of training post-secondary institutions and instructors 

receive in working with MSMVs, which may put these students at higher risk for 

academic failure (Brown & Gross, 2011; Education Working Group, 2012).  

Consequently, the growing number of MSMVs and the prevalence of students with 

invisible injuries make meeting the needs of this population a critical issue for educators 

(Helms & Libertz, 2014).   For post-secondary institutions, providing meaningful access 

and support to military students requires much more than good intentions. 

Therefore, this literature review addresses existing research and articles on 

military students, socio-behavioral challenges, disabilities, and higher education’s 

response for the purpose of making recommendations to assist military students, 

educators, and college administrators.  This review also presents an overview of the 

identified characteristics of cognitive and emotional challenges, effective learning 

strategies and instructional methods for working with these students, and a list of 

characteristics of military friendly institutions.  Furthermore, this chapter looks at the 

ways in which some instructors and military friendly institutions are successfully 

identifying and meeting the needs of military students both in and out of the classroom.   

The sources in this review relied on government studies; small, independent case 

studies and surveys; and information provided by Servicemembers Opportunity Colleges 

(SOC), an organization that functioned (until March 2019) in cooperation with the 

Department of Defense (DoD) to connect service members with military friendly 
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institutions.  Although this review is not exhaustive, it attempted to distill and synthesize 

some of the most salient and current sources on working with MSMVs in higher 

education.  Primary search terms used were veterans, traumatic brain injury, post-

traumatic stress disorder, transition, and post-secondary education.  Databases used to 

collect literature included EBSCO, Google Scholar, ProQuest, and ERIC.   

The primary research studies for this review relied on qualitative and mixed-

methods research comprised of case studies, surveys, and literature reviews.  Most 

articles on traumatic brain injury (TBI) and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) used 

one or more of the following methods for assessing individuals: The Wechsler Adult 

Intelligence Scale (WAIS) Performance IQ, which measures intelligence and cognitive 

ability; the Glasgow Coma Scale (GCS), which is a 15-point system used to diagnose 

symptoms of TBI; or the Automated Neuropsychological Assessment Metrics (ANAM), 

a computer-based assessment developed by the Department of Defense which is used to 

evaluate cognitive changes post-injury.  The following sections were developed to 

discuss MSMVs in higher education: (a) the history of community colleges and the 

military; (b) challenges related to institutional experiences; (c) military service member 

subpopulations; (d) cognitive, behavioral, and educational challenges; (e) military 

friendly institutions of higher learning; and (f) summary.   

The History of Community Colleges and the Military 

Exactly 75 years ago, the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (the GI Bill) 

was created as part of a benefits package for veterans returning from WWII.  This bill 

included stipends for veterans to attend college and trade schools, among a variety of 

other benefits like low-interest mortgage loans (Bound & Turner, 2002; Jolly, 2013).   
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Designed primarily by the American Legion, this omnibus bill was seen as a way to stem 

the possibility of massive unemployment due to post-war depression—a GI Bill of Rights 

that sought to help veterans with health care costs, housing, and education (Jolly, 2013).  

Today a new group of veterans and active duty personnel are gaining access to higher 

education through the Post-9/11 GI Bill of 2009 and the brand new Harry W. Colmery 

Veterans Educational Assistance Act of 2017 (Forever GI Bill), which expanded support 

for education and living expenses by including active duty military students and their 

families, along with veterans (Dortch, 2018).   

Shortly after the end of WWII, higher education began to evolve into an 

institution designed to provide training for a developing middle class (Bahr & Gross, 

2016; Vaughan, 1985).  Much earlier in the history of the United States, Thomas 

Jefferson envisioned an informed citizenry when he spoke about education’s power to 

protect people from an overzealous government (Carpenter, 2013).   However, 

Jefferson’s citizenry was narrowly defined and exclusionary, a far cry from the inclusive 

mission of open access institutions today (Carpenter, 2013).  The idea of recognizing the 

need to provide access to education was also noted by Jefferson’s political adversary 

John Adams, who noted the need for expanding who should have access to education by 

calling for the “whole people” to “take upon themselves the education of the whole 

people” (Adams & Adams, 1850, p. 540).  This included providing for the expense of 

creating an educated populace.  Both men viewed education as essential to the success of 

American democracy, including “a more equitable distribution of opportunity for all the 

children of the land” (Conant, 1940, p. 598).  This focus on education as a way of 

ensuring opportunity eventually evolved to become the framework for open-access, 
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public institutions for all Americans regardless of age or gender, ethnicity or religion.  

Although this was not quite the intention of the country’s founding fathers, today’s 

philosophy of education reflects the needs of a developing, industrialized nation that has 

grown to embrace a more inclusive interpretation of the ideology that all men and women 

are created equal.   

There are a number of milestones that mark the development of public, open 

access institutions in the United States.  The Morrill Land-Grant Acts (1862 and 1890) 

created land-grant institutions for the purpose of providing education in agriculture, 

industrial, and mechanical arts (Carpenter, 2013).  This allocation of land for the purpose 

of expanding access to college for Americans can be credited with changing the course of 

history for post-Civil War Americans.  Vaughan (1985) explained that during this same 

time period, American educators were influenced by the German university model, which 

removed the first two years of higher education from the university as a type of college 

preparatory education.  William Rainey Harper adopted this model at the University of 

Chicago and in 1901, Joliet College became the first, stand-alone junior college in the 

nation (Bahr & Gross, 2016; Vaughan, 1985).   

Another important milestone occurred when California amended its political code 

in 1907 to allow for the creation of junior colleges, a decision that soon became the 

model for legislation in other states (Vaughan, 1985).  Over the next 40 years, a number 

of organizations and conferences firmly established the mission and framework for the 

creation of a junior college system; however, it was the aftermath of WWII that marked a 

real turning point in making access to higher education obtainable for the emerging 

middle class of Americans (Vaughan, 1985).   
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It was the Serviceman’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (also known as the GI Bill) 

that provided the incentive for retraining America’s workforce after WW II.  Bahr and 

Gross (2016) outlined the ways in which community colleges were poised (post-WWII), 

“to serve as a site for national healing, democratic citizenship education, and the promise 

of upward mobility for veterans returning from war” (p. 466).  In the years following 

passage of the GI Bill, 7.8 million veterans attended post-secondary institutions or 

received technical or on-the-job training, which more than doubled the number of degrees 

awarded by universities and colleges between 1940 and 1956 (US Department of 

Veterans Affairs, 2019).  By providing tuition, books, supplies, and subsistence, the US 

government created a program whose effects are “appreciably larger than contemporary 

estimates of the effect of the Pell program on student enrollment” (Bound & Turner, 

2002, p. 809).  Although Pell Grants continue to help make college accessible for 

economically challenged students today, Bound and Turner (2002) note that the original 

GI Bill “widened the pipeline to elite schools to include public school graduates and 

students from a wider range of ethnic, religious, and geographic backgrounds” (p. 809) 

—quite an achievement for legislation whose original cost ($14.5 billion) was more than 

repaid one year later through increased income taxes and home loans.   

The time period between 1960 and 1980 became the “boom years” for community 

colleges, when the number of public, two-year institutions grew from 652 to 1,231 (Bahr 

& Gross, 2016).  Since then, the number of public and private two-year colleges has 

grown more modestly (~385), but community colleges continue to attract MSMVs 

utilizing GI Bill educational benefits (Digest of Education Statistics, 2016).   
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In response to the changing needs of veterans and service members, the GI Bill 

has been updated several times.  The 1984 Montgomery GI Bill (MGIB) expanded 

funding and access to more institutions while the 2009 Post-9/11 GI Bill extended 

benefits to dependents, among other changes designed to make benefits more inclusive 

(Bound & Turner, 2002).  From 1984 until 2008, the MGIB required new service 

members to invest $100 per month for 12 months in order to receive 36 months of 

educational benefits after leaving the military (Scoggins, 2005).  This GI Bill also 

included the phrase “refresher, remedial, and deficiency courses” as part of eligible 

benefits under a student veterans’ full-time course load (Scoggins, 2005, p. 20).  

Inclusion of this statement demonstrates the long-standing relationship between the 

military and developmental education, as noted by Bannier (2006) at the National 

College Learning Center’s 20th Annual Conference.  Although the original GI Bill (1944) 

can be credited with providing an influx of new college students post-World War II, it 

was the MGIB that provided a framework for colleges to use the development of 

accelerated reading and mastery coursework in what is commonly referred to as remedial 

or developmental coursework.   

Bannier (2006) shared several examples of resources colleges adopted and 

adapted from the military, including Paul Andrew Witty’s “Army Reader,” which was 

published in 1943 by the United States War Department.  This text utilized the theory of 

Functional Context Education (FCE), which was formulated by researcher Thomas Sticht 

(1989) who used it to educate adults in both business and the military.  This cognitive 

learning theory is widely considered to be one of the most influential theories in adult 

literacy (Bannier, 2006; Scoggins, 2005).  FCE is especially important because it 
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represents the core of andragogy, which is a fundamental tenet of community college 

education today.  Bannier (2006) also highlighted the work of Francis Robinson, who 

developed the survey, question, read, recite, and review (SQ3R) study method in 

response to reading and learning difficulties among soldiers being trained in college 

through the Army Specialized Training Program (ASTP).  Collectively, these examples 

demonstrate some of the long-standing relationships between the military, developmental 

education, and post-secondary institutions.   

Until Cate’s (2014) Million Records study, few research studies had been 

conducted on MSMVs and none of the research was longitudinal or conducted with a 

significant sample size—an omission that seems especially noteworthy in light of the 75-

year history between veterans and higher education.  The literature reviewed 

demonstrated the need to outline a consistent method for collecting data on military 

students and veterans from colleges and universities (Education Working Group, 2012).  

Recording and reporting institutions often use definitions and descriptors that exclude 

some MSMVs from studies using arbitrary measures that make it difficult to truly 

understand how many students are struggling and to what extent (Ford & Vignare, 2015).  

By standardizing an inclusive definition of MSMVs, their needs, and typical pathways 

through college, the United States Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) and higher 

education could create a clearer picture concerning student persistence and learning 

outcomes, which could also be used to improve access to and utilization of educational 

assistance.   

It is important to mention that the literature reviewed on service members 

revealed a variety of names for active duty, veteran, and reserve military service 
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members.  Brown and Gross (2011) defined a military student as one “who is either a 

member of the active duty, reserve, National Guard, or retired military population, or a 

spouse or primary dependent of one of these students” (p. 46).  Much of the more recent 

literature reviewed used the term military service members and veterans (MSMVs) or 

student service members and veterans (SSM/V), which includes currently serving service 

members of all branches of the military as well as veterans.  Using a term that includes 

both active duty and retired individuals, including reserves and National Guard, is 

important in order to gain an inclusive picture of all of the individuals under the military 

service umbrella.  Once again it is important to emphasize that findings from the research 

show the need for a more inclusive characterization of students attending college under 

the Post-9/11 GI Bill.  

Colleges and universities have also been inconsistent with their methods for 

collecting and reporting data on outcomes for MSMVs (Education Working Group, 2012; 

Hammond, 2016).  This has made determining the success of military students unclear 

and spurious, at best.  Metrics used for assessing persistence and degree completion vary 

widely by college, which has led to the proliferation of organizations like the National 

Student Clearinghouse (NSC) and the Integrated Post-Secondary Educational Data 

System (IPEDS).  Institutional discrepancies often fail to identify areas where colleges 

fall short of meeting MSMVs needs (Education Working Group, 2012).  Additionally, 

identifying and helping military students with educational disabilities is especially 

problematic for smaller colleges and universities with limited resources (Education 

Working Group, 2012).  In 2010, educators working with the SOC met to address these 

problems.  This group created a common set of working definitions and variables for 
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collecting data by post-secondary institutions, but much more than recommendations are 

needed to make substantive changes in a timely manner that will meet the needs of this 

important student population.   

Challenges Related to Institutional Experiences 

 A number of experiences influence the growing population of MSMVs on 

campuses today.  As military students turn their attention toward educational pursuits in 

preparation for life after service, colleges and administrators would do well to prepare for 

the unique challenges these students face.  The process of transition from military service 

to civilian life has been characterized as one of the most challenging experiences an 

individual may encounter (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011).   Similarly, reintegration, or the 

post-deployment stage of the deployment cycle (predeployment, deployment, 

reintegration) involves a service member’s return to work and home life (Marek et al., 

2012).  Lastly, it is important to consider the stigma attached to help-seeking behavior, 

which is amplified for MSMVs because of the culture of the military, which encourages 

toughness and self-reliance (Ghaffari, 2011).  Collectively, these issues can have a 

profound impact on multiple domains, including a student’s transition to college or 

continuing education. The following sections look more closely at transition, 

reintegration, and stigma and help-seeking behavior in order to provide information on 

the ways in which these stages can affect student development.    

Transition. The majority of research and articles on veteran students from the 

past 15 years focused on issues related to transition (e.g., Ackerman et al., 2009; 

Heineman, 2016; Rumann & Hamrick, 2010; Zogas, 2017).  When active duty personnel 

leave the military, they engage in the process of re-entering civilian life.  For those who 
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choose to take advantage of their educational benefits, this process can be complicated by 

another transition into the world of higher education.  These transitions and the 

challenges they entail are the subject of research that seeks to understand the experience 

of MSMVs beginning or returning to college or vocational training.  Transition has been 

defined in the literature in many ways, including being represented as both a process and 

an outcome of reintegration, the resumption of non-military roles, the move from military 

to civilian life, and the process of making connections between experience in the military 

and life as a college student (Elnitsky, Fisher, & Blevins, 2017; Jones, 2013; Zogas, 

2017).   

Research reviewed for this study demonstrated that both military and non-military 

students face a number of similar issues during transition.  However, MSMVs also face 

additional stressors which are unique, including the process of adjusting from the military 

to college life, the burden of bureaucracy and financial stress related to accessing 

benefits, unresponsive or indifferent staff members, a lack of veteran-specific social 

activities, problems with transferring military credits, and problems with accessibility 

(Elliott, 2015; Elnitsky et al., 2017; Ford & Vignare, 2015; Green & Van Dusen, 2012; 

Griffin & Gilbert, 2015; Jenner, 2017; Rumann & Hamrick, 2010; Semer & Harmening, 

2015).  Additionally, research points out that MSMVs must navigate major life changes 

simultaneously during this process like relocating, reuniting with family, and learning to 

live independently once again (Ackerman et al., 2009; Zogas, 2017).   

Although the military does an excellent job of preparing individuals for military 

life, research also indicated they sometimes do a much less effective job of preparing 

individuals for re-entry to civilian life (Rumann & Hamrick, 2010; Zogas, 2017). 
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MSMVs—especially those who elect to enroll in community college—often feel rusty 

about their skills as a student, a challenge that is in no way unique to military students but 

weighty considering the numerous stressors involved during transition.  One article by 

Vacchi (2012) challenged research claiming MSMVs struggle transitioning to college, 

stating they don’t struggle any more than traditional students.  Citing a lack of empirical 

evidence and a paucity of rigorous studies relating to student veterans, Vacchi (2012) 

stated that “[e]xagerrating the challenges of student veterans” is both “disingenuous” and 

alienating for MSMVs (p. 16).  The author did, however, agree with results that identified 

a number of issues reported to cause challenges for veterans.  These barriers included the 

lack of standardized definition used for these students and the vastly different cultures of 

the military and higher education.  Additionally, barriers were caused by challenges 

inherent in navigating these different cultures and the perceived weakness often 

associated with MSMVs who seek help or assistance.  

Almost without exception, the growing body of research concerning military 

students addresses transition in some way or another.  In a study for the Pew Research 

Center, Bialik (2017) mentioned that the number of Gulf-war era veterans (7.1 million) 

surpassed the number of Vietnam era veterans (6.8 million).  The same study projected a 

40% decrease (roughly) in active duty personnel by 2045.  Within that same timeframe, 

the number of women serving in the military is expected to double (from 9% to 18%), 

while the number of men serving will decrease by half (18.5 million in 2016 to 9.8 

million by 2045).  These changes coincide with projections for an additional two million 

veterans who will access educational benefits by attending institutions of higher learning 

by 2020 (Jones, 2013).  Reductions in deployment and increases in veteran enrollment 
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signal a shift in demographics, something many colleges have not prepared for.  

Challenges identified in the research point to the experiences MSMVs face when 

transitioning from the structured environment of the military to the autonomous and less 

structured environment of higher education (Ackerman et al., 2009; Castro & Kintzle, 

2017; Jones, 2013; Ryan, Carlstrom, Hughey, & Harris, 2011; Semer & Harmening, 

2015).  Collectively the shifting demographic of MSMVs and the increase in the number 

of students who will access GI Bill educational benefits points to the need for colleges 

and universities to seriously consider whether existing policies and resources are ready to 

meet the needs of this growing student population.  

Reintegration and higher education.  Another term that is often mentioned in 

conjunction with transition is reintegration.  The US Department of Veterans Affairs 

(2010) defined reintegration as “the resumption of age, gender, and culturally appropriate 

roles in the family, community, and workplace” (p. 1).  While transition literally refers to 

the process of changing from one state or process to another, reintegration involves 

merging back into societal roles and expectations.  Elnitsky et al. (2017) reviewed the 

literature on reintegration and found that in the absence of a common definition, studies 

often result in inconsistencies and misunderstandings about what reintegration involves, 

which again leads to unreliable results in the research.  Because research informs 

practice, it is important to standardize the terminology used to conceptualize and 

represent both the process of transition and the resumption of roles (reintegration).    

One difference between military and college culture involves the changing roles 

MSMVs must navigate when they leave the military to reintegrate into society.  The 

contexts in which the process of reintegration takes place are connected to the complex 
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and shifting political and economic circumstances that must be negotiated 

simultaneously—a process that can be disorienting (Zogas, 2017).  Findings from 

research demonstrated that in the military, MSMVs earn respect from their peers and 

superiors by performing a role and “doing their duty” (Jones 2013; Rumann & Hamrick, 

2009).  Some individuals thrive in a command and control environment, a culture that is 

essential to all military activities and operations (Ryan et al., 2011).  For others, the 

switch to college culture and the ability to “eschew the restrictions (e.g., proper military 

attire, appearance) and responsibilities (e.g., dire consequences of decisions made and 

actions taken in combat) of the military” (Ryan et al., 2011, p. 57) provides an 

opportunity for a sense of agency.  In the military, individual differences are de-

emphasized in order to create cohesion under a strict hierarchy, while in higher 

education, students are encouraged to express and celebrate their individuality while 

exploring the qualities that distinguish them from their peers (Ryan et al., 2011).  This 

conflict in culture and expectations signals one area of concern and conflict for MSMVs 

during reintegration.  

Like many issues that affect veterans, the absence of a standardized process for 

transferring and reviewing transcripts from online coursework and the complicated 

process of reviewing and accepting the Army/American Council on Education (ACE) 

Registry Transcript System and the Joint Services Transcript (JST) can add to the burden 

for students during reintegration.  Many veterans pursue and receive educational credits 

while in the military.  These credits fall into two, general categories: credit received from 

online coursework and military education credits (Snyder, Wick, Skillman, & Frogner, 

2016).  Each receiving institution is left to determine how and if they will recognize these 
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credits.  Often levels and types of institutional accreditation determine the transferability 

of credits, meaning there is no uniformity or standard by which all institutions review and 

accept credits.   

Snyder et al. (2016) mentioned that it is not unusual for nationally accredited 

institutions to accept credits granted from regionally accredited programs.  The problem 

resides with regionally accredited programs, which often fail to accept credits from 

nationally accredited programs.  In other words, recognizing regional accreditation means 

each transcript for an MSMV must be evaluated on a case by case basis because JST and 

ACE Transcript System credits are usually from nationally accredited institutions.  The 

process of evaluating transcripts on a case by case basis is laborious and costly for 

community colleges.  Additionally, the absence of a standardized process can lead to 

inconsistent outcomes, which places a burden on MSMVs attempting to enroll in and 

receive credit for prior education or training (Snyder et al., 2016).   

It is also important for institutions to anticipate the complicated process of 

reviewing transcripts because all branches of the military (except the Air Force) rely on 

the ACE-generated JST, which assesses and recommends military education credits 

(Snyder et al., 2016).  Currently, the JST lists credits for training outside of the area for 

regionally accredited institutions and does not include either a GPA or letter grades. 

These disconnects (post-secondary schools evaluate transcripts using GPA and/or letter 

grades) overly complicate transferring credits for MSMVs at the point of admission, 

setting an unwelcoming tone that adds to the challenge of transition (Snyder et al., 2016).  

When institutions fail to have policies in place to streamline these credits—including 
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credits from Joint Services Transcripts (JST)—students can feel isolated and challenged 

when they most need to feel included in the college culture (Rumann & Hamrick, 2010).   

Another issue that complicates reintegration involves military students who enroll 

in coursework through proprietary institutions.  These students may discover they have 

fallen prey to the 90/10 loophole, which allows schools to exploit veteran and active duty 

students by encouraging them to take out large loans while eating up their educational 

benefits (Ochinko, 2017).  Currently institutions can receive no more than 90% of their 

revenue from federal aid; however, the 90/10 loophole allows post-secondary schools to 

receive GI bill funding without having it count toward their revenue cap (Nelson, 2017; 

Ochinko, 2017).  According to Veterans Education Success (2017), there has been an 

increase in the targeting of service members and veterans with particularly aggressive and 

deceptive marketing and recruiting practices by for-profit institutions who exploit this 

loophole (Ochinko, 2017).   

To date, nearly two-dozen state attorneys general have petitioned Congress, 

asking for it to recognize and address how this loophole violates the clear intent of the 

law (Nelson, 2017; Ochinko, 2017).  Unfortunately, changing administrations and a 

desire to loosen, rather than strengthen regulations against proprietary institutions has left 

veterans vulnerable and open to deceptive practices.  Ochinko (2017) explained how 

proprietary institutions receive $9 from the Department of Education for every dollar 

received from the Post-9/11 GI Bill, a tactic that the Consumer Financial Protection 

Bureau says reduces veterans to “nothing more than dollar signs in uniforms” (p. 4).  

Research does little to address the impact of this loophole, including the financial fallout 

from institutions that consume educational benefits without helping MSMVs achieve a 
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degree or certificate of completion.  As part of the transition and reintegration process, 

navigating unethical practices by institutions that proclaim they are “military friendly” 

damages the relationship reputable institutions are working to establish with MSMVs.  

Research on reintegration also highlighted the importance of creating a 

welcoming and inclusive environment for MSMVs (Branker, 2009; Griffin & Gilbert, 

2015; Semer & Harmening, 2015).  Many institutions neglect to mention MSMVs in 

institutional websites, programmatic materials, and syllabi.  This omission exacerbates 

feelings of alienation for students who may struggle to either feel included in the campus 

environment or understood by peers and professors.  Jenner (2017) discussed the shift 

from the military identity (in which individuals are known and appreciated) to a new 

social context where peers and faculty have little to no understanding of military culture.  

They mentioned that faculty and staff can play an integral role in contributing to the 

success of MSMVs, but more work needs to be done with regard to professional 

development so that instructors can learn how to leverage prior experience in the 

classroom, while working to mitigate challenges for MSMVs (Jenner, 2017).  

Difficulty relating to faculty, who are often perceived as uninformed about the 

lived experience of veteran students, is reflected by the number of studies that fail to 

address this as an issue that complicates students’ ability to establish a sense of belonging 

in college (Ford & Vignare, 2015; Jenner, 2017).  Little to no research focused on 

institutional inclusion (i.e., syllabi, websites) and the impact it has on MSMVs, although 

some articles offer guidance concerning “mitigating the culture shock” (O’Herrin, 2011, 

p. 16) through establishing dedicated points of contact such as veteran liaisons.  Often 

colleges and universities actively organize to promote inclusion for historically 
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underrepresented groups, but MSMVs are frequently left out of these efforts.  Promoting 

diversity, equity, and inclusion means including all students as part of the diverse face of 

higher education (both faculty and students).  It also means including statements in 

syllabi that recognize the distinct needs of MSMVs who may have weekend drills or 

those who may re-deploy mid-term.  Although there are some publications from the VA, 

ACE, and individual colleges on creating a veteran-friendly campus, there is virtually no 

research on how inclusive practices affect MSMVs during transition, which again points 

to the need for research on this student population.  

Research on stigma and help-seeking behavior.  As mentioned earlier, few 

studies and dissertations (e.g., Fortney et al., 2017; Ghaffari, 2011) discuss MSMVs and 

help-seeking behavior, which Rickwood, Deane, Wilson, and Ciarrochi (2005) defined as 

“actively seeking help from other people” (p. 4).  Fortney et al. (2017) conducted a web 

survey of 765 community college students (both civilian and veteran), screening for 

mental disorders using regression analysis to identify responses that indicated the use of 

health services (i.e., pharmacotherapy and psychotherapy).  This study found that 

community college students (veteran or civilian) with a perceived need for treatment or 

mental disorder were unlikely to access or use mental health services.   

Ghaffari (2011) looked at the stigma associated with mental health and 

psychological help seeking for treatment among MSMVs (n = 152) at a college campus 

in the Midwest.  Using a demographic questionnaire and a battery of survey instruments, 

Ghaffari (2011) found that older participants were more likely to respond positively to 

psychological help-seeking.  Additionally, the study underscored the need to discuss 

stigma and help seeking, especially in regard to traditional masculine gender role 
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definitions, which “contribute to clients’ negative attitudes and potential fears (e.g., 

jeopardizing vocational options and choices) about counseling” (Ghaffari, 2011, p. 91).  

Another important finding suggested that peer support could be useful for encouraging 

younger veterans to seek help.  

Collectively, the scant research on help seeking and MSMVs concluded that 

behavioral patterns create a challenge with transition for MSMVs.  Findings in another 

study by Rickwood et al. (2005) demonstrated that younger individuals (ages 14-24) were 

more likely to seek help from informal sources (friends and family), women were more 

likely to seek help than men, and negative attitudes or stigma surrounding mental health 

could prevent individuals from seeking assistance.   Research by DiRamio, Jarvis, 

Iverson, Seher, and Anderson (2015) found similar results, showing that MSMVs were 

25% less likely to seek help due to emotional discomfort, stigma perception, and the 

unwritten military code of honor which encourages individuals to problem solve for 

themselves.  

Much of the research about help-seeking behavior is seriously outdated, drawing 

from earlier conflicts (WWII, Korean War, Vietnam War, 1st Gulf War).   Some new 

themes regarding help-seeking have emerged in research, including “privacy concerns,” 

“attitudes toward help-seeking” that are a result of “previously participat[ing] in mental 

health counseling,” and a “strong negative correlation between traditional masculine 

identity and psychological openness in people with military experience” (DiRamio et al., 

2015, pp. 51-52).  The need to update research concerning help-seeking behaviors should 

also include MSMVs attending community college, a demographic which has not been 

specifically addressed (Fortney et al., 2017).  
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Navigating the requirements for enrolling in college—including accessing 

educational and health benefits, gaining approval for transcripts for military or online 

coursework, meeting deadlines, and adjusting to college culture—are obvious points of 

conflict for students transitioning between college and military culture (Ackerman et al., 

2009; DiRamio et al., 2015).  Osborne (2013) conducted focus groups with 14 veterans in 

order to gain insight into their experience transitioning from the military to civilian-

college life.  Participants stressed that the military system is an institution that is “built 

upon and privileges traditional, hegemonic, masculine values” (p. 252).  This culture 

includes withholding emotions while promoting assertiveness, physical aggression, 

competitiveness, self-sufficiency, and resourcefulness.  Collectively, these skills are 

crucial to life and death situations faced in combat; however, these same skills can 

prevent MSMVs from asking campus personnel for assistance or seeking assistance with 

mental health issues from student services (Osborne, 2013).   

Additionally, issues associated with enrollment, finances, the VA, and 

reintegration into civilian life can create a toxic mix of stressors that overburden 

MSMVs.  Financial worries related to the process of accessing benefits can create anxiety 

while students wait for disbursement of educational benefits from the VA (Ackerman et 

al., 2009; Ford & Vignare, 2015).  Often tuition and the need for texts and supplies are 

due weeks in advance of the disbursement of benefits.  Colleges that do not have policies 

in place to defer payment put an enormous burden on MSMVs, which can lead to credit 

card debt or additional financial stress as students struggle to make ends meet.  In a 

qualitative study of MSMVs in college (n = 25), Ackerman and colleagues (2009) 

reported a number of areas of particular concern for participants.  These included chronic 
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issues (e.g., diminished mental acuity, trouble sleeping, anger, traumatic memories, and 

hypervigilance) and impaired cognitive processes and critical thinking due to stress, 

which directly affect a student’s ability to succeed in the classroom.   

Participants in the study by Ackerman et al. (2009) also reported student veterans 

had to develop coping strategies to deal with challenges at post-secondary institutions, 

because the situations faced were often quite dissimilar from issues faced in the military.  

One challenge was the difficulty posed by sitting for long periods of time, which can 

easily be mitigated by allowing students time to intermittingly get up and walk around.  

Challenges and coping strategies reported in Ackerman et al.’s (2009) study 

demonstrated that MSMVs must problem solve and strategize in order to navigate the 

challenges they face in college.  This requires implementation of a familiar skill set in an 

unfamiliar setting with a number of added stressors.   

Lastly, it is important to note that the end of military service involves much more 

than simply switching jobs; MSMVs also must navigate changing identities and the way 

they are perceived by others (Jones, 2013). One phenomenological study (n = 6) by 

Rumann and Hamrick (2010) found that identity re-negotiation can challenge MSMVs 

who attempt to either separate their military and personal persona or navigate civilian life 

in the same way they handled military life.  This same study also characterized adapting 

to and being able to function in both civilian and military cultures as a form of bi-literacy 

that is key to successfully re-negotiating identity.   

Military Service Member Subpopulations 

Very little of the research reviewed addressed the experiences of women or 

LGBTQ+ military members.  According to The National Center for Education Statistics 
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(2012), veterans are listed as one subset of the classification for nontraditional students.  

As a category, this classification includes students who are older (over the age of 24) and 

those who have family and work responsibilities (NCES, 2012). Within this group, 

women and LGBTQ+ service members comprise an even smaller population (9% and 

2.8%, respectively), who face unique and key stressors related to military service 

(Goldbach & Castro, 2016; Heineman, 2017).  As a subpopulation, these MSMVs have 

encountered even greater challenges under difficult circumstances, often experiencing 

gender discrimination and marginalization under the hegemonic patriarchy of the military 

(Van Gilder, 2019).  This section explores some of the articles and research published 

concerning these experiences, which often compound stressors for MSMVs during the 

process of transition and reintegration.     

Female military service members and veterans.  The fastest growing 

population of military service members today is women (Bialik, 2017).  Although 

historically women have participated in every American military conflict, it wasn’t until 

January 2016 that all occupations (without exception) were officially open to women 

under a memorandum issued by Defense Secretary Ash Carter (US Department of 

Defense, 2015).  This order also referred to the importance of repealing Don’t Ask, Don’t 

Tell (DADT), heralding it as an historical move toward focusing on individual abilities 

instead of gender and sexual orientation.  The report officially recognized that equal 

opportunity does not necessarily mean equal participation.  This means the military still 

has a long way to go in order to create an equitable environment that truly espouses the 

ideal of full integration, which the Department of Defense has deemed “essential to its 

long-term success” (US Department of Defense, 2015, para. 13).   
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The literature reviewed demonstrated that female military members are under-

represented in studies concerning veterans, which often continues to focus more on men 

in regard to both physical and invisible injuries (Baechtold & De Sawal, 2009; Carlson, 

Stromwall, and Lietz, 2013; DiRamio et al., 2015; Eichler, 2017; Heineman 2017; 

Iverson, Seher, DeRamio, Jarvis, & Anderson, 2016; Nagowski, 2005; Street et al., 2009; 

Zinzow, Grubaugh, Monnier, Suffoletta-Maierle, & Frueh, 2007).  Women in the military 

often struggle to deal with sexual harassment, coercion, and military sexual trauma 

(MST), with report rates for all forms of sexual assault varying between 20 to 50% 

(Iverson et al., 2016).   A study by Washington et al. (2010) addressed the unique needs 

of female veterans experiencing homelessness, demonstrating that this group is much 

more likely to be diagnosed with PTSD, have experienced MST, and be disabled.  

Therefore, it is only logical that the effects of trauma accompany female veterans as they 

transition to the college environment, compounding the stressors that these MSMVs face 

during reintegration.   

In one study at a large, four-year, public university, Osborne (2013) reported that 

a female veteran referred to the military as “a good old boys club,” where “women have 

to work harder to get respect” (p. 252).   Similarly, research by Iverson, Seher, DiRamio, 

Jarvis, and Anderson (2016) reported that “the masculine culture of the military” had a 

“marginalizing effect” on both “women (and some men) who serve” (p. 163).  

Additionally, research has demonstrated that female MSMVs are less likely to self-

identify than males and less likely than their non-veteran female peers to seek help for 

fear of being perceived as emotionally weak, incompetent, or inferior (DiRamio et al., 

2015; Heineman, 2016; Street et el., 2009).  Because of this, female MSMVs often face 
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added challenges from students and faculty members who are uninformed and ill 

equipped to understand their unique experiences (DiRamio et al., 2015).  A result of this 

marginalization and intersectionality is the “tendency for women to not define themselves 

as veterans” (Baechtold & De Sawal, 2009, p. 37), which makes obtaining information on 

this population especially difficult.   

This complex situation and reaction call for an even more “nuanced response 

from educators” (Iverson et al., 2016, p. 165) in order to ensure that female MSMVs are 

fairly represented in research and efforts to help create a successful transition to civilian 

and college life.  Female MSMVs (overall) tend to have more positive attitudes toward 

seeking help than their male counterparts (DiRamio et al., 2015).  Women are also much 

more likely to face a greater degree of challenge relating to issues involving childcare and 

recovering from MST, and they are much more likely to have met the criteria for PTSD 

than their male counterparts (Baechtold & De Sawal, 2009).  DiRamio et al. (2015) 

suggested that on-campus support services and professionals should consider the impact 

that the male-dominated culture of the military has on the help-seeking behavior of 

female MSMVs.  As noted by Ghaffari (2011), cultural norms for masculinity are used to 

define and set the parameters for conversations and research concerning the stigma 

surrounding mental health for MSMVs, which means research often fails to take into 

account the differences between lived experience and help-seeking behaviors in men and 

women in this population.  This points to the need for more research (not just anecdotal 

evidence) in order to understand transition, reintegration, and intersectionality for female 

MSMVs.   
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A study by Ackerman et al. (2009) found that all veterans struggle with similar 

issues when transitioning to civilian life.  However, the authors discovered that minority 

population veterans face “unique and difficult challenges” that can be directly attributed 

to “the male-dominated traditions of the military” (p. 13).  One difference can be 

attributed to post-trauma resulting from sexual harassment and assault.  MST has been 

recognized by the VA as a contributing factor to depression, anxiety, and high suicide 

rates among female and LGBTQ+ MSMVs (Ackerman et al., 2009; Heineman, 2017).  

Heineman (2017) called female veterans an understudied population and suggested they 

are more likely to suffer from PTSD, even though they are less likely to be diagnosed.  

Reasons for this disparity include “cultural views that hinder acknowledging women as 

combatants and the tendency to diagnose women’s mental health issues as depression or 

anxiety rather than PTSD” (Heineman, 2017, p. 79).  Vance and Miller (2009) reported 

that educators and faculty in post-secondary education are of the opinion “that male 

students were more likely offered support and services than females,” even though 

“females were more likely to have experienced sexual trauma, in addition to other 

disabilities” (p. 25).  

Vance and Miller’s (2009) findings supported Heineman’s (2017) conclusions by 

showing once again how female MSMVs are perceived and misunderstood by both the 

medical and educational communities.  A literature review by Street et al. (2009) 

considered stressors faced by women deployed in Iraq and Afghanistan in order to 

identify emerging issues relating to PTSD.  The authors mentioned that because 90% of 

military occupations are now open to women, they are exposed to unprecedented levels 

of combat exposure (Street et al., 2009).  This same study demonstrated that existing 
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research has not taken into account the role of combat exposure when looking at gender 

differences, concluding that post deployment mental health is an area waiting for 

investigation.  The scarcity of information on this growing population and a lack of 

conclusive findings from limited studies points to the need for more widespread, 

longitudinal research to aid in understanding the issues female veterans face, and how 

higher education can better work to meet their needs. 

Street et al.’s (2009) review of existing literature on female MSMVs also 

considered gender differences by looking at a number of variables including time in the 

military, military sexual trauma (MST), interpersonal stressors, and challenges related to 

transition back to civilian life.  They found that female MSMVs were much more likely 

to “experience circumstances associated with the aftermath of battle,” including handling 

human remains, which may suggest “the possibility of differential implications for post 

deployment mental health” (Street et al., 2009, p. 687).  The authors also concluded that 

women were more likely to meet the criteria identified with post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD) including symptomology and screening criteria.  This means that the 

combination of MST and combat related issues are likely to pose significant challenges 

during transition and reintegration for female MSMVs with typical experiences while in 

the military (Street et al., 2009).  In a dissertation on women transitioning to community 

college, Heineman (2017) found that these compounded stressors greatly increased 

problems with readjustment for women, including the transition to life as a college 

student.   

Conversely, a few studies found little to no difference between men and women 

regarding post deployment mental health and PTSD (MHAT-IV, 2006; Rona, Fear, Hull, 
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& Wessely, 2007).  Rona et al. (2007) conducted two cross-sectional studies on United 

Kingdom military personnel who served in the Gulf and Iraq Wars (n = 5,036).  All of the 

women and 20% of men (random sample) who responded to a questionnaire were 

included, in order to account for the greater number of men responding to the survey 

(men, n = 3,358; women n = 1,678).  This study found that psychological symptoms of 

post-traumatic stress reaction (PTSR) were equally common among men and women in 

the military; however there were a number of confounding variables that could have 

affected the results of this study (e.g., women in the study were three times more likely to 

be officers, who are much less likely to experience PTSR).   

The study conducted by the Mental Health Advisory Team (MHAT-V, 2006) 

found no evidence that female soldiers were less capable of handling combat stress than 

male soldiers.  Using surveys, focus groups, and personal interviews with Behavioral 

Health personnel (Army, Navy, and Air Force), the report also found similar rates of 

PTSD for men and women (13% and 12%) respectively (MHAT-V, 2006).  Additionally, 

the study “found no evidence that female Soldiers have unique or unmeant [sic] mental 

health needs that differ from those of male Soldiers” (MHAT-V, 2006, p. 78).  The report 

goes on to say that “a strong case can be made” that female soldiers are at less risk than 

men for the “demands of combat,” although the rationale for this statement lacked any 

empirical evidence (MHAT-V, 2006, p. 78).   

Interestingly, the MHAT-V report (2006) also reported that commanders were 

often unlikely to respect patient confidentiality (44%) and were also less inclined to 

welcome back soldiers who sought help from behavioral health services (58%).  This 

appears to be a confounding variable not accounted for in the study.  Street, Vogt, and 



49 

 

 

Dutra (2009) observed that a lack of difference in post-deployment PTSD is not 

necessarily indicative of a similar impact on men and women’s health.  The authors also 

suggested that a number of variables can impact post-deployment PTSD, so correlation 

does not indicate causation.  Instead, Street et al. (2009) suggested considering studies 

that take into account “the relationship between war-zone deployment and PTSD 

symptomatology,” which can provide more “nuanced results” (p. 688).  

The fact that these studies have a number of confounding variables, researcher 

bias, and selection bias provides little evidence for generalizing the long-term effect of 

combat exposure (or different levels of combat exposure) on the post deployment mental 

health of women compared to men.  One thing that researchers agreed on is the need for 

more research on gender differences and the ways in which exposure to combat, trauma, 

and stressors affect women post deployment (Baechtold & De Sawal, 2009; DiRamio et 

al., 2015; Heineman, 2016; Iverson et al., 2016; Street et al., 2009).  

Another important consideration involves exposure to MST and the ways in 

which these experiences have an effect on an individual’s transition process.  The 

Department of Veterans Affairs defines Military Sexual Trauma (MST) according to 

Federal law (Title 38 U.S. Code 1720D), which calls MST as “psychological trauma” that 

is the result of “physical assault of a sexual nature, battery of a sexual nature, or sexual 

harassment” (US Department of Veterans Affairs, 2018a).  Literature reviewed by 

Baechtold and De Sawal (2009) found that 78% of women on active duty experienced 

some form of sexual harassment.  In 2015, the VA reported 1 in 4 women and 1 in 100 

men reported MST, noting that these numbers only represent individuals who reported 

assault and sought VA health care (US Department of Veterans Affairs, 2015).  
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Heineman (2017) and Street et al. (2009) reported numbers closer to 52% for the actual 

number of women reporting MST, and Carlson, Stromwall, and Lietz (2013) claim that 

MST plays a more influential role in explaining PTSD than other stressors, like combat.  

Discrepancies between studies demonstrate how little is really known about the actual 

number of women who experience MST, but all reports seem to indicate that this 

particular form of trauma is endemic, pernicious, and under-reported. 

The effects of gender-based harassment appear to be more insidious and 

devastating for female MSMVs due in part to the hegemonic patriarchy that continues to 

demand women prove themselves worthy of serving alongside men.  Research on 

coercion or work-related sexual and gender-based harassment showed that “military 

women perceive gender harassment as a greater problem than sexually-based 

harassment” (Street et al., 2009, p. 690), due in large part to the erosion of the social 

support needed to ensure a cohesive support system with military comrades.  This same 

research demonstrated a stronger correlation between MST and health conditions like 

PTSD than sexual trauma experienced either before or after the military, which indicates 

the severity of the impact of this particular type of trauma (Street et al., 2009).    

Bessa and Farmer (2011) conducted a case study at the University of Texas at 

Austin in order to focus on the female veteran experience within the context of the 

military and socio-political climate.  The researchers called MST a particularly violating 

and intimate form of betrayal because it involves fellow soldiers—the very brothers in 

arms service members are trained to trust with their lives.   Those who suffer MST also 

feared reprisal if they sought help or reported an incident, further compounding the 

effects of PTSD.  It is also important to mention that female MSMVs are at an increased 
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risk of experiencing gender harassment that is hostile and degrading, even though it may 

not be sexual in nature (Lipari, Cook, Rock, & Matos, 2008).  For female veterans, MST 

is often only one of a series of traumatic events that impact their experience as they 

transition from the military to higher education (Iverson et al., 2016).  Another important 

finding from the literature reviewed showed that navigating stressors related to abuse, 

home, and family predates and disproportionately affects female MSMVs (Heineman, 

2017; Iverson et al., 2016).  Several studies reported that exposure to sexual trauma prior 

to enlisting in the military was “predictive of Veterans’ future exposure to potentially 

traumatic events during and after military service” (Street et al., 2009, p. 690), with over 

half of female MSMVs reporting pre-military sexual abuse.   

Finally, female MSMVs are often young, of lower socioeconomic status, and 

reported more severe childhood sexual abuse, more violent domestic partner abuse, and a 

greater risk of victimization or re-victimization than their male military counterparts or 

the non-military population of women (Street et al., 2009; Zinzow et al., 2007).  An 

additional challenge for female MSMVs involves negotiating primary caregiver roles 

while attending college or university.  In 2007, 38% of women and 44% of men serving 

in the military were parents, with 40% of MSMVs having children under the age of five 

(Street et al., 2009).  However, female MSMVs were three times more likely to be single 

parents and five times more likely to be married to another military member who was 

also eligible for deployment (Street et al., 2009).  All of these factors put an increased 

burden on female MSMVs transitioning from the military to civilian life.   

LGBTQ+ military service members and veterans.  Research concerning 

LGBTQ+ MSMVs is even more limited than the information available concerning female 
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service members.  A few studies addressed the impact of the military’s official policy 

toward LGBT service members by looking at healthcare (Ramirez et al., 2013; Seal et al., 

2008) and the impact inequities in the military have had on LGBT populations and their 

families (Alford & Lee, 2016).  A core theme in this research involves DADT, which was 

the official US policy on gay and lesbian individuals serving in the military between 

December 21, 1993 and September 20, 2011 (National Defense Authorization Act, 1993).   

In many ways, the legacy of DADT has led to greater marginalization for LGBTQ+ 

service members, even nine years after the policy was revoked through the DADT Repeal 

Act of 2010 (P.L. 111-321; Alford & Lee, 2016).   

A review of existing research by Alford and Lee (2016) highlighted a number of 

cultural and institutional inequities that continue to create barriers for LGBT service 

members.  Prior to DADT, homosexuality was grounds for dishonorable discharge or 

court martial, in part due to the perceived threat homosexual orientation posed to the 

hypermasculine culture within the military.  The authors characterized this as a conflict 

between “the traditional military concept of the warrior identity” that focused on “the 

image of the lone male soldier in the battlefield” with anyone “with presumed effeminate 

traits (such as women and sexual minority people)” (Alford & Lee, 2016, p. 258).  

However, the limited research after the repeal of DADT demonstrates that LGBTQ+ 

service members pose little to no negative effects to “military readiness, unit cohesion, 

recruitment and retention” and morale (Alford & Lee, 2016, p. 258).  

An article by Romaniuk and Loue (2017) discussed how little research was done 

concerning LGBT people in the military during the 18 years of DADT.  The deleterious 

results of this omission led to “a lack of legal, family-oriented, and health care services 
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for this population” (Romaniuk & Loue, 2017, p. 81), as well as an increased 

vulnerability to abuse and harassment (Blosnich et al., 2017; Goldbach & Castro, 2016; 

Ramirez et al., 2013; Romaniuk & Loue, 2017).  Since 2011, research has shown a 

notable shift in attitudes about sexual orientation, both within and outside of the military 

(Alford & Lee, 2016).  However, the paucity of research on this population (estimated at 

71,000 or 2.2% of all military personnel currently serving) gives testimony to how little is 

really known about the welfare of these individuals (Alford & Lee, 2016; Gates, 2010; 

Goldbach & Castro, 2016).  

Historically, LGBTQ+ individuals have also been discouraged from reporting 

MST for “fear of being thought to be homosexual/lesbian” (Romaniuk & Loue, 2017, p. 

81), which would lead to dismissal from the military, even before DADT.  Although 

there are discrepancies in reporting the rates of MST involving men, research indicated 

that reported MST at all three military academies has steadily increased over the past 12 

years (US Department of Defense, 2019).  This same report stated that only about 12% of 

victimized cadets report MST to the Department of Defense, which indicates how reticent 

military members are to report abuse.  Awareness of this information and the effect it has 

had on individuals is vital to understanding the complex challenges students may bring 

with them when they enroll in college.  

According to Blosnich et al. (2017), MST screening for transgender individuals 

revealed very high rates of victimization, although the historical timeframe for the trauma 

did not clearly establish whether trauma occurred while in the military.  The limited 

amount of research on this group demonstrated that transgender MSMVs are more likely 

to experience homelessness (21%), more likely to attempt suicide (40%), and much more 
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likely to experience harassment due to the “hypermasculinity” of military leadership 

(Goldbach & Castro, 2016, p. 55).   Goldbach and Castro’s (2016) review of the literature 

on the healthcare needs of LGBT service members found that the distrust established 

between individuals and health care providers under DADT persists today.  Using a 

descriptive, quantitative study of (n = 23) of male service members, Biddix, Fogel, and 

Black (2013) reported that 30% of participants were uncomfortable discussing their 

sexual orientation with a medical provider.  Additionally, only 56.7% believed that the 

military was interested in their well-being without regard to sexual orientation (Biddix et 

al.,  2013).   

The Trump administration’s order placing restrictions on transgender persons 

(“The Transgender Service Ban”) means the history of this issue is now being 

determined.  A memorandum on August 24, 2017 instructed the military to authorize the 

discharge of all transgender service members by March 23, 2018—a directive that came 

by way of a “Tweet” (Lang, 2018).  The ban conflicts with existing policies that clearly 

state that the VHA is a place where gender non-conforming individuals are welcome and 

able to receive comprehensive, patient centered care (US Department of Veterans Affairs, 

2018b).  A paper by Lang (2017) examined human rights law framework that could be 

used to challenge the ban under either constitutional or international human rights law, an 

indication that the issue is politically motivated, contentious, and evolving.  Although the 

repeal of DADT in 2011 marked an important milestone in greater equality for all 

military service members, much more research and work remain to be done to ensure that 

LGBTQ+ MSMVs receive the help they need to successfully access healthcare and 

transition successfully from the military to the classroom.   
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Cognitive, Behavioral, Educational, and Institutional Challenges 

Research sometimes characterizes college students with learning disabilities (LD) 

as underprepared and underserved (Gregg, 2007).  The statistics regarding individuals 

with an LD and information on their educational attainment can best be described as 

bleak.  In an article that compared adults with and without an LD across the spectrum of 

socioeconomic status and ability, Gregg (2007) demonstrated how challenging it can be 

for individuals with an LD to enroll and succeed in college.  According to the author, 

individuals with an LD are two to three times more likely to drop out of high school, 90% 

less likely to enroll in postsecondary school or training, and much more likely to receive 

welfare than someone without an LD (Gregg, 2007).  Finally, Gregg (2007) pointed out 

that adults with an LD are much more likely to face incarceration.  Collectively, Gregg’s 

(2007) article draws attention to the overwhelming odds that must be overcome in order 

for individuals with an LD to succeed in post-secondary education.   

Not surprisingly, MSMVs with an LD face the same challenges, in addition to 

barriers that often result from reintegration after military service.  Many MSMVs face 

unique forms of discrimination (e.g., inadequate documentation for accommodations, 

inadequate accessibility, stigma and microaggressions) that create additional obstacles in 

post-secondary education (Ghaffari, 2011).  Learning disabilities and conditions like 

attention-deficit disorder (ADD) and attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) 

often exist prior to military service, but some individuals may not have been diagnosed or 

may not have accessed disability services (DS) prior to the military (Madaus, Miller, & 

Vance, 2009).  Additionally, signature injuries from modern conflicts (e.g., PTSD and 

TBI) can lead to problems with attention and processing—symptoms which are often 
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synonymous with indications of an LD (Bagalman, 2013; Maclennan & MacLennan, 

2008; Ylvisaker et al., 2001).  

Although disability services in post-secondary education has improved access to 

education for individuals with an LD, the stigma surrounding mental health continues to 

influence help-seeking behaviors of veterans (Ghaffari, 2011; Shackleford, 2009). 

Furthermore, many MSMVs are unaware of the ways in which these services can assist 

them when they reach the college campus.  The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 

prohibits discrimination based on ability, but it can only provide a pathway for access to 

education, meaning it does little to address the social, economic, and educational barriers 

individuals often confront when they enroll in college (Gregg, 2007).  MSMVs with an 

LD may arrive on campus with complex medical histories and diagnoses, which are 

further complicated by the fact that many individuals do not report nor seek help for 

mental health issues like anxiety and depression related to complex sequelae (Ghaffari, 

2011).   

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2012) data on students in 

postsecondary education show that in 2011-12, 21% of veteran students reported having a 

disability compared with only 11% of students who were not veterans.  Research also has 

demonstrated that veterans are much less likely to seek help, which indicates that 

reported data only captures individuals who self-identify as having a disability (Ahern et 

al., 2015; Castro & Kintzle, 2017; Ghaffari, 2011; Vance & Miller, 2009).  Equally 

important, limited research and data only account for individuals who have sought help, 

received a diagnosis, and self-identified to campus disability services.  Therefore, the 

number of military students with a disability is most certainly higher.  Because the 
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number of MSMVs reporting a disability (of any kind) is almost twice that of non-veteran 

students, colleges and universities should be prepared to handle the unique and complex 

co-existing conditions which are experienced by this population (Cate, 2014).  

Traumatic brain injury.  Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) is a term used to describe 

a “range of conditions” and is not technically a specific diagnosis (Bagalman, 2013, p. 2).  

As a common mental health challenge for veterans, TBI often creates problems that 

mimic an LD in the classroom (Borsari et al., 2017; Helms & Libertz, 2014; Kennedy, 

Krause, & Turkstra, 2008; Sinski, 2012; Ylvisaker et al., 2001).  According to the Centers 

for Disease Control (The CDC, 2013), the prevalence of TBI in the general population 

has increased dramatically in the last 10 years, with over 1.7 million people diagnosed 

annually due to accidents involving blunt force trauma.  The most common symptoms are 

problems with memory, attention, and executive functioning (Hux et al., 2010; 

MacLennan & MacLennan, 2008; Sinski, 2012).  Additionally, individuals with TBI 

often report feeling isolated and suffer from depression and low self-esteem (Borsari et 

al., 2017; Wang et al., 2016).   

Formerly referred to as “shell shock” or “combat fatigue,” TBI is often still 

referred to as a “severe concussion” or “close head wound” (Cate, 2014).  For MSMVs, 

TBI can result in a number of cognitive impairments, including loss of memory and 

trouble concentrating.  Other typical problems associated with TBI include dizziness, 

headaches, and blurred vision plus behavioral changes including anxiety, sleep disorders, 

irritability, and depression (DiRamio & Spires, 2009).  

Prior to passage of the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA), the Americans 

with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA), and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, 
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individuals with traumatic brain injury (and similar cognitive challenges) had restricted 

access to education, including higher education.  Under the ADA, colleges and 

universities that receive federal funding are not allowed to ask students about physical or 

mental disabilities and instead must rely on students to self-report disabilities (ADA, 

1990).  Additionally, institutions must ensure that all programs, including extracurricular 

activities, are accessible to students with disabilities (ADA, 1990).  However, for 

MSMVs with complicated emotional, physical, and cognitive sequelae, seeking and 

receiving assistance with access can be complicated by a lack of understanding about 

how disability services can assist students.  Additionally, there is a need for greater 

training for instructors about how to assist these students in the classroom, whether or not 

students have a documented disability or letter of accommodation (Helms & Libertz, 

2014; Shackelford, 2009; Ylvisaker et al., 2001).  This is the core principle of Universal 

Design (UD), which is the design of curriculum and environments that are accessible to 

the greatest extent for all people. 

Helms and Libertz (2014) noted that TBI has become the signature injury of “the 

wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, with over a quarter of a million service members diagnosed 

with a TBI from 2000 to 2012” (p. 11).  In the general population, less than one-half of 

one percent suffer from a TBI each year (The CDC, 2013).  By comparison, one-third of 

today’s veterans have PTSD, TBI, depression, or a combination of these three (Vance & 

Miller, 2009).  Of those diagnosed with TBI, “93% present with cognitive impairments” 

that meet the definition of an educational disability (MacLennan & MacLennan, 2008, p. 

521).   
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Research reviewed demonstrated that military students with TBI are entering the 

college classroom in unprecedented numbers due in large part to the Post-9/11 GI Bill 

(Education Working Group, 2012).  However, the limited amount of data that exists on 

military students with diagnosed educational disabilities, including those with TBI, has 

shown that 70% of these students do not persist, although conclusive, generalizable 

evidence for this conclusion has not been reported (MacLennan & MacLennan, 2008).  A 

small case study by MacLennan and MacLennan (2008) revealed that most military 

students with educational disabilities do not register for campus support or disability 

services, out of fear of perceived weakness.  This perception was confirmed by Ahern et 

al. (2015), who found that simply removing the word disability from all services for 

military students resulted in a 100% increase in access in one year.  

In 2007, The Department of Defense Mental Health Advisory Team released a 

report on assessments and recommendations for improving the efficacy of mental health 

services for MSMVs (Arthur, MacDermid, & Kiley, 2007).  The Task Force issued a 

number of recommendations based on findings relating to TBIs and the military, 

including the need to create and foster a more supportive environment for promoting 

psychological health within the military.  This report also discussed the pervasive stigma 

attached to service members who sought help and the lack of qualified mental health 

professionals trained in assisting individuals who experienced problems with access to 

quality mental healthcare (Arthur et al., 2007).  Gaps in healthcare during transition from 

the military to civilian life were also noted in the study.  This is especially relevant for 

MSMVs enrolling in higher education, where even fewer services are tailored to meet the 

needs of individuals with TBIs or complex physical or mental challenges. Collectively 
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this paints a difficult picture for MSMVs transitioning to higher education.  Because this 

population is averse to seeking help, they often lack access to convenient, quality 

healthcare.  

In military conflicts prior to Vietnam, roughly one in three wounded service 

members suffered fatal injuries, but thanks to improvements in trauma care and 

emergency medicine, that number (including combat-related and noncombat-related 

injuries) has been reduced to just one in sixteen (DiRamio & Spires, 2009).  However, 

this also means that the number of veterans with physical and emotional trauma (e.g., 

polytrauma, comorbid conditions, PTSD) has increased dramatically.  DiRamio and 

Spires (2009) reported estimates of between 11 to 28% for combat troops suffering from 

some form of TBI due to a concussive blast or other blunt-force trauma.  According to 

Helms and Libertz (2014), 80% of combat injuries are the result of a blast and although 

not every individual suffers a TBI from exposure to explosions, the chance of TBI from 

such exposure is very high.  Bagalman (2013) stated that determining the total number of 

veterans with TBI is unknown, not only because the condition is difficult to diagnose, but 

because some veterans have not yet accessed their VA health benefits.  Helms and 

Libertz (2014) reported that from 2000 to 2012, over a quarter of a million service 

members were diagnosed with a TBI.   

Studies and reports (e.g., Ahern et al., 2015; DiRamio & Spires, 2009; Glang et 

al., 2008; Helms & Libertz, 2014) that focused on the challenges students with TBI face 

consistently show these individuals struggle with memory and concentration.  Kennedy, 

Krause, and Turkstra (2008) used an online survey (n = 35) to look at the impact TBIs 

have on adult students in higher education while also describing these students’ health 
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seeking behavior.  Participants in the study reported a number of challenges, including 

forgetting what was said during class, feeling overwhelmed in class, and feeling 

misunderstood by others.  One of the most important findings from this study involved 

the difference in the number of students reporting problems and the number of students 

who accessed support services, especially disability services.  80% of respondents 

reported problems with schoolwork, yet less than half of these students accessed campus 

disability services (Kennedy et al., 2008).   

Because there is often a gap between the date of injury and enrollment in college, 

military students often underestimate their need for support until they are already 

struggling in class (Kennedy et al., 2008).  For students who have never attended college 

before, it may be difficult to discern whether cognitive and behavioral challenges are due 

to military service.  Many students have limited awareness of their deficits and because 

some have little to no difficulty in school prior to being injured, they assume they can 

pick up where they left off.  Diminished awareness of impairment is also a symptom of 

damage to the frontal lobe, which is often associated with TBIs (MacLennan & 

MacLennan, 2008).  Kennedy and colleagues (2008) found that in order to connect 

students with TBIs to services that can be beneficial, it is important to begin the process 

of informing and assisting individuals at the point of discharge from rehabilitation as well 

as at college orientation.  One last important finding from their study showed that less 

than half of college disability coordinators were trained in assisting individuals with TBI 

and only 9% of disability services programs identified TBI as a disability.  Collectively 

these findings highlight the need for improvement in the way colleges and universities 

prepare to meet and are meeting the needs of MSMVs.  
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Educational challenges.  Literature indicated that students with TBIs, even those 

diagnosed with a mild case, can suffer from persistent cognitive and behavioral 

impairments that interfere with their ability to perform tasks needed to succeed in higher 

education (MacLennan & MacLennan, 2008; Ylvisaker et al., 2001).  It is important to 

note that the academic environment relies heavily on “cognitive issues of memory, 

thinking, and problem solving” (Bruning, Schraw, & Ronning, 1999, p. iv); therefore, 

impairments typically associated with TBI often interfere with students’ ability to 

successfully complete college-level coursework (MacLennan & MacLennan, 2008).   

The literature on MSMVs also identified a strong correlation between combat-

related injuries (i.e., PTSD and TBI) and problems with verbal memory and 

organizational strategies, which are also necessary tools for academic success (Sinski, 

2012).  In the classroom, students with these deficits often struggle with reading skills, 

comprehending lectures, taking notes, concentration, short-term memory, and other 

capabilities associated with executive functioning (MacLennan & MacLennan, 2008; 

Sinski, 2012).  Veterans with TBI who were enrolled in college coursework before 

becoming injured reported school was “more difficult after brain injury” (MacLennan & 

MacLennan, 2008, p. 522).  Additionally, MSMVs said they struggled to integrate into 

civilian life and often felt frustrated, isolated, depressed, and alienated from non-military 

peers and instructors, which can exacerbate the perceived severity of symptoms (Brown 

& Gross, 2011; Ylvisaker et al., 2001).  Relevant literature (e.g., Glang et al., 2008; 

Helms & Libertz, 2014; MacLennan & MacLennan, 2008; Madaus et al., 2009; 

Shackelford, 2009; Sinski, 2012; Ylvisaker et al., 2001) demonstrated that cognitive 
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impairments and deficits in higher-level learning skills require targeted training and 

intervention in order to help students stay in the classroom and succeed.  

Longitudinal data regarding course completion, persistence, and graduation rates 

for students with learning disabilities is extremely limited, but existing information is not 

very encouraging, showing that only around 30% of these students eventually graduate 

(MacLennan & MacLennan, 2008).  As noted by Falkey (2016), MSMVs’ success relies 

as much on institutions as it does on individuals, which indicates there is potential for 

improvement in the way colleges and universities help students successfully integrate 

into the college environment.  Meeting the needs of students requires taking a holistic 

approach, something that “can be leveraged to transform process and practices that 

benefit all students” (Brown & Gross, 2011, p. 45).  By coordinating efforts between 

instructional staff and support services, campuses can provide wrap-around services that 

better meet students’—not just veterans’—needs.  

Institutional challenges.  Accommodating the needs of students with cognitive, 

behavioral, and affective challenges raises a number of issues for post-secondary 

institutions.  Higher education seems to be realizing this, as evidenced by the growing 

number of conferences and webinars held each year that address these issues through 

sessions, special interest groups, and roundtable discussions.  Post-secondary institutions 

that are intentional about assisting MSMVs recognize these students are accustomed to 

setting and reaching goals while adapting to uncertainty, skills which can be leveraged to 

mitigate challenges.  Branker (2009) mentioned how this also involves acknowledging 

that MSMVs “should not have to deal with constant threat and uncertainty on our college 

campuses because of poor design” (p. 60).  Organizations like the Association on Higher 
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Education and Disability (AHEAD), The American Council on Education (ACE), and the 

National Academic Advising Association (NACADA) all regularly provide information 

and training on working with veterans in higher education.   

One of the most basic issues institutions must confront is the need for 

standardized terminology.  Servicemembers Opportunity Colleges (2012) draw attention 

to the fact that literature on veterans repeatedly mentions the absence of consistent 

terminology, which is partly responsible for inconsistent institutional reporting on this 

student population.  The SOC is unique in that it provides an overview of the problems 

inherent in reporting mechanisms, as well as guidelines for improving the ways in which 

colleges can help students succeed.  According to the SOCs 2012 report, existing data 

include and exclude students based on descriptors that are either too broad or too narrow.  

The current methodology for tracking and reporting persistence and completion rates (for 

all students) relies primarily on Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 

(IPEDS).  However, this is inadequate for tracking and reporting on MSMVs because 

data relies on first-time enrolled students who are enrolled full-time while seeking a 

degree—descriptors which exclude the majority of MSMVs (Education Working Group, 

2012).  The report by the SOC (2012) also mentioned that most MSMVs attend five or 

more institutions while in college, which indicates that the majority of veterans do not 

necessarily begin as traditional full-time, degree-seeking students.   

Problems with parameters used to define military students also distort data by 

excluding students based on requirements that fail to consider their unique profile.  For 

example, the average military student enrolls in fewer than three courses a year, which 

again excludes them from many reporting mechanisms (Education Working Group, 
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2012).  For MSMVs, degree attainment takes eight years, on average.  Any one of these 

qualifications can exclude a student from IPEDS or the Department of Education’s full-

time completion calculation, which are the methods most commonly used to report data 

on students (Education Working Group, 2012).  This leaves a significant gap in what is 

known about MSMVs, confirming MacLennan and MacLennan’s (2008) observation that 

reports on return rates to college and data on completion for military students are scarce 

and far from conclusive or generalizable.  

In light of these challenges, the SOC (2012) has made a number of 

recommendations for institutions in order to standardize tracking and reporting of 

MSMVs.  First, they recommend reporting separately on two groups: those currently 

serving in the Uniformed Services (active duty) and veteran students. By tracking these 

cohorts separately, institutions can better understand the needs of each group and the 

ways in which colleges are succeeding or struggling to support these students.  In 2012, 

only 9% or 176 of the institutions included in the SOC (2012) study reported an MSMV 

population of more than 100.  Of the remaining institutions, 70%, or 1,534, had fewer 

than 25 students enrolled in DoD Tuition Assistance Programs (Education Working 

Group, 2012).  Therefore, the recommendation was that only institutions with 100 or 

more MSMVs report data, leaving smaller serving institutions to decide whether or not 

they want to be included (Education Working Group, 2012).  The SOC (2012) also 

suggested defining military students as active-duty, Reserve, National Guard, or veteran 

students who access tuition assistance at some point in their educational career.  These 

simple guidelines would allow researchers to draw comparisons that would be much 

more meaningful and helpful, over time.  
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Identifying the typical challenges faced by institutions is also a necessary first 

step toward creating a more welcoming environment for MSMVs.  Vance and Miller 

(2009) identified four, broad categories of services that are commonly provided for 

veterans.  The first of these—academic services—includes assistance such as evening 

student services and on-line courses, curricular adjustments, career counseling, and 

academic adjustments, such as priority registration and reduced course loads.  The second 

identified service—disability services—represents the most common on-campus referral 

for MSMVs.  Additionally, the authors mentioned related assistance, which includes 

pamphlets and brochures, referrals to the Department of Vocational Rehabilitation and 

Disability Resources, and psychometric evaluations for diagnostic testing.   

Therapy services were the third form of assistance associated with helping 

students, including on-campus counseling or therapy and referrals for physical therapy 

and counseling within a 50-mile radius from campus (Vance & Miller, 2009).  The last 

service identified was veterans’ services, which includes financial counseling and 

scholarship services.  This category included veterans’ centers, support groups, and 

related on-campus veterans’ organizations specifically set up as environments where 

MSMVs could socialize, network, and rest.   

Vance and Miller (2009) found that institutions that prioritize services for 

MSMVs were intentional about programming.   Additionally, these institutions were 

dedicated to highlighting the importance of “effective referrals, connections to other 

student veterans, ensuring smooth transitions, and coordination of services (e.g., 

admissions, orientation, financial aid counseling, DS [disability services])” (Vance & 

Miller, 2009, p. 25).   One of the most important findings from the Vance and Miller 
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(2009) survey showed that waiting for veterans to self-identify (the traditional method) 

for disability accommodations and waiting for appropriate documentation was 

ineffective.  Instead, the researchers recommended taking a more proactive (and less 

reactive) approach, focusing on reasonability instead of documentation to truly meet the 

needs of this student population (Vance & Miller, 2009).  This means offering these 

services to all MSMVs, whether they ask for access to services or not.  

Active-duty students have a unique set of challenges that complicate their ability 

to persist and succeed in college.  Because they are required to be military ready at all 

times, students often “stop out which means they stop attending college and resume later” 

(Education Working Group, 2012, p. 5).   The SOC (2012) reported that for active duty 

service members taking online classes, security concerns often place limitations on 

Internet access.  For these students, online classes are often the only viable option, so 

obtaining access to the Internet is essential.  In 2011, Brown and Gross found that 

roughly 64% of all tuition reimbursements were spent on online coursework, which 

supports the finding that online options are a preferred choice for military students.   

For many MSMVs attending a brick and mortar institution, interruptions in 

coursework are often complicated by the fact that many colleges do not accept or struggle 

to articulate military training and Service School credits or transfer credits from online 

and international colleges and universities (Education Working Group, 2012).  Persistent 

problems with accepting varied transfer and military credits increases the burden on 

MSMVs at the critical point of transition from military to civilian life.  According to 

Brown and Gross (2011), post-secondary institutions often neglect to recognize these 

individuals as transfer students, which results in lower-level placement that is repeated 
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each time a student relocates.  This is one of the reasons MSMVs may be placed into 

developmental coursework or may be a reason why they are required to repeat 

coursework for credits that are not accepted by receiving institutions.  Collectively, this 

paints an unwelcoming picture for MSMVs, who can struggle to feel validated for their 

training, experience, and educational transcript.  There seems to be no research that 

focuses on these critical issues and it is only addressed as an ancillary concern in 

reviewed studies and articles on transition.  

Problems with access and challenges with transition can lead to increased anxiety 

and depression for military students.  Using Salt Lake Community College as a model, 

Ahern et al. (2015) reported that military students struggled to relate to traditional 

students and staff, due in part to the relatively few numbers of college administrators and 

instructors who had “firsthand knowledge of the military and military culture” (p. 79).  

Brown and Gross (2011) also found that students struggled to move from a “command 

and control environment to the openness of a college campus” (p. 46), which meant many 

MSMVs struggled to adapt to expectations of instructors, advisors, and peers.  All of 

these issues can create a difficult academic environment for military students.  Adding in 

the complications of TBI, PTSD, or physical disabilities multiplies these challenges, 

demonstrating the need for targeted intervention and academic coaching in order to assist 

these students on their path to success. 

Educational Strategies   

The research on educational strategies addressed individuals who experienced a 

Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) or trauma as a result of a combat-related event.  These 

individuals also often suffer from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (Bryant, 2011).  
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Because conditions often coexist (i.e., polytrauma, complex sequelae) and involve brain 

injuries related to trauma, the presentation of symptoms can be viewed as similar to more 

classically defined learning disabilities and challenges, such as auditory processing 

disorder and problems with executive functioning (Bryant, 2011).  Helms and Libertz 

(2014) reported that children and adults with TBI share many behavioral and learning 

characteristics common to individuals with intellectual disabilities.  Additionally, 

students with TBI and students with learning disabilities (both adults and children) can 

experience deficits with “word reading, processing speed, semantic processing, and short-

term memory” (Helms & Libertz, 2014, p. 15).  

One of the most effective ways to help students with TBI is through integrating 

evidence-based learning strategies and instructional methods that have been shown to be 

effective ways of helping students in the classroom.  According to Helms and Libertz 

(2014), literature on working with adult students with TBI “offers accounts of effective 

interventions emphasizing theory and practice” (p. 14).  This includes training teachers 

and students to utilize these strategies in order to maximize learning outcomes and 

student success.   

Research-based instructional strategies that work well with students with TBI are 

in-line with the principles of UD, which provides a framework for successful practice 

with all students (Helms & Libertz, 2014).  For example, appropriate pacing increases 

acquisition of new material for individuals with memory impairment (Sinski, 2012; 

Ylvisaker et al., 2001).  Other techniques, like cognitive behavior modification, spaced 

learning, and mindfulness techniques can help increase self-control (including reducing 

aggression) for individuals with weak self-regulation due to frontal lobe injuries 
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(Ylvisaker et al., 2001).  UD builds in the legal requirements for ADA and is currently 

used in public institutions of higher learning, but training and implementation by faculty 

and instructional staff is spotty and often limited by the financial constraints of 

understaffed disability support services (National Council on Disability, 2017).  

Ylvisaker et al. (2001) highlighted the need for increased teacher training, support for 

that training, and greater access to information in order to support and encourage 

instructors as they adapt teaching and classroom environments to accommodate diverse 

learners.  

Identifying and implementing effective teaching strategies must be accompanied 

by addressing institutional problems with gathering and reporting accurate information on 

students with TBI (Helms & Libertz, 2014).   Because of inconsistent reporting standards, 

some states do not report using an etiological (origin of disease) category, meaning it is 

impossible to determine how many military students with a disability have or have had a 

TBI (Ylvisaker et al., 2001).  This is similar to overall reporting challenges with MSMVs 

noted by the SOC (2012), which again indicates that the actual number of individuals in 

college with TBI (regardless of age) is likely to be much higher than previously reported.  

One important finding from most of the research reviewed points to how difficult it can 

be to identify the characteristics of acquired brain injury and PTSD, which demonstrates 

the need for training and counseling for educational staff, especially in advising and 

instruction (Glang et al., 2008; Hux et al., 2010; Kennedy et al., 2008; Sinski, 2012; 

Ylvisaker et at., 2001).  Accommodating students with cognitive challenges often 

involves adopting best practices for instruction, which makes embracing these changes 

much more tenable.  
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The results of a small, mixed methods study by Bush and colleagues (2011) 

showed that college students (n = 4) with TBI often exhibited limited awareness of their 

own deficits, even years after injury and what is considered to be a “good recovery” 

(Bush et al., 2011, p. 245).  The study also demonstrated that students were often 

mistaken in their understanding of their academic strengths and weaknesses, which 

interfered with their ability to implement compensatory strategies that could mitigate 

challenges.  The research revealed that even when students implemented these strategies, 

they were unlikely to transfer those skills to novel situations (Bush et al., 2011).  Finally, 

the study commented on the extensive support often needed to help these students persist 

and succeed, a commitment that must be weighed in light of reasonable accommodations 

(ADA), feasibility, and the best interests of all students.  

Another quantitative study conducted by Hillary et al. (2003) looked at how 

spaced learning affected recall for adults diagnosed with a TBI (n = 20), approximately 

one-year post-injury.  The phenomenon of spaced learning or the “spacing effect” 

demonstrates that learning is greater when spread out over a period of time. This 

contrasts with the concept of “massed learning,” or learning the same concept in proximal 

time intervals (similar to cramming for an exam).  Results showed that individuals with 

moderate to severe TBI were able to learn and recall information by altering instruction 

using the spacing effect.  This agreed with research showing that students enrolled in 

developmental coursework (which has a higher than average number of students with 

learning challenges) also learned best through spaced learning (Boylan, 2002).  The 

research concluded that “the benefits offered by spaced learning may be employable 
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across neurologic populations with varying degrees of cognitive impairment” (Hillary et 

al., 2003).   

The literature review by Glang et al. (2008) looked at two specific forms of 

instructional methodologies that are often used to help students with TBI: direct 

instruction and cognitive strategy intervention.  The review looked primarily at children, 

but the instructional approaches mentioned were also stressed as best practices for 

students enrolled in developmental coursework in college.  Direct instruction relies “on 

the premise that all students can learn if instructional communications are presented 

logically, unambiguously, and clearly,” relying on carefully designed curriculum and 

efficient and outcomes-based delivery (Glang et al., 2008, p. 244).  In this model, 

instructors focused on “generalizable strategies that can be applied across a range of 

examples, reducing the demand for memorization of discrete skills or information” 

(Glang et al., 2008, p. 244).  Information is then scaffolded (i.e., intentionally 

constructed, iterative and progressive lessons), using spaced learning which works well 

with students with cognitive challenges.  Glang et al. (2008) demonstrated that cognitive 

challenges related to brain injury can “inhibit learning and application of strategies across 

novel materials,” which is common for individuals with either TBI or PTSD (p. 244).   

The second methodology discussed by Glang et al. (2008) was cognitive strategy 

intervention, which works in concert with direct instruction to help students improve 

learning strategies across a field of applications and tasks.  The research discussed a 

number of studies (with both adults and children) that demonstrated how deficits caused 

by frontal lobe injury can be indicative of challenges with “strategy construction and 

implementation without explicit instruction” (p. 246), especially in demanding academic 
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contexts.  This included impairments with executive functioning (cognitive control of 

behavior), which can be addressed through compensatory strategy instruction and meta-

cognitive intervention, practices which mirror strategies incorporated by UDI practices.  

Results from Glang et al. (2008) relied on two systematic reviews and a meta-analysis to 

demonstrate the effectiveness of these strategies when working with rehabilitation for 

adults who suffered a brain injury.  The researchers also mentioned that the use of 

effective instructional strategies could be part of important “antecedent interventions” 

which could reduce the progression of disability (p. 248).  

In education, the use of active learning strategies and elaborative self-generated 

strategies for improving memory have taken the place of earlier memory strategies that 

focused more on mnemonics and memory traces (Sinski, 2012).  These strategies help 

students connect with novel information, which consequently increases retention for 

college students (Sinski, 2012).  Sinski (2012) simply called these effective learning 

strategies.  Activating prior knowledge, using experiential learning, and including 

auditory and visual stimuli in the classroom are especially effective instructional 

strategies for veterans who have challenges due to visual, auditory, or memory problems 

(Sinski, 2012).  Another article by Branker (2009) mentioned research on undergraduate 

education, suggesting the use of UD as a framework for universities working with student 

veterans.  By comparing research on undergraduate research with the principles of UD, 

the author found that these instructional practices promote greater equity for all students.  

Drawing comparisons between military (i.e., unit cohesion, goal setting) and campus 

experiences, Branker (2009) suggested that the potential exists for colleges to capitalize 
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on the wisdom and experience of MSMVs in order to compensate for “social and 

academic imbalances in higher education” (p. 65).  

Literature reviewed by Glang et al. (2008), Sinski (2012), Ylvisaker et al. (2001), 

Helms and Libertz (2014), and Vance and Miller (2009) all focused on current and best 

practices for working with students (including MSMVs) with complex medical histories 

and behavioral challenges.  Providing information and training for faculty through 

professional development can be part of creating a veteran friendly campus environment, 

but these principles are also just good practice for working with all students.  Sharing and 

implementing this information will help not only military students with TBI, PTSD, or 

disabilities, but the entire college community, as well.  

Compensatory strategies.  Research on traumatic brain injury has identified 

compensatory strategies as techniques that can be used to bypass or compensate for a 

cognitive impairment (Barman, Chatterjee, & Bhide, 2016).  This includes a number of 

assistive technologies like electronic memory devices and alarms that can be used to 

compensate for deficits in memory or executive functioning.  Educational research has 

found that successful compensatory strategies rely on the assumption that both “student 

and educator share responsibility for learning” (Helms & Libertz, 2014, p. 14).  For 

MSMVs, this type of collaborative approach relies on students’ ability to advocate for 

themselves, which includes self-identifying the need for assistance.  These two behaviors: 

self-awareness and help seeking, are once again particularly challenging for individuals 

who have served in the military.   

Glang et al. (2008) looked at two compensatory strategies: direct instruction and 

cognitive strategy intervention, in order to determine if these strategies helped all 
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students learn more effectively.  As stated earlier, direct instruction focuses on reducing 

learner confusion through teaching “explicit, generalizable strategies” that are applicable 

to novel concepts, which reduces “the demand for memorization of discrete skills or 

information” (Glang et al., 2008, p. 244).  Cognitive strategy intervention relies on 

teaching self-regulation through writing and the use of academic strategies, like graphic 

organizers (Glang et al., 2008).  Combined, these strategies enhance abilities, allowing 

students to remain in the classroom while improving cognitive function.  Most 

importantly, understanding the military’s work ethic and focus on task completion can 

help educators leverage these strategies in order to help students re-evaluate and 

discontinue strategies that are ineffective in exchange for more useful skills (Helms & 

Libertz, 2014).   

Because the needs of students with TBI can change over time, monitoring and 

flexibility are essential.  Environmental strategies, such as creating a classroom 

environment that is calm and safe, avoiding environments that can lead to sensory 

overload or sensitized hyperarousal, and recognizing triggers (i.e., something that sets off 

a flashback), can make classrooms more accessible for students (Helms & Libertz, 2014; 

Sinski, 2012).  Self-regulating strategies, such as activating prior knowledge when 

learning new material, graphic organizers, recording lectures, and scaffolding lessons, 

can also help students compensate for deficits in memory and attention (Glang et al., 

2008; Helms & Libertz, 2014; Sinski, 2012).  Compensatory strategies can be internal 

(e.g., including visual imagery with instruction) or external (e.g., assistive technology, 

memory notebooks), which corresponds with best practices for developmental learners 

and the principles of UDI.  Research has shown that metacognitive training (e.g., a 
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memory notebook) combined with direct attention training (e.g., stimulus drill approach) 

is an effective compensatory strategy for individuals with cognitive impairment due to 

TBI (Barman, Chatterjee, & Bhide, 2016).  Glang et al. (2008) mentioned that using 

compensatory strategies that focus on executive function and meta-cognitive 

interventions is an evidence-based best practice that is effective for all students, 

regardless of their ability.  Importantly, the literature reviewed showed that these 

strategies are especially promising for students with TBI.  

Mediated technologies.  Like compensatory strategies, mediated technologies 

work to create a learning environment that adapts to meet the needs of students across 

time and space (Bannan-Ritland, 2002).  Mediated technology (also known as computer-

mediated communication, or CMC) is an umbrella term used to describe supplemental 

and assistive learning methods and devices that can aid student learning (Bannan-Ritland, 

2002).  One common form of mediated technology is a course Learning Management 

Systems (LMS).  Formats like Blackboard or Canvas can be used to help students recall 

and remember information through online experiences with podcasts, PowerPoint 

presentations, recorded messages, and videos that allow students to access and re-visit 

information at any time (Sinski, 2012).   

As a powerful tool for students with educational disabilities, mediated 

technologies are especially effective for those with attention and memory deficits.  A 

study by Compomizzi and Sindaco (2015) looked at a small number of participants (n = 

83) at a private, suburban university, which provided military students with free iPads.  

Data showed that students who elected to use the iPad as their primary device for 

academic preparation (e.g., in-class work, reading) reported a higher GPA.  Through 



77 

 

 

feedback, students commented on the iPad’s mobility and ease of use as reasons for 

increased engagement.   

Another research study by Wang, Ding, Teodorski, Mahajan, and Cooper (2016) 

assessed the use of assistive technology for cognition (ATC) by veterans diagnosed with 

TBI.  Using a survey, the authors obtained information from participants (n = 29) at the 

2012 National Disabled Veterans Winter Sports Clinic (NDVWSC), which is an annual 

event designed to teach athletes with a disability how to participate in adaptive sports.  

Researchers found that types of ATC were able to “reduce the cognitive demands of a 

task or transform the task or environment to match the users’ abilities” (Wang et al., 

2016, p. 560).  This means that assistive devices, like smartphones and apps can be used 

to successfully compensate for some cognitive limitations.  

Apps have been shown to help individuals with TBI manage daily tasks more 

effectively (Wang et al., 2016).  Some examples include attention and memory games 

(e.g., Lumosity), task reminders, and audio recordings that suppress ambient noise and 

reduce sensory overload.  The possibilities for adaptation and the variety of ways in 

which apps can be used to enhance learning in and out of the classroom demonstrate that 

mediated technology can play an important role in improving learning outcomes for 

MSMVs with cognitive challenges.  For MSMVs experiencing problems with memory 

and executive functioning, ATCs and mediated technologies can provide invaluable 

assistance tailored to improve learning and access to information. Research concerning 

the use of mediated technologies is thin and therefore should be an important focus for 

future studies.  

Learning Environments   
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Another important consideration involves the physical environment of the 

classroom, which can have a profound impact on the learning experience for students 

with sensory processing issues (Sinski, 2012).  Some MSMVs have sensitized 

hyperarousal response, which is “an extreme bodily stress response” to a stimulus or 

trigger (Sinski, 2012, p. 88).  This experience can cause a student to experience the “fight 

or flight” response often associated with PTSD.  Triggers may include issues such as 

backpacks and personal belongings blocking aisles, sudden loud noises, or sudden or 

aggressive movements that can make the physical experience of the classroom potentially 

traumatizing for students (Sinski, 2012).  Helping educators understand how simple 

modifications (e.g., clearing aisles, announcing changes in lighting or sound, allowing 

students to choose seating) can reduce stress for students with sensitized hyperarousal 

response, further demonstrates how basic training and professional development for 

faculty can create a veteran friendly environment for all students, not just those with 

sensitized hyperarousal (Sinski, 2012).  

Carello and Butler (2015) discussed what it means to be trauma informed, 

applying guidelines for educational practice by drawing from their experience in social 

work and education.  According to the article, being trauma informed means seeking to 

“understand the ways in which violence, victimization, and other traumatic experiences 

may have impacted the lives of the individual” in order to apply that information to the 

design of environments and delivery of services which accommodate survivors of trauma 

(Carello & Butler, 2015, p. 264).  Soliciting student feedback and using this information 

to create classroom environments that are sensitive to triggers for sensitized hyper-

arousal response are simple ways in which institutions can help faculty adapt classroom 
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environments (Carello & Butler, 2015).  Colleges and universities can also consult an 

institutional safety officer to identify egress hazards that may serve as triggers for 

veterans with cognitive impairments or PTSD (Helms & Libertz, 2014, p. 15).  This type 

of adaptation provides an example of a trauma informed, environmental strategy that can 

be used to create a calm and safe classroom for all students, not just those with a TBI or 

PTSD.    

Professional Development and Training for Faculty   

A study by O’Herrin (2011) mentioned that even though student service programs 

in higher education continue to grow and expand, fewer than half of institutions provide 

training in working with veterans for faculty and staff.  The Pew Research Center (Taylor 

et al., 2011) pointed out that less than one-half of 1% of Americans have experienced 

active-duty military service, which has helped facilitate the military-civilian gap that is 

evident today in higher education (Taylor et al., 2011).  Additionally, in 2008, the 

Association on Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD) found that only 33% of 

faculty and administrators expressed comfort with or knowledge of campus efforts to 

meet the needs of MSMVs (Vance & Miller, 2009).  This highlights the need for training 

and professional development designed to help faculty and administrators understand 

how to assist students, both in and out of the classroom.  Ylvisaker et al. (2001) surveyed 

a group of 10 authors with over 150 years of collective experience working with children 

with TBI in school settings.  This study demonstrated that training for teachers rarely 

included more than a passing mention of TBI, PTSD, or trauma related brain injury, 

though educators routinely acknowledge they need help with students who self-identify 

with a cognitive or emotional challenge.   
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Helms and Libertz (2014) addressed another approach to training instructors.  

Specifically, the authors discussed the use of metacognitive and self-regulatory 

approaches, which work well for both students with TBI and those with learning 

disabilities.  Unfortunately, college coursework is often designed around the model of a 

traditional student, which disadvantages non-traditional learners and puts students with 

TBI or cognitive challenges at greater risk of dropping or failing a course (Brown & 

Gross, 2011).  Implementing research-based instructional strategies such as appropriate 

pacing, task analysis and organizational support, mastery learning, and flexibility in 

modifying curriculum “can be leveraged to transform processes and practices that benefit 

all students” (Brown & Gross, 2011, p. 45).   Sinski (2012) mentioned that educators 

armed with core knowledge about memory and cognitive function can accommodate 

these needs in order to meet the needs of a diverse student population, including military 

students and those with PTSD or TBI.  Learning about triggers that might cause students 

to recall a trauma can allow instructors to adjust the classroom to minimize anxiety 

(Carello & Butler, 2015; Sinski, 2012).  With training, educators and support services 

professionals can help assess a student’s limitations, challenges, and barriers in order to 

tailor an instructional approach or plan a strategy that will best meet the needs of 

individual students (Helms & Libertz, 2014).  Again, meeting these needs is often a best 

practice that is part of UD, which means these simple accommodations benefit all 

students, regardless of ability.  

In 2010, Virginia Commonwealth University pioneered a program designed to 

mitigate stressors associated with transitioning to college.  In an article, Nichols-Casebolt 

(2012) talked about the history of what has come to be called the Green Zones program.  
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Green Zones was modeled on Safe Zones, a voluntary program designed to train faculty 

and staff in supporting and advocating for the LGBTQ+ community as allies and liaisons 

in their college communities.  The name “Green Zones” refers to the International Zone 

in Baghdad, also known as “the Ultimate Gated Community” (Nichols-Casebolt, 2012).  

During the war with Iraq, this highly fortified area became the only place that westerners 

could walk about unarmed, in relative safety.  Like the Safe Zones program, Green Zones 

is faculty driven and voluntary—a truly grass roots effort to assist students (Nichols-

Casebolt, 2012).   

The goal of Green Zones is the development of a visible network of trained 

faculty and staff who can serve as a resource and ally for MSMVs (Nichols-Casebolt, 

2012).  The concept of “safe spaces” is part of fostering a more veteran-friendly on-

campus environment, thereby helping students transition by creating a climate of 

understanding.  The program is guided by three requirements for faculty and staff: (a) 

they must express a willingness to work with students requiring assistance, (b) must 

attend a training program set up by the institution, and (c) instructors must publicly 

acknowledge their commitment as a military student-friendly ally (usually with a sign or 

placard on their office door, syllabus, and/or website).  

 Based on focus groups from 14 MSMVs and a survey of 122 veterans, Osborne 

(2013) highlighted a number of recommendations based on initial feedback on a similar 

Veteran Ally program at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.  First, Osborne 

(2013) suggested creating a Veterans Advisory Committee made up of student and 

community veterans, faculty, and administrators, in order to define what “veteran-

friendly” means for individual institutions.  Next, the researcher recommended contacting 
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veterans prior to their arrival on campus.  Because most MSMVs self-identify through 

either the admissions process or through certifying military benefits with financial aid, 

institutions have access to information that would help identify MSMVs before they 

begin coursework.  This initial contact can be used to make referrals and connect 

incoming veterans with a veteran sponsor, if students are interested (Osborne, 2013).   

Osborne (2013) also recommended using a separate but optional orientation for 

veterans, which could provide opportunities for MSMVs to meet currently enrolled 

veterans and faculty veterans.  Additional recommendations included holding recognition 

ceremonies, establishing a veteran’s lounge, promoting resources on MSMVs for faculty 

and staff, and career-focused support for MSMVs.  A review of the literature on 

transition confirms the effectiveness of these recommendations, demonstrating that a 

great deal of information on what works to help veterans transition successfully to the 

college environment already exists and is available (Ackerman et al., 2009; Borsari et al., 

2017; Green & Van Dusen, 2012, Ryan et al., 2011).   

Military Friendly Institutions of Higher Learning   

Meeting the needs of military students requires understanding the challenges these 

students face in pursuing higher education, in order to make needed changes at the 

institutional level.  Due to frequent relocations and multiple deployments, service 

members and their families are often unable to attend college without interruption.  

Because of this, online coursework has become an increasingly attractive option for 

MSMVs.  From 2011 to 2012, the number of military students using tuition assistance to 

take online coursework rose from 64% to 73%, even though “educational achievement 

remain[ed] relatively low” (Education Working Group, 2012, p. 5).   
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The American Council on Education (2018) stated that over 2,300 colleges and 

universities currently accept the Joint Services Transcript (JST), which is used by the 

Army, Marine Corps, Navy, and Coast Guard.  A JST provides a description of military 

work and schooling in civilian language for colleges and universities.  According to 

DiRamio et al. (2015), research demonstrates that 40% of higher education institutions 

surveyed either opened or planned to open a veteran’s center within five years.  This also 

shows that colleges are beginning to understand the need for adopting a one-stop 

approach to providing services for MSMVs.  However, many colleges without well-

developed veterans’ programs and trained and dedicated staff for working on veterans’ 

benefits may continue to inadvertently complicate the process of articulating a JST for 

students, which can lead to lost credits and the need to repeat coursework.  

Institutions that are military friendly take steps to accommodate the unique needs 

of military students while working to mitigate challenges inherent with frequent 

relocations and military service.  Brown and Gross (2011) confirmed that “[s]uccessful 

management of the military student can be leveraged to transform processes and practices 

that benefit all students” (p. 45).  Using other models, Brown and Gross (2011) and 

Vance and Miller (2009) demonstrated the key criteria required for membership in SOC 

(2012).  These criteria include accommodations that make college more accessible, like 

offering priority registration and flexible enrollment deadlines, deferred tuition payments, 

limited residency requirements, and curricular adjustments for experience and college 

level learning through testing (Brown & Gross, 2011; Vance & Miller, 2009).  The 

program supporting the SOC ended in March 2019.  However, colleges and universities 

can still benefit by responding to SOC suggestions in order to assist military students, 
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who in turn benefit by returning to civilian life with knowledge and skills that prepare 

them to enter the job market.   

Looking at colleges that have implemented successful programs for veterans may 

provide guidance for creating programs that ease the transition process for MSMVs.  In 

New Directions for Community Colleges, Ahern et al. (2015) provide an overview of 

contemporary challenges by looking at the work that Salt Lake Community College 

(SLCC) has done as one of the “Best for Vets” colleges in the nation.  Ahern and 

colleagues (2015) revealed a number of suggestions for improving services for MSMVs 

including (a) student peer mentor groups, (b) training for campus providers in mental 

health services for veterans (e.g., PTSD), (c) staff training in a number of areas including 

sensitivity training and civilian equivalency for military skills/training, (d) flexible 

policies for registration, stopping out, and disability services, and (e) partnering with 

local VA, vocational rehab, and medical facilities and professionals in order to integrate 

services for MSMVs.  At SLCC, this meant creating a new department, called Veterans 

Services, within student services. 

As one example of a veteran-friendly institution, SLCC provides a “one-stop 

shop” where veterans can get information on access services, benefits, and any number of 

services designed to help them succeed in college (Ahern et al., 2015).  This differs from 

typical support services in that staff are specifically trained in working with the complex 

and unique situations typical with MSMVs.  The center also took into account the 

physical environment created for veterans’ services at the college, based on staff 

observations of veterans who were uncomfortable working in large student labs.  By 

considering acoustics, lighting, seating arrangement, and other components that might be 
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perceived as triggers or distractions, SLCC was able to provide a greater sense of security 

for MSMVs, which encouraged participation and visits to labs.  By looking at critical 

areas of support, Ahern and colleagues (2015) provided one model of success that can be 

described as “veteran friendly.” 

Summary  

The literature reviewed shared many common themes concerning 

recommendations for improving the way institutions of higher learning serve MSMVs.  

Currently, training for administrators, counselors, advisors, and instructors who work 

with MSMVs is widely recognized as insufficient (Ahern et al., 2015; Sinski, 2012; 

Ylvisaker et al., 2001).  A related component of serving those who have served includes 

the need to incorporate proven instructional methods and learning strategies in the 

classroom in order to maximize learning outcomes while adopting best practices (Helms 

& Libertz, 2014; Ylvisaker et al., 2001).   

Research reviewed also suggested that providing a staff member dedicated to 

coordinating services for veterans and a specialist for working with students with TBI 

and related sequelae would ease transition, provide meaningful support, and increase 

access to services for students (Ahern et al., 2015; Education Working Group, 2012; 

Ylvisaker et al., 2001).  It is essential to identify ways to help under-resourced, smaller 

institutions, where the majority of MSMVs access benefits.  The importance of adopting 

military friendly practices, including flexible guidelines and credit transfer, is one of the 

most important ways schools can improve access for military students (Brown & Gross, 

2011; Vance & Miller, 2009).  
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Finally, the literature reviewed stressed that data concerning military students and 

postsecondary institutions were scarce (Cate, 2014; Vance & Miller, 2009).  A review of 

the most recent research confirms that little has changed in the last decade.  The absence 

of longitudinal studies and the subsequent dearth of data on outcomes for these students 

underscores the significant gap that exists in both research and knowledge about the 

success or failure of MSMVs.  Comprehensive research that compiles data on enrollment, 

persistence, and goal completion is needed in order to better understand what is being 

done well and what needs improvement in order to identify and address barriers to 

success.  Meeting the needs of these students is a challenge and a privilege. Helping them 

succeed, however, is a responsibility.  
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CHAPTER III 

Methods 

Research on veterans demonstrates the paucity of information and limited amount 

of data on military service member and veteran students (Cate, 2014; Griffin & Gilbert, 

2012; Schiavone 2013).  Recently, Borsari et al. (2017) reviewed literature on MSMVs 

and found that only 57 peer-reviewed and 73 grey literature papers were published 

between the period of 2001 to 2015, which demonstrates how little research has been 

published on this population.  Consequently, this gap in information warrants 

investigation that takes a holistic view of the challenges MSMV students face seeking 

help while transitioning to college.  

Cate’s (2014) Million Records Project found that traditional databases (IPEDS, 

NCES, and NSC) used to track student success are inadequate for tracking MSMVs.  

Most importantly, MSMVs often take longer to complete a course of study than the 

traditional time-to-degree (six years) used to determine student success in large, data 

collection surveys (Cate, 2014).  As noted, MSMVs are also much more likely to suffer 

from physical and psychological disabilities due to experiences during military service.  

These factors are complicated by the ongoing risk of financial exploitation tied to 

institutions’ access to GI Bill educational benefits, which makes MSMVs a particularly 

vulnerable population within higher education (Borsari et al., 2017).  Because the body of 

research on this group of students is so limited, it is important to begin by understanding 

how MSMVs experience transition, including the ways in which they perceive and 

experience college from enrollment to participation in coursework and eventual goal 

completion.  Therefore, the purpose of this study was to understand the lived experiences 
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of military service members and veteran students enrolled in college coursework at a 

mid-size community college.  The following research questions were used to guide this 

study:  

1) What are the experiences of military service member and veteran students 

transitioning to community college?  

2) How do help-seeking behaviors affect the experience of transitioning to 

college for military service member and veteran students? 

Research Design 

This study utilized a phenomenological methodology in order to understand the 

lived experience of MSMVs transitioning to student life at a community college.  This 

design permitted the researcher to describe the essence of experiences through individual 

perspectives without relying on analysis or explanation (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  As 

defined by van Manen (1990), phenomenology seeks to gain a deeper understanding of 

the wholeness of everyday experiences.  For Moustakas (1994), this “wholeness” 

consisted of behaviors and experiences which are inseparable, integrated components of 

participants’ reality.   

A phenomenological research study also allowed the researcher to collect data 

from participants in a natural setting, where behavior and experiences could be observed 

in face-to-face interaction in real time (Creswell, 2014).  As the key instrument in a 

qualitative study, the researcher utilized inductive and deductive research methods to 

collect data and develop themes in order to formulate a holistic account of the lived 

experience of participants (Creswell, 2014).  For this qualitative study, the concept of 
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emergent design, or evolving data collection and procedures, allowed for the adaptation 

of questions as needed during the study (Creswell, 2014).   

Phenomenological researchers endeavor to understand participants’ subjective 

experience through the lens of an impartial observer who sets aside, or brackets, their 

own experience.  In order to convey findings, Moustakas (1994) provided a general 

structure for communicating phenomenological research.  This framework included an 

introduction to the phenomenon, statement from the researcher, rationale and procedures 

for research, assumptions, data collection and analysis, reporting structure, and a 

conclusion (Moustakas, 1994).  Creswell and Poth (2018) described this framework as 

being “placed in the context of [the] existential,” which enables the researcher to record 

an “ever-deepening understanding of the phenomenon experienced” (p. 80).  Through 

interviews, researchers are able to establish rapport and empathy with participants, which 

is critical for gaining depth of information from individuals reticent to self-disclose or 

share information.  This has been referred to as “minimum structure and maximum 

depth” (Lester, 1999, p. 2) or striking a balance between a focus on topics and researcher 

bias.  

Creswell and Poth (2018) also highlighted a number of ways in which researchers 

can communicate through phenomenological research, including systematic exploration 

or placing experience in context.  Using a constructivist perspective as a lens allowed for 

the development of a relationship between the researcher’s observations and role within 

the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  This personal connection within the research made 

room for identifying how cultural and personal history can influence interpretation.  This 

lens also allowed the researcher to focus on the specific contexts in which participants 
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“live and work in order to understand the historical and cultural settings” which influence 

the ways in which participants make meaning of their experience (Creswell & Poth, 

2018, p. 24).   This interpretive and reflexive approach provided a synergistic research 

methodology that created a holistic model of the central phenomenon under 

consideration.  

Because the experience of MSMVs is subjective and contextual, qualitative 

research also enabled exploratory inquiry that allowed participants to share their distinct 

perspectives as students with military experience.  Furthermore, a phenomenological 

research design meant the researcher could describe the lived experience of participants 

as the essence of meaning making for a group of individuals who experienced a 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2014).  Two research paradigms were used for this study: 

Military Transition Theory and Constructivist Theory.  Military Transition Theory looks 

at the implications of transition on the mental and physical well-being and functioning of 

veterans (Castro & Kintzle, 2018).  Additionally, the constructivist lens permitted the 

study to rely on participants’ views and perspective of their experience, in their own 

words (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Educational issues often utilize qualitative methodology 

to move from observation to data collection in order to identify patterns and generate 

theory (Johnson & Christensen, 2014).  Similarly, the design of this study allowed for the 

recording of individual and collective experiences of MSMVs as they exhibited help-

seeking behaviors during the experience of transitioning from the military to the 

classroom.  

Setting and Population 
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Participants in this research study attended a public, 2-year institution in the 

Pacific Northwest.  This site was selected because it had a significant population of 

MSMVs (n = 684) for the overall student population (n = 7,253; FTE unduplicated head 

count, 2018).  Participants had the option of attending the main campus or one of three 

satellite campuses (or some combination of all four campuses), all located in rural areas 

within a one-hour drive of the main campus.  Programs at the college primarily attract a 

large number of MSMVs to the following areas of study: Aviation Professional Pilot 

(three programs), Automotive (two programs), Criminal Justice, and Fire Science (three 

programs).  The institution, like many small community colleges, does not have a 

dedicated veterans coordinator, veterans or ROTC program, or an outpatient clinic for 

either veteran or non-veteran students.   

A 2-year institution was selected for this study because 43% of MSMVs enroll in 

public two-year colleges, even though many of these institutions lack personnel and 

programs dedicated to working with this student population (Borsari et al., 2017).  It is 

important to note that environmental factors can play an important role in influencing the 

way in which MSMVs experience transition from soldier to student.  DiRamio and Jarvis 

(2011) discussed the ways in which policies and people can serve as “critical variables in 

the equation of success for students with military experience” (p. 23).  Creating campuses 

that provide the support and structure necessary for successful transition requires 

intentional planning and concerted effort in order to maximize the opportunities for a 

positive experience.   
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Participant Selection 

For the purpose of this qualitative study, participants were selected from those 

who self-identified as MSMVs during the admissions process or those who were 

identified as an MSMV because they accessed educational benefits under the post-9/11 

GI Bill.  Participants for this study were a target population according to the definition 

used by Johnson and Christensen (2014). Because the desired population was known, this 

study relied on purposive sampling, which is defined as a nonrandom sampling technique 

that identifies and includes participants with specific characteristics (Creswell, 2014). 

This study also utilized the Greek concepts of noema (that which is experienced or the 

objective statement of behavior) and noesis (the way in which something is experienced 

or the subjective reflection of behavior), as presented by Moustakas (1994) in order to 

correlate the choices and actions of MSMVs.   

The identification of participants relied first on criterion sampling, which Patton 

(2001) described as “selecting cases that meet some predetermined criterion of 

importance” (p. 238), meaning all participants were identified as being either veterans or 

active duty military personnel.  This same technique was used to identify respondents 

who had experienced challenges during the transition from soldier to student.  

Subsequently, snowball sampling was employed because of the difficulty inherent with 

identifying students who may or may not have selected to self-disclose, as is sometimes 

the case with MSMVs.  By using snowball or chain-referral sampling, the researcher was 

able to use “participants’ networks to identify other participants” (Bernard & Gravlee, 

2014, p. 236).  According to Guest, Namey, and Mitchell (2012), this form of sampling 

can be “very useful for sampling hard-to-reach populations” even though it is “vulnerable 
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to recruiting biases” (p. 52).  Creswell and Poth (2018) stated that this type of purposeful 

sampling does not allow for generalizability because it is severely limited. However, the 

value of qualitative research (in this case, a phenomenological study) rests not in 

determining predictive behavior or causal relationships, but in qualitative research’s 

ability to “make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring 

to them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 3).  Understanding the lived experiences of 

MSMVs is a vital first step toward identifying challenges and mitigating barriers to a 

successful student experience.  

Data Collection 

Approval from the college’s Office of Institutional Effectiveness and IRB 

Committee (both the participant’s college and Sam Houston State University) were 

obtained before beginning research (see Appendix G).  Individuals identified through 

criterion and snowball sampling were contacted through a recruitment email addressed to 

students who either self-identified during the admissions process or were listed as 

receiving benefits under the GI Bill.  Additionally, flyers (see Appendix H) announcing 

the study were posted on billboards across all campuses for several weeks after emails 

were distributed.  A reminder email was sent out to this same list of students two weeks 

after the initial contact.  

After compiling a list, respondents were contacted and asked to consider 

participating in interviews concerning their experience transitioning from the military to 

higher education.  Using the criteria recommended by Polkinghorne (1989), 10 

respondents who experienced the same phenomenon (i.e., challenges with help-seeking 

and transition) were invited to participate in interviews.  Participants were encouraged to 
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choose a time and place which was convenient for them, in order to ensure that 

interviews took place in a neutral environment.  All participants were asked to sign a 

letter of informed consent before interviews were conducted.   

Questions for the interview instrument (see Appendix F) were adapted from 

questionnaires used in several dissertations on military students (Brown, 2010; 

Heineman, 2017; Persky, 2010; Schiavone, 2013).  The adaptation of questions was 

grounded in the work of Brown and Gross (2011), Sinski (2012), Vance and Miller 

(2009), Helms and Libertz (2014), Ylvisaker et al. (2001), and Ahern et al. (2015), which 

focused on the experiences of MSMVs who enrolled in college while serving or after 

serving in the military.  Interview questions utilized Spradley’s (1979) Five Types of 

Descriptive Questions (except native language), which were designed to reveal the details 

of a participant’s central experience.  These types included: (a) grand tour questions, (b) 

mini-tour questions, (c) example, and (d) experience questions.  Collectively, these 

questions harnessed the power of language in order to construct meaning for participants 

(Spradley, 1979).   Interviews were piloted with one student in order to determine if any 

changes needed to be made before working with the group of respondents.  Next, 

interviews were conducted in a neutral space on campus (e.g., library or unused 

classroom) at a time that was convenient for participants.  Finally, the interview protocol 

was read aloud before individual interviews were conducted. Interviews were audio 

recorded and transcripts of interviews were transcribed and coded. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis followed Creswell and Poth’s (2018) recommendations for 

phenomenological analysis and representation, which relied on a simplified version of the 
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Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method presented by Moustakas (1994).  This process meant the 

researcher began by describing their “own experience of the phenomenon” through 

memoing and journaling, which created an audit trail that continued throughout the entire 

process of reading, coding, and analyzing data (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 201).  Next, 

the researcher transcribed interviews from audio recordings, coding transcripts for 

“‘significant statements,’ sentences, or quotes,” developing “clusters of meaning” which 

Moustakas (1994) called horizonalization (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 79).  Saldaña 

(2016) defined coding as a “researcher-generated construct that symbolizes or ‘translates’ 

data” (p. 4).  This information allowed the researcher to construct “interpreted meaning” 

for the purpose of detecting patterns, categorizing meaning, making assertions, building 

theory, or other purposes related to analyzing data (Saldaña, 2016).   

After coding, statements were grouped by themes that were used to generate 

textural and structural descriptions (Saldaña, 2016).  Using these descriptors, the essence 

of participant’s experience was then used to create a composite, or invariant structure that 

represented the central phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  These composite 

descriptions captured “the culminating aspect” of the phenomenological study in a 

narrative that represented the noema and noesis of participants’ lived-experience 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 201). 

Trustworthiness 

Phenomenological research draws its credibility from the first-person life 

experience of participants (Moustakas, 1994).  In order to ensure dependability, this study 

looked to Lincoln and Guba (1985), whose use of unique terminology is more suited to 

naturalistic research (e.g., dependability, credibility).  Utilizing terminology that was 
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familiar to MSMVs helped create a more familiar environment that facilitated 

communication with respondents.  The researcher utilized three validation strategies in 

order to increase rigor and credibility (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Guided by Creswell and 

Poth’s (2018) suggestion, this study “corroborates evidence through triangulation of 

multiple data sources” which included coding of interviews, thick description, and 

member checking (transcript review), which are relatively easy to utilize as well as 

suitable and cost-effective (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 263).  This triangulation satisfied 

criteria for both well-grounded and well-supported research studies (Creswell and Poth, 

2018). 

Epoché 

The concept of epoché, or bracketing, allows a researcher to “set aside their 

experiences, as much as possible, to take a fresh perspective toward the phenomenon 

under consideration” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 78).  Moustakas (1994) said that epoché 

allows the focus to remain on the experience of participants, rather than the perspective 

of the researcher.  Creswell and Poth (2018) maintained that bracketing permits the 

researcher to decide the way in which they will introduce their understanding into the 

study without bias or undue influence.  According to Moustakas (1994), the most 

essential principles of phenomenological research (after epoché) are phenomenological 

reduction, imaginative variation, and synthesis.  Phenomenological reduction refers to the 

process of recording descriptions within context, which is an ongoing process 

(horizonalization) of discovery that views every statement as having equal value 

(Moustakas, 1994).  Next, imaginative variation explicates the structures of experience 

more precisely by utilizing imagination, polarities, frames of reference, and divergent 
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perspectives to make meaning.  Finally, synthesis brings it all together by combining 

structural and textural descriptions in order to share the essence of the phenomenon 

experienced by participants (Moustakas, 1994).   

The researcher’s role in this study involved collecting first-person information by 

speaking directly with individuals for the purpose of observing participants in a natural 

setting in which they were comfortable (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Additionally, the role 

of the researcher was inspired by students (many of whom are veterans) and family 

connections (five uncles and several cousins served in various branches of the military).  

The research paradigm utilized in this study combined military transition theory and 

constructivist theory, which situated this study as part of emergent constructs while 

looking at participants’ lived experience as meaning formed through relationship 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). As a limited participant observer, the researcher participated in 

discussions through interviews, but was not engaged with interviewees outside of the 

parameters of the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Several strategies were employed while recording the epoché, in order to maintain 

transparency while bracketing personal experiences.  Journaling and analytic memoing 

allowed the researcher to document reflective notes while data was collected.  Saldaña 

(2016) described journal entries and analytic memos as “a place to ‘dump your brain’ 

about the participants, phenomenon, or process under investigation” (p. 44).  These 

concurrent processes initiated the process of connecting coding with the evolving 

understanding of the phenomenon.  Additionally, this perspective simultaneously directed 

the researcher’s attention away from the challenges students faced in order to anticipate 

solutions (Saldaña, 2016).  As a result, these strategies provided insight into the lived 
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experience of MSMVs at a community college, which could be used to inform 

procedures and policies in higher education.  

Summary 

This chapter provided an overview of the qualitative methodology employed in 

this research study.  Sections covered addressed the research design, setting and 

population, participant selection, data collection, data analysis, trustworthiness, and 

epoché.  Phenomenological studies, especially transcendental phenomenology, allowed 

this study to identify a phenomenon, bracket out the researcher’s experience, collect data 

through interviews, analyze data through the lens of military transition theory and a 

constructivist lens, while conveying a composite essence of participants’ experience.  

Questions in the initial email helped identify respondents who experienced a central 

phenomenon (i.e., help-seeking behaviors and challenges with transition).  Similarly, 

random and purposive or chain-sampling helped identify 10 participants for interviews.  

These interviews were transcribed and coded using horizonalization (Creswell & Poth, 

2018).   Clusters of meaning were then used to identify themes in responses.  Textural 

and structural descriptions included descriptions of the context and setting in which 

interviews were conducted.  Finally, composite descriptions were created and used to 

identify the essence of the phenomenon, framing the concept of the common experience 

for participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018).   
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CHAPTER IV 

Findings 

The purpose of this study was to understand the lived experiences of Military 

Service Member and Veteran (MSMV) students enrolled in college coursework at a mid-

size community college.  The following research questions were used to guide this study: 

1) What are the experiences of military service member and veteran students 

transitioning to community college?  

2) How do help-seeking behaviors affect the experience of transitioning to 

college for military service member and veteran students? 

Findings of this study relied on a demographic questionnaire and interviews conducted on 

campus over the course of summer and fall terms, 2019.  Participant interviews were 

recorded, transcribed, coded, and analyzed for themes according to recommendations for 

phenomenological analysis and representation by Creswell and Poth (2018).  Moustakas 

(1994) presented this type of analysis as a simplified version of the Stevick-Colaizzi-

Keen method.  Under this method, analysis included member checking, coding, and thick 

description, which collectively provided data triangulation to support the validity of the 

study and findings.  Clusters of meaning (horizonalization) were developed from 

transcripts, based on patterns and categories determined by responses.  This allowed 

themes to emerge from the interviews as organic products of the process of analysis.  

This chapter presents findings from the data analysis using themes and subthemes 

identified in participant transcripts.   
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Participant Profiles and Demographic Information 

To prepare for interviews, participants were emailed a demographic questionnaire 

(Appendix G) which asked them to provide information about themselves, including their 

length of service in the military, current program of study, college experience previous to 

and since leaving the military, and work commitments outside of college.  Each 

participant was given a pseudonym.  All references to participants’ program of study 

were excluded from the study unless germane or integral to gaining an understanding of 

an individual’s experience.  Before interviews were conducted, participants were asked to 

share their demographic questionnaire and read and sign a letter of informed consent. 

Basic demographic information is displayed in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Demographic Information of Participants 

Participant Branch of Military Years in the Military 

Anna Coast Guard 5.5 

Bob Air Force 5.5 

Randall Navy 5 

Oscar Marines 4 

Larry Army 6 

Nolan Army/National 

Guard 

20 

Henry Navy 6 

Vince Navy 20 

Sam Navy ~7  

Cynthia Coast Guard 5  

 

Findings for Research Question One 

The first research question was designed to capture the varied and unique ways 

that MSMVs experience the transition between leaving the military and enrolling in and 

taking classes in college.  Although the literature reviewed often discussed the 
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similarities experienced by MSMVs during the process of transition, it is important to 

allow participants to describe their experience in their own words without leading 

questions or prompting.  This section discusses the themes that emerged from responding 

to Research Question One: What are the experiences of military service member and 

veteran students transitioning to community college?  Table 2 presents a list of themes 

and relevant codes identified during analysis.  There were five themes, three subthemes, 

and 50 relevant codes that emerged from interviews.  

Table 2 

Emergent Themes and Relevant Codes for Research Question 1 

Theme Subthemes Relevant Codes 

Challenges Educational 

 

 

Interpersonal 

conflict 

Transfer credits 

Joint Services 

Transcript 

Post-9/11 GI Bill 

 Montgomery GI   

Bill 

Tuition 

reimbursement 

Cognitive load 

Pedagogy 

Classroom 

Memory 

Confidence 

Intellectual rigor 

 

 Institutional Rules 

Regulations 

Bureaucracy 

Veterans 

Administration 

Facilities 

Classrooms 

Training for faculty 

   Military Friendly 
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     Institutions of   

Higher Learning 

 

 Personal Subpopulations 

 Women 

 LGBTQ+ 

PTSD 

Anxiety 

Depression 

Disability status 

Focus and memory 

Insomnia 

 

Reintegration  Relationships 

Housing 

Work 

School 

 

Belonging  Gender 

discrimination 

Sexism 

Camaraderie 

Peer ties 

Isolation 

Citizenship 

 

Transition  Transition 

Assistance 

Programs (TAPS 

and TRP) 

Information and 

assistance 

College and work 

Indecision 

Role change 

Mentoring 

Stress 

PTSD 

Gender 

   

Uncertainty/Confusion  Credit transfer 

Transcripts 

Accessing benefits 

Vocational Rehab 
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Challenges.  Participants identified a number of challenges related to the process 

of transitioning from the military to civilian life, including enrolling in and taking classes 

in college.  These challenges fell under one of three subthemes: educational, institutional, 

and personal.  The following sections discuss findings under each of these subthemes.  

Educational challenges.  Most participants maintained that they were “doing just 

fine,” but when given the opportunity to discuss a situation they found challenging, they 

frankly discussed the ways in which college did not meet their expectations.  For Oscar, 

there was a dissonance between perceptions about who he expected to engage with in 

college and the students he actually met on campus.  He mentioned that he expected to 

encounter more “snowflakes” or “people really quick to offend over nothing,” because 

“the media just paints college campuses as a feeding ground for, like, Antifa people.”   

Oscar had been “anticipating more of having to be a little more gray,” which he defined 

as “not exposing” that he was in the military.  However, he was surprised to discover that 

wasn’t the case, even though he had one public speaking class with “somebody who was 

very, very, very, very left.”  Although the political divide between conservative and 

liberal came up in a few interviews, it was not an issue that was elaborated on nor did it 

seem to be a central or common issue for most participants in the study.  What was 

mentioned several times was that the majority of participants did not want to discuss their 

military service with classmates, no matter their political affiliation.  

One common issue for participants was the challenge involved with certifying 

undergraduate transfer credits.  Out of 10 participants, six had a transcript from 

coursework at a previous institution.  The majority of participants also had a Joint 

Services Transcript (JST) in hand, though a few were unsure if they even had one.  
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Additionally, two participants had bachelor’s degrees (one was obtained prior to military 

service and one was obtained after serving).  The process of certifying credits (whether 

from a JST or from prior college experience) was confusing for student-veterans because 

it seemed arbitrary and inconsistent.   

Cynthia mentioned that she had approximately 60 credits when she joined the 

military but had not put these on her current transcript because she had switched 

programs several times for various reasons.  Upon arriving at Oregon College, she chose 

to share transcripts from only one of the three institutions she attended, because she 

didn’t think all of the credits mattered when she changed her program of study.  Another 

student (Bob) had 90 + credits from college coursework prior to the military, but his GPA 

was around 2.0, which he felt would keep him out of the competitive programs he was 

interested in pursuing.  As a result, he did not submit his transcript.  Anna pointed out 

that when arriving at Oregon College, she believed her credits wouldn’t count toward 

anything, so she just decided to start over, because she wasn’t very serious about college 

the first time she attended.  She also shared that “a lot of the stuff that I did in the military 

did transfer over, but I don’t think it counted toward anything.”  This was complicated by 

the fact that she was placed into the lowest level of developmental math, even though she 

had prior college and math credits and a great deal of technical experience from her 

military service.  Anna described how that made her feel: 

I got really down on myself and I was like, well, you can either start where you 

start and you can just pick up the pieces from there or you can try and CLEP out if 

you want and potentially start somewhere where you’re not really supposed to 
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start.  So, I kind of was like “just start where you start.  Just put down a 

foundation.”   

 Anna decided to work through the developmental sequence and looking back, she felt it 

“was one of the best things I could [sic] ever done, because I now understand math.  I 

understand the rules.”  

However, Randall viewed the issues with the “transferability of credits” as “the 

biggest problem” with “getting into college.”  In the Navy, Randall was allowed to 

intubate patients, but upon leaving the military he was required to “essentially start at the 

bottom” and “go to four years of school to get back” to doing the types of medical 

procedures he had been doing routinely as a Hospital Corpsman.  Additionally, he 

discussed conversations with fellow student-veterans whose credits were accepted, 

allowing them to move through programs more quickly, which was confusing: 

I talked to a couple of Marines that were in one of my prior classes.  We were 

taking sociology together, and I was like, “Hey, how’d you guys do coming into 

college?  Where do you guys start out at?”  The guys were like 38 college credits. 

Then this other guy was like, “I got like 24 college credits.  Where did you start 

at?”  I’m like, “eight is what Oregon College granted me from my Joint Services 

Transcripts.”   

Although the JST helped him get a job in a medical lab, “school wise, it didn’t help me at 

all.”  For Nolan, problems with transferring credits led to him having to retake 

coursework.  He had already taken a developmental math class at the City Colleges of 

Chicago but was required to take a placement exam again and found out that “Well 

dude—guess what? It’s like dang it!” you have to start over again.  The belief that prior 
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credits or experience (college or military) were irrelevant or non-transferable was fairly 

common with at least half of participants. 

Sam talked about the research he did before leaving the military, in order to 

maximize his benefits in an expensive professional program at the college:  

I even calculated how many days it was for a summer semester, for a fall 

semester…So I figured out that summer was the shortest, so you got the most 

bang for your buck.  Spring is the second shortest, and then fall is the worst as far 

as the most amount of days.  I started to figure out, like OK, so, it’s 36 months of 

eligibility.  So that’s 1,080 days.  If I do [it] as a fall semester of 115 days, it gets 

deducted from 1,080 days.  But if I do a summer session, [it’s] only 60 days. 

Well, that 60 is there when I took the same amount of classes…That makes more 

sense.   

This participant also researched programs outside of college that solicited veterans, 

offering free sign-up with the promise of a quick return on their investment upon 

completion of their pre-packaged plans.  Sam was enrolled with one such program owned 

by an individual “who owns over a billion dollars’ worth of real estate” in south Florida.  

“I’m in it. I haven’t done one lesson in it yet, but I signed up for it because it is fantastic.”  

When I asked if he was worried about being taken advantage of, he said “no.”  He 

worried much more about making sure he got what he deserved from the VA, an 

organization he seemed to trust much less that the real estate “mogul” from Florida.  

Another issue that was common among participants involved the challenge related 

to cognitive load and coursework.  Oscar talked about a particularly challenging course, 

noting “I spent one day trying to wrap my head around this managerial accounting 
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premise, essentially to get it to click and it took seven hours.”  For Nolan, “the most 

challenging part is just the information. Like, it’s hard for me to process it.”  Problems 

related to memory were a common complaint.  One participant wanted me to know that 

the struggles with memory have “nothing to do with the material and understanding it—

and nothing to do with discipline. Like it’s not that I’m being lazy--it’s just a block” 

(Cynthia).  For Vince, problems with memory led to frustration: 

When there’s too many words, it mucks up the works and I end up not knowing 

which part of the elephant to take a bite of and I can’t get going…I already suffer 

from PTSD. I already suffer from depression…there were times when I was 

bawling my head off in just about every class and it wasn’t that I couldn’t do the 

work.  I could not flip the switch and get moving. 

Nolan talked about asking professors for notes, “because I want to see how I can better be 

a student.”  Similar to other participants, he wanted me to know that although he is 

trying, he is a terrible student and can’t understand why because he tries so hard. 

A few participants mentioned challenges with pedagogy and the way coursework 

is presented in college, noting that it seems illogical compared to the way they learned 

new information in the military.  This came up when discussing course load and the 

number of credits per term. For example, one participant talked about how illogical it was 

to have to take four different classes at the same time.  He said it “mucked up the works” 

for him because he couldn’t concentrate on so many different things at the same time.  

According to Larry, in the military, you learn one new skill at a time, in a compressed 

time frame then test on that before moving on to another skill.  He couldn’t understand 
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why college coursework wasn’t a series of compressed classes (e.g., one class, five days a 

week for two weeks—then another class).   

Another participant mentioned that he has had to re-take classes and can’t 

understand why every instructor teaching the same course doesn’t use the same textbook, 

homework assignments, and tests—something that he said was completely different from 

his experience in the military (non-standardized curriculum/teaching methods).  Oscar 

talked about the amount of time needed to learn something new, a challenge he blamed 

on “how they try and teach it”; however, he was enrolled in 19 credits (12 credits is full 

time for the quarter system at the college) and conceded that “I haven’t had a single day 

of 24 hours with nothing in that 24-hour block since Christmas of 2017.”  Larry had to 

repeat some classes, mentioning again that the coursework itself was not standardized.  

The fact that different teachers used textbooks and technology differently seemed 

nonsensical.  Because he has had to repeat coursework, this lack of consistency between 

instructors has meant he couldn’t just re-do assignments he had missed or failed the first 

time through when retaking a class.   

In the military, learning a skill was much more standardized and much more like a 

checklist, something Larry felt made more sense.  Challenges associated with failing and 

retaking coursework are sometimes barriers that can interfere with a student’s ability to 

continue to receive educational benefits from the VA.  Exasperated when he was doing 

poorly in a class, Larry said, “I’ve thought, screw this. I’m just going to go somewhere 

else.”  Challenges in the classroom present a dilemma: “If I drop her class, I lose VA aid. 

I have to have a ‘fail’ on that class,” an issue that results in an academic warning (Larry).  

According to the VA, students who fail a class or receive a “punitive grade” will not be 
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penalized financially but withdrawing from a class (a “non-punitive grade”) will require 

repayment.  For participants, this pressure to fail rather than withdraw can be depressing.  

As Nolan put it, the pressure to cram as many credits into a term, knowing that the VA 

calculates benefits by months rather than credits means that even though it’s 

“overwhelming” and at times he feels he can’t handle the load, he feels pressured to keep 

going.   

One participant discussed how frustrating it was to take a class where the 

instructor seemed less than enthusiastic about teaching.  Sometimes a teacher “will show 

us a video” for 20 to 45 minutes and “then the class is done,” Anna stated flatly.  “He’s 

like, alright, go home and I’m like [what]…was that? What did you just teach me?” 

(Anna).  Because Anna has attended several colleges, she drew comparisons between 

instructors at differing institutions, noting that she was capable of differentiating between 

a good teacher and one who was disinterested.  At times, she said she wanted to ask: 

“Like, can I [get] my money back?... I’m sure most students would love a class like that, 

but I’m a ‘stickler’” (Anna).  The concept of getting their money’s worth and cramming 

as much as possible into 36 months of educational benefits was a common thread with all 

participants.  

For the majority of participants, challenges in the classroom had more to do with 

difficulty understanding concepts and retaining information.  Henry discussed the 

difficulty of moving from one topic to the next, one class period after another in quick 

succession.  In “every class period I’m learning something I don’t know and retaining 

that memory…is somewhat challenging for me. I’m retraining my brain how to actually 

remember information that’s relative” (Henry).  Henry’s documented memory problems 



110 

 

 

presented a number of challenges with classes that relied heavily on lectures with little to 

no information posted on Blackboard, the college’s learning management system (LMS).  

Several participants discussed the challenge of retaining information, something Vince 

said eventually became overwhelming: 

If I don’t get the “A”, I ask myself, “Did you do everything you could?”  And if 

the answer is [yes], then I’m good with it.  If the answer is “no,” you kind of 

slacked on that, then I start beating myself up and I get bummed and I get 

depressed and it’s like “Dude, you are letting it happen again,” you know?  

Like Vince, some participants blamed themselves for struggling to retain or grasp 

information, viewing this challenge as a personal failure directly related to not trying hard 

enough.  

The concept of confidence—both in and out of the classroom—was also 

discussed by several participants.  Cynthia mentioned that community college was an 

option that was much less “scary sounding” than a 4-year college.  After five years in the 

military, she felt she needed time to heal, which led her to enroll (initially) in a certificate 

program in agricultural production in California.  Anna also talked about her fear of 

returning to college after the military because she was not confident that she was smart 

enough to succeed in an academic environment.  At one time she thought that classmates 

were moving ahead of her in the program, which left her feeling unqualified and dumb. 

However, unlike the majority of participants, Sam felt he did not need to attend all of the 

required classes, “because it’s the same materials, so the professors are like ‘you already 

know all this, so you don’t really need to show up’.”  Where most participants blamed 
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themselves for educational challenges, Sam discussed a failure to obtain scholarships and 

problems with grades as outside of his control, something that he was “salty” about.    

Institutional challenges.  Another set of challenges identified by participants 

included perceived barriers that were a result of rules, regulations, or organizational 

bureaucracy related to access to education.  These institutional challenges often resulted 

in frustration over student-veterans inability to self-determine how and when they could 

use their educational benefits.  Like all of the participants, Oscar was trying to pack as 

many credits as he could into his time in college in order to maximize his educational 

benefits and limit the need for student loans.  Only a couple of participants were able to 

attend school full time without having to work.  As Oscar said, “if I didn’t have a part 

time job, I wouldn’t eat.”  Although all participants received money for their Basic 

Allowance for Housing (BAH) from the VA, none felt it was enough to live on unless 

they had a roommate or two (or four, as the case may be).  For student-veterans with 

partners and children, this stress was increased by the pressure to provide for their 

families.  As Sam put it, the conflict between work, school, and navigating benefits was 

exhausting, requiring student-veterans to live a discounted lifestyle that was much more 

challenging than what most non-military students encounter.  

Two participants had partners who were born abroad then obtained citizenship; 

however, their partners’ immigration status restricted their ability to work which made 

the student-veteran the sole bread winner during the process of enrolling in school and 

getting set up with benefits (educational and BAH).  Similarly, two participants were 

born abroad and obtained citizenship during their time in the military.  Both of these 

participants described their citizenship as a benefit that was used to entice them to serve, 
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although it was something they had not solicited nor thought about before serving.  

During interviews, the topic of naturalization came up several times during different 

discussions.  Participants emphasized that their citizenship was a point of pride, 

something they worked for and earned through their military service.  Importantly, the 

challenges they faced with the VA (e.g., obtaining disability status, conflicting answers to 

inquiries) often created dissonance with their understanding of the educational benefits 

they earned, a point of conflict that clashed with their dedication to their new homeland. 

In an effort to better understand the veteran experience, Oregon College hosted a 

discussion about two years ago, inviting faculty, administration, and student-veterans to 

attend.  However, one participant felt the meeting was unwelcoming and poorly 

conceived, with student veterans being asked an inordinate number of questions that 

focused on safety and security on campus.  Larry felt the scenario was politically 

motivated, noting that with “certain teachers…you could tell how liberal they were. The 

way they were dressing.  But the conservative teachers, they were quietly sitting. They 

made really pointed questions.”  Larry described how hard he worked to avoid 

mentioning his veteran status—in order to fit in on campus.  Because of this, the meeting 

seemed at odds with his desire to choose when and where he self-identified.  

Additionally, the stated purpose of the meeting (gaining input from student veterans) and 

the actual experience were at odds, something that he felt indicated an ulterior motive or 

hidden agenda.  The questions from administration and faculty on safety appeared 

pointed and confrontational and as Larry pointed out, his training in the military was 

something the college should view as an asset, not a threat.  Whatever the purpose or 
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intent of the meeting, Larry felt it was a veiled attempt at discovering whether veterans 

were volatile or prone to violence. 

On the other hand, Oscar mentioned his specialized training, which qualified him 

to be the “most dangerous person in the room,” noting that his initial response to any kind 

of confrontation is physical.  One incident involved a 19-year old woman in a speech 

class, who was upset and called several classmates “misogynistic racists.”  Although the 

rant was not targeted at him, Oscar said he was prepared to act, because he had seen 

YouTube videos about similar confrontations on other college campuses.   

I was going out of my [head]…very heated conversations.  I just put myself in 

that situation and I was like, man, you’d get punched in the throat so quick.  My 

God.  You want to stop talking?  I’ll make you stop talking. A lot of people 

haven’t been hit, and it shows, I guess.  That’s kind of the first thing you learn in 

the Marines is you have an issue with somebody you take your blouse off and you 

handle it.  You come back and you’re a man.   

Like Larry, Oscar expected confrontation and when it happened, he felt the urge to 

respond physically, though he resisted the instinct to fight back.  

Other participants discussed what it was like to have restrictions placed on 

utilizing educational benefits to take coursework that interested them.  Nolan talked about 

how a previous institution told him that he could not use his educational benefits if he 

was not a degree-seeking student, to which he replied, “Sir, you don’t govern my benefit. 

The VA does and the VA authorized me to go to your school.”  For the participants who 

already had degrees or wanted to take a class or two while working on physical or 

emotional challenges, restrictions on what was and what was not allowed (individual 
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coursework) was particularly frustrating.  Participants acknowledged the importance of 

protecting student-veterans from wasting benefits on coursework that would not lead to a 

degree, but because the benefit was earned, they were frustrated by how little control they 

had over choosing coursework. 

Every participant talked about the need to remain enrolled full-time, in order to 

maximize their educational benefits.  For those struggling with anxiety, depression, or 

PTSD, this was especially aggravating because they felt the pressure of full-time 

enrollment exacerbated their symptoms, which made remaining enrolled especially 

challenging.  “I think that’s just too much stress,” Nolan said. “I can’t handle more than 

two classes.  I just really can’t.”  This was a common dilemma for students—a conflict 

between finances and their physical and mental health.  

Vince also felt thwarted by the GI Bill: “I did my time and I served my country 

and I earned it. Why can’t I use it the way I want to use it?”  As retired career military 

man, he wanted the freedom to take a class just for the sake of personal interest.  Instead, 

he felt forced to game the system by changing his major every six months, in order to 

cover tuition for classes he was interested in.  The frustration associated with an inability 

to choose how to use benefits while self-regulating emotional and mental health was a 

common concern with participants. 

Two participants discussed how the facilities at the college were problematic. 

Like many student-veterans with posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), these participants 

mentioned areas on campus that they felt were insecure and poorly designed.  Vince 

described it this way: 
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I walk into a classroom and there’s a weird box—it’s taped weird, it’s labeled 

weird and it’s sitting by the door in a common area and everybody’s walking by it 

like it’s nothing and I start going into a panic.  It’s like, it’s like everybody’s 

oblivious because college campuses are just so—it’s a soft target is what it is.  

Another participant mentioned challenges with certain buildings, due to their design.  

One class was in a building, downstairs—what he called a brick box with no windows 

and limited exits.  During a test, the student was unable to finish because his anxiety was 

just too much to deal with.  Ultimately, he failed the class.  It was by happenstance that 

he ran into his professor a year later and decided to mention why he left the class, 

explaining how the room affected him during the course final.  Ultimately it wasn’t the 

stress of the test, but the physical environment of the room and building that created a 

barrier for this participant.  He chose to fail rather than talk to his professor about the 

anxiety he felt in that classroom, ultimately seeing this as a personal failure.  

For Vince, the process of describing the college campus caused him to relive the 

stress during the interview, bringing on an uncomfortable feeling in his chest: 

I walk over, I get the coffee, I walk over into the open area and look in there and 

…I walked back in. I can feel it right now…That place [the cafeteria] makes me 

very uncomfortable. It is everything that I was taught to avoid. Large gatherings 

of people…what I’m learning now is subconsciously there are things that 

happened to me that I have erased and didn’t realize are coming back slowly.  

He felt that the security on college campuses was unnerving.  Worrying about how the 

college would respond to an active shooter was frequently on his mind, because “They   

are just completely open…and that drives me crazy” (Vince).  Both Vince and Larry 
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mentioned that they felt well qualified to react to an issue with security, but neither felt 

their military expertise was appreciated by the college.  Both participants discussed their 

struggle with PTSD as a challenge that was exacerbated by the design of the campus and 

the spaces they were expected to navigate on a daily basis.  

Challenges in the classroom sometimes created barriers that felt hostile to student-

veterans.  Several times Cynthia had to explain to instructors that she wanted to sit in the 

back of the room because of her PTSD, which makes it difficult for her to have someone 

sitting behind her.  Having to do this repeatedly was unnerving and embarrassing, 

because instructors often reacted with disbelief.  The experience was upsetting, yet 

Cynthia judged her own response as “childish”: “I feel like it’s too hard or pissing me off 

or it’s just people are annoying me, or there’s too many people or…I’m just like I don’t 

want to be there.”  Vince also talked about how challenging it could be to get a seat in 

class that he is comfortable with, a place where he doesn’t have to have his back to the 

door.   

Larry described another challenging classroom experience and how difficult it 

was for him when students disrespected a teacher by showing up late for class. “One time 

it happened with this girl,” he explained, “and I was cursing at her really bad. I felt it was 

a disrespect not only for the teacher but for the students, too. It’s like, man we’re paying 

for this thing.”  Like many participants, Larry expressed his frustration in terms that 

related to his earned benefits, something he was determined to make the most of in 36 

short months.  Students who were not as dedicated as he was often felt like barriers or 

impediments, challenges that interfered with his ability to get the most out of his 

educational benefits.  
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Another issue related to institutional challenges with facilities was the college’s 

veteran’s lounge.  Two of the 10 participants knew where it was (in the student center), 

but none felt that it had anything to offer them.  Some thought it was in the registration 

building and two thought it was the same thing as financial aid.  One participant 

mentioned that they met with the VA there regularly and thought that the military club 

that met there was helpful, though they must have been confusing Oregon College with 

another institution, because neither are true at the college.  Bob mentioned that he 

stumbled across the lounge during orientation and wondered what it was for.  Although 

the college does maintain a lounge for veterans, it is never staffed and no one at the 

college is tasked with working with veterans outside of processing educational benefits 

and verifying the certificate of eligibility each term.  Cynthia suggested the college have 

a mandatory meeting or orientation session for student-veterans, where information could 

be shared by veterans, for veterans.  At the very least, she said, the college should have a 

“veteran counselor that says, ‘Hey, look—we just want to let you know that this is what 

we have here. We have a testing accommodations, if you need it.  There’s this building if 

you need it’…I didn’t get really any run down of anything.”  All participants mentioned 

they were grateful for the guidance they received from the Financial Aid office but felt 

navigating the rest of the information needed to succeed in college either required the 

good fortune of a helpful instructor or a lot of luck.  

Scheduling and waiting for approval to begin a program of study also proved 

challenging for some participants.  Several student-veterans were enrolled in one of the 

college’s professional programs, which must ensure compliance with something called 

the 85/15 regulation that states that no more than 85% of students enrolled in the program 
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can be military personnel (active duty, veteran, or National Guard/Reserve).  For Sam, 

the rules involved with this program were often unclear and appeared to be moving 

targets.  He was unsure how decisions were made regarding admission to the program, 

noting that he found out he was admitted less than two weeks before classes began.  After 

being told initially that there wasn’t room for him, he had canceled his moving truck and 

made plans to stay on the East Coast, but the last-minute change in plans seemed 

arbitrary and random and it cost him a lot of money.   

Programs with irregular or set start dates also caused problems for some 

participants, because discharge dates from the military do not follow a schedule.  Henry 

discussed missing pre-requisite classes fall term, because he started mid-year.  Because 

he did not have the information he needed until he was already on campus, he was even 

more constrained to take full advantage of his benefits within the allotted time frame.  

This was a frustration he felt he could have avoided with more research—in other words, 

it was his fault.  The stress of uncertainty and the feeling that decisions are made with 

little attention to the way they affect student-veterans at a point of transition was echoed 

by several participants, who felt somewhat gamed by the system.  

The VA was another institution that was alluded to as a hurdle to accessing earned 

benefits.  Once again Sam talked about trouble obtaining information regarding benefits, 

depending on who he spoke with at the VA:   

I’ve had friends that have called the VA multiple times and depending on each 

person they talk to they get new information, including myself. There’s definitely 

no consistency there. There are not enough experts or people trained to be that. 

That’s tough.  
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Oscar talked about misinformation he received concerning training unemployment 

insurance—a mistake he feels cost him close to $50,000.  After leaving the military, he 

had roughly a month and a half before classes started, so he decided to do the “right 

thing” and take a job in construction to earn a little money for school—and then he 

learned about Training Unemployment Insurance.  The Oregon program removes the 

work search requirement for dislocated workers and veterans while they are attending 

school full time.  Because Oscar worked for four weeks before starting school, he was 

ineligible for the program. “If I got fired today, I could collect unemployment and get 

paid more than I’m getting paid working,” Oscar explained.  “I was…pissed.  I was really 

upset.”  Although he called this “unfortunate,” he felt that the VA’s failure to alert him of 

this benefit was yet another example of a system that was not set up to help veterans 

succeed. 

Personal challenges.  The last area of challenges participants mentioned involved 

a host of issues related to private life including interpersonal and intrapersonal issues, 

coping with stress, depression and anxiety, and recovering from trauma.  Both women in 

the study talked about the challenges they faced in the military, as a minority.  They 

shared that the “boys will be boys” culture made it difficult to assimilate, which led to 

isolation and depression. Anna said there was a difference between the way women and 

men supported one another, stating that “the military is not a…it doesn’t cultivate women 

camaraderie as easily as male camaraderie.”  Although a female senior chief tried to 

make an exemplar of Anna as a model of feminism, she did so in a way that would have 

required Anna to choose between supporting her male colleagues on a project or 

attending an event for women only, something Anna was unwilling to do.  Her sense of 
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loyalty to her fellow sailors outweighed the opportunity to serve as a role model for other 

women, a choice that she was penalized for, over and over.  

Cynthia elaborated on that idea, mentioning that female veterans do not stick 

together in the same way as their male counterparts.  Both women mentioned competition 

among female veterans, who they feel have more to prove because of their recent access 

to combat roles and minority status in all branches of the military.  One male participant 

confirmed these fears by stating: “There are women in the military now. I don’t 

necessarily think it’s a bad thing, but I don’t think there should be any special treatment” 

(Oscar).  This same participant elaborated by stating that the most qualified women are 

still only equal to the weakest of male soldiers, a “fact” he felt would ensure that women 

would receive preferential treatment in combat situations.  This sentiment certainly came 

across as another example of resentment between expectations for men and women.  Both 

Cynthia and Anna felt it was harder for women in the military because they are expected 

to wear so many hats in addition to doing their job, like navigating emotional support 

roles their male counterparts are never expected to do.  This gendered expectation was 

noticed by male soldiers, which both women felt put them at a disadvantage when it came 

to fostering a sense of cohesiveness within their units.  

These experiences followed Anna and Cynthia to college, where both chose to 

isolate themselves, rather than seek out the company of other women or female veterans.  

In the military, women were scarce, so commanding officers often assigned them to 

separate duties in order to place them in different roles and stations.  This forced 

segregation (while well-intended), seemed to carry over to campus, where both women 
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preferred to keep to themselves because, as they said, it is still a male dominated world 

where women are often left out.  Cynthia described it this way: 

Men, the male vets are more…you know.  They’re into that camaraderie, brother-

brotherhood, band of brother’s crap…Sorry.  But I just get irritated because 

women are left out.  It’s like, you know, they have that band of brothers thing 

because you’ve got the Vietnam vets, you’ve got the Desert Storm vets…a lot of 

combat vets that have bonded and banded and created these really amazing groups 

and things. 

Even in the classroom, women who had not served in the military often looked to Anna 

for emotional support and advice, a role she participated in, reluctantly.  The gendered 

role she had been expected to play in the military seemed to follow her to campus, adding 

to the personal challenges she had to navigate while adjusting to college.  

Another issue mentioned by the majority of participants was the ongoing struggle 

with depression and anxiety.  Two participants discussed their experience with trauma in 

some detail: one had experienced a traumatic event while in the military and one 

experienced an event after serving.  For Vince, serving during a catastrophic natural 

disaster made it difficult to cope with the stress that occurred while attending class. 

Although he went to class during the past year, he recently dropped out because “there 

[were] things that happened to me that I have erased and didn’t realize are coming back 

slowly.”  As a result, he attended a veterans’ service organization to help cope with the 

memories, an activity that he believes saved his life.   

Nolan, a career military man, also discussed the trauma of being present at an 

attempted mass murder in the early 2000s.  The incident left him feeling unsafe and 
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caused him to profile people, not “because I’m racist or I…anything like that or I’m a 

sexist. It’s not like that. I just…who is a threat and who’s not.”  Both participants 

acknowledged they suffer from PTSD, and both addressed the way their experience with 

trauma made it difficult to succeed in class, due to ongoing battles with depression and 

anxiety.  A younger veteran, Henry, also discussed his battle with PTSD, but maintained 

that he has it under control and has been able to keep depression and anxiety at bay.  

Unlike Vince and Nolan, Henry preferred to be alone because he didn’t want to discuss 

his veteran status or talk about his personal experiences.  Although he felt self-disclosure 

may help others, it didn’t help him.  Instead he preferred to keep to himself and just do 

his work without drawing attention to himself.   

Vince described the determination to go it alone as a trait learned in the military, 

where there’s no crying, no tears, no whining, and no complaining.  He stated, “You suck 

it up and you move on, which is mentally devastating. As I’ve learned, it will kill you 

eventually, if you don’t open up and get it out” (Vince).  Participants with PTSD 

acknowledged that the mental exhaustion from battling depression often made focusing 

in class extremely challenging.  For Vince, coping involved meditation and pot.  He 

described how he tried to sleep without smoking, but it didn’t work and he worried that 

the lack of sleep would lead to a spiral of depression that he was determined to stop from 

happening again.  Insomnia left him feeling out of control: 

I mean I’m a train wreck…I’m things [sic] to where I don’t eat, I don’t sleep, and 

that’s what would happen. But it’s like that zone…So when that happened, when I 

was doing my schoolwork, I would need, I wouldn’t think I was there. It was like, 

don’t talk to me.  
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Often depression would lead Vince to isolate himself, a consequence he felt also helped 

him focus enough to complete a class and get a passing grade, even though it led to more 

depression.  To anyone on the outside, he was the “most happy, loving, go-lucky guy” 

you would ever meet, a cover he maintained until he got home at night, where he would 

explode with anger, which caused his family to feel like they had to walk on eggshells 

when he was stressed.  He even described tossing the computer across the room in 

frustration one time, during one bout of anger.  At other times, he went into his shop and 

smashed everything with a baseball bat.   

Both Cynthia and Vince had trouble with the VA accepting their PTSD diagnosis, 

which made obtaining disability status challenging.  Without that designation, they were 

unable to get the treatment they needed.  Struggling to remain employed only added to 

Cynthia’s struggle with depression.  She talked about how she was a better student before 

the military but remaining on task since her trauma had become increasingly difficult. 

It’s very hard for me to do homework, even though I want to, and I can. I’m very 

capable and my life would be much easier if I—it’s just a lot of stuff gets in the 

way of everything, like being in class, homework, learning something for the first 

time, working with other people, being around a bunch [of] people, being on a 

campus.  I love it, but it’s hard because of my condition at times…Like I never 

had test anxiety and now I have.  Like I get really…I get really angry and anxious 

and I feel like dangerous, almost.  

Cynthia emphasized how this feeling often occurred when she was under pressure or in 

crowds, where she felt suspicious, unsafe, and threatened.  Ultimately, she would stop 

going to class to avoid panic attacks and for a few months this past year, she was 
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homeless.  The combination of being laid off, waiting for the VA to approve her 

disability status, and dealing with anxiety led to housing insecurity.  The situation 

resulted in severe depression—a real low point.  She mentioned more than once that 

college was just much harder than it used to be. 

Like Vince, Sam talked about persistent problems with insomnia, an issue that 

started in the military and continued after he left service.  Problems with sleep were 

common among the majority of participants, who suffered for a variety of reasons.  Sam 

didn’t remember if his insomnia was ever diagnosed and seemed to be unclear about 

whether he had a problem with sleep apnea or insomnia.  He mentioned how hard it was 

to change sleep patterns after experiencing a constantly rotating schedule in the Navy, 

with five hours on shift, five hours off shift for weeks at a time.  Coming off that 

schedule was especially difficult and although he felt his insomnia was a disability, he 

never claimed it and made a point of telling me that he didn’t claim any disability.  He 

felt disruptions with sleep caused him to be slow in class and had a negative effect on 

personal relationships.  Additionally, he wasn’t up to hanging out with friends very often. 

This had a noticeable impact on his ability to form close, personal relationships.   

Collectively, the personal challenges student-veterans encountered complicated 

expectations in the classroom, something they all felt non-military students had little 

ability to understand or comprehend. 

Reintegration and Belonging.  The process of reintegrating into civilian life 

correlated strongly with descriptions about the need to connect with other human beings, 

though some students were less interested in connecting than others.  Again, Anna and 

Cynthia brought up issues related to gender, noting that it was harder for women veterans 
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to fit in (on and off campus) than men.  The program that Anna enrolled in is dominated 

by male students.  She mentioned that in many of her classes, she was the only woman so 

when she found herself in a typically male dominated class with two other women (age 

19 and 21; non-military), the instructor was thrilled.  However, Anna felt she had nothing 

in common with them, pointing out that she talked to them a little bit, but they were “still 

out there doing their thing,” while she felt she was much more mature and dedicated to 

her schoolwork.  Instead she preferred to keep to herself, limiting relationships to the 

classroom and keeping friendships at arm’s length. 

The other female participant, Cynthia, self-identified as “gay” and mentioned that 

it had been hard for her to find community.  Oregon College is fairly small compared to 

where she used to live in California and it is located in a largely rural, conservative area, 

which she found challenging.  Previously, she had preferred living in metropolitan areas 

with greater diversity, places where she was much more prone to find other members of 

the gay community.  However, she chose the college because she felt a more rural setting 

would help facilitate healing.  Like Anna, she also mentioned that she didn’t always want 

to be around other vets, especially men: 

A lot of females’ trauma is usually from the male vets, you know?  Being treated 

like a piece of meat, sexually objectified, harassed, abused.  So, they don’t, I don’t 

think that they [female veterans] really want to bond with the veterans as much. 

In the military, Cynthia explained that women were usually viewed as either being 

“whores or lesbians,” a no-win proposition that was offensive and demeaning.  Because 

of this, she chose not to share her sexual orientation, even though her time in the service 

spanned the law officially repealing Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (HR 2965 and SB 4023, 
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2010).  Unable to renegotiate an identity that allowed her to be herself, she played roles 

she was uncomfortable with: 

I changed my identity even. I became a lot more feminine. You know feminine 

clothes, feminine hair, makeup, everything—just so I could pass and be left alone. 

I even slept with dudes just to pass, just to deal with the depression, to be 

accepted. 

Leaving the military did not mean leaving behind the isolation she experienced, nor did it 

automatically draw her toward a community that she never really felt a part of to begin 

with. 

Most of the male participants had a different experience with reintegration, 

describing the loss of friendship they encountered upon leaving the military.  Bob talked 

about how his closest relationships were “gone in the snap of the finger,” an experience 

he compared to losing a family member.  As a civilian, he found it more challenging to 

form friendships with people whose status wasn’t apparent by looking at their sleeves or 

collar.  For him, it was easier to form relationships when he could readily discern 

someone’s status, to know instantly the “hierarchy of things,” which was the norm in the 

Air Force.  As someone in their late 30s, Bob already felt older than most classmates, 

noting that this may have been the reason he struggled to fit in.   

For Randall, the loss of friendships upon leaving the military coincided with re-

establishing closer ties with his family, a change that had its own challenges.  He 

explained how his family felt that he was never around, an unwelcome accusation that 

failed to take into consideration where he had been or his duties as a sailor.  However, 

when reconnecting with fellow veterans on Facebook, he could talk for hours, “it’s like 
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you never miss a beat.”  Feelings of alienation from non-military family and friends and 

the desire to reconnect with fellow military peers occurred at the same time as his 

transition to college.  As expressed by many participants, this often exacerbated the 

challenge of reintegration during a particularly stressful time, an experience that seemed 

familiar to all participants.  

While some student-veterans like Nolan sought out the company of fellow 

veterans, Henry preferred to remain anonymous:  

If I’m around a group of veterans and all they talk about is what they did in the 

military and what they’re trying to…it’s taxing on me and I want to talk about the 

future, not the past.  It’s hard for people, it really is and I understand it, and this is 

just my personal point of view, but I distance myself.  

He also mentioned that he preferred to withhold mentioning his military status in groups 

of people, except when it came up in conversation with another veteran.  This was 

especially interesting because I met him in the Writing Center, where he sometimes went 

for help with writing assignments.  We crossed paths several times before I asked if he 

might be interested in participating in my research study and even though he felt he 

wouldn’t have much to contribute, he mentioned he was happy to be interviewed if it 

might help someone else. 

Like Bob, Sam considered himself older than most classmates (he was 26), even 

though the average age for students at the college was 27.  He acknowledged the 

importance of friendship as crucial for staving off loneliness.  Participation in club sports 

had been a key part of his experience and an important way to meet new people and 

network.  Although he left the military before fulfilling his dream of becoming a Navy 
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SEAL, he thought his training helped better prepare him to reintegrate back into civilian 

life, because of the close and lasting friendships established during his military service.  

He self-identified as being much more “like a Navy Seal” than a regular sailor in that like 

a SEAL, he was more capable of adapting to new situations because of his training.  

Another participant (Vince) explained that being around other veterans was like having a 

shared language, a connection that was innate and unique.  Nolan called it a “big bond 

and trust that you get and you don’t have…with strangers.”  These close relationships 

seemed key to establishing a sense of belonging for student-veterans, an antidote for 

isolation that helped bridge the space between time in the military and life on campus.  

Citizenship was one last area that helped create a sense of belonging for the two 

participants who were born abroad.  Both Larry and Cynthia became naturalized citizens 

while serving in the military, an issue which was a point of pride.  Larry talked about 

how the military provided the opportunity to become part of the American community: 

The military gave me a great opportunity. This country gave me a big 

opportunity.  I didn’t feel entitled because my family is American.  No, I didn’t 

feel entitled.  I spent a lot of money to become an American [citizen].  I [got] my 

green card.  That cost me a lot of money and the military gave me my citizenship.  

Cynthia had a similar experience, explaining that citizenship came to her as a surprise, 

something she did not contemplate initially but was encouraged to pursue during her 

service.  Ultimately, it helped her feel more a part of the American community where she 

grew up.  Both student-veterans were proud to be naturalized citizens but acknowledged 

their ties to community extended beyond the US, including family members that lived 

abroad.  
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Transition.  All but one interviewee remembered participating in some form of 

transition program before leaving the military.  Each branch has its own version of this 

program, but all programs consist of similar components geared to help individuals 

successfully separate from the military and re-engage with civilian life.  None of the 

participants interviewed felt that these programs were effective, and their stories of how 

little they thought of these transition programs were eerily similar.  Two student-veterans 

participated in a program before their last deployment, which meant the information they 

were provided from the military was not relevant for seven months to a year after they 

completed their service.  One participant called the compressed program a “data dump,” 

mentioning he was unable to retain what he learned because it was so removed from the 

actual date in which he left the military.  These week-long programs were also used as an 

opportunity to try and get individuals to re-enlist and more than one participant 

mentioned that fear of the civilian world was used as a tactic to try and get them to re-up.  

Oscar described this vividly: 

The people that I thought would tell me how it is [in the civilian world] were 

saying civilian life’s hard. This [staying in the military] isn’t that bad. That’s the 

best way I can describe the Marine Corps. It’s being in an abusive relationship 

where you don’t know anything else but ‘cause you’ve only ever been in an 

abusive relationship.  You don’t know how bad it is until you leave the 

relationship.  

Henry discussed fear as a tactic used to persuade people that were “on the borderline” 

between re-enlisting and leaving the military.  Another participant felt that the military 

actively withheld information, which complicated the process of transition.  Distrust of 
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the information shared (or withheld, as the case may be) was common among 

participants, which set a sour tone for transition from the start.  

 Participants felt the most useful part of Transition Assistance Programs (TAPs) 

was the discussion of benefits, which usually occurred on the last day.  However, as Anna 

put it, “any question that you asked her [the person conducting the training] she said, 

‘Well, you’ll have to go to your local VA’…it was very frustrating because I was like if 

you don’t actually have answers for me, then this is just a waste of my time.”  Although 

Anna felt information on benefits was the most crucial part of the week-long program, it 

only served to raise more questions than it actually answered.  Randall agreed, noting that 

the discussion of benefits was the only useful part of the program.  Although TAPs also 

reviewed writing resumes and tips for finding employment, many participants felt the 

training was unnecessary because they already knew those things.  Instead of relying on 

TAPs for assistance, the majority of participants talked about their main source of 

information: the Internet and friends. 

The experiences mentioned in this section all occurred during the time period 

right before or after leaving the service, at a critical point of transition from military to 

civilian life.  Several participants discussed how they consulted the Internet and the 

research they did on their own was the main source of information they received on 

housing, benefits, and work.  The one individual who did not remember participating in a 

transition program said that he got information to help with benefits from a veterans’ 

service program, The Wounded Warrior Project, a resource he found himself.   This idea 

of having to research and discover information independently was echoed by Henry, who 

stated that “more times than not if you let the Navy take care of you, they don’t take care 
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of you and you end up doing [it] yourself or you’re behind.”  Sam agreed, mentioning 

that the information he got from the Navy on post-9/11 GI Bill benefits was absolutely 

terrible. When he left the military, he had no idea how it worked and until he came to 

Oregon College.  He did not have a clue about how he was going to access his benefits or 

what those benefits included.  

Outside of struggling to find accurate, useful, and reliable information about 

returning to civilian life, participants also discussed the process of choosing a college that 

was appropriate for them.  Several participants attended college before serving in the 

military and were anxious to return to school.  Cynthia said that during her last few 

months in the military, returning to college was all that she talked about.  Her time in the 

military was especially difficult and she disclosed that she continued to struggle when she 

got out. 

So, I had a rough time in the military, and I was in bad, bad, bad shape when I got 

out. So [I] was like a jack-in-the-box when I got out. I was just so ready to get 

out—like beyond, beyond ready to go and I was craving school so much. All I 

wanted to do, all I fantasized about was going back to school. 

Although she was intimidated by the prospect of attending a four-year college (which 

sounded “very scary”), community college and the opportunity to work close to nature in 

an agricultural program with a smaller student population sounded like it was “gonna be 

extremely healing for me…I was like, that is what I need. That’s what I need to heal.”  

However, she found herself struggling with motivation and putting it all together, a 

feeling that surprised her and complicated her transition to college. 
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Sam also described his last few months in the military as a time of questioning 

and indecision.  With the possibility of going to college, the need to find a job, the burden 

of a car payment, and the pressure to find his way through the maze of working with the 

VA, he felt overwhelmed.  Unlike other participants, he spent a great deal of time 

researching colleges and reading online about his options prior to leaving the military.  

“So, it was interesting for me, with all the planning I had done that I still felt that way,” 

Sam explained.  “I think it is just because that transition to the college life is not very 

explained [sic] well.”  Even though he knew he was guaranteed money for housing 

(BAH), Sam worried about how long it would take for that funding to come through 

while navigating the uncertainty involved with leaving the known (the military) for the 

unknown (college).  

Two participants talked about facing discrimination based on their military status. 

Vince mentioned how he had been denied service in a restaurant in a larger town because 

of the jacket he wore.  He described how he was ignored because he was a veteran—an 

experience he has encountered more than once.  Moving to a smaller community, one 

where he felt supported as a veteran, helped ease his transition.  Anna also talked about 

the benefit of moving to a smaller community where there are a significant number of 

veterans.  She described an incident where a woman repeatedly called her a “baby-killer” 

while she was in uniform.  The upsetting event took place while she was doing 

community service, working with high schoolers in downtown Portland.  Because of this, 

she “wouldn’t tell people that [she] had ever been in the military. They just don’t take to 

it very well.”  As a result, she felt that attending community college in a more rural 

setting helped to make her transition a little easier.  
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Finally, student-veterans discussed the mental strain associated with transitioning 

from the military to civilian life.  For some, this interim period involved moving back in 

with parents temporarily, moving across the country, or finding a roommate in an 

unfamiliar city.  For the majority of participants, this transition also involved 

reconnecting with partners and adjusting to life with a new set of commitments: family, a 

job, and school.   

For six months before and after leaving the service, Anna became severely 

depressed.  Her decision to leave the military also coincided with a difficult break up and 

recovery from a back injury.  She sought help for depression, choosing to pay a therapist 

out of pocket rather than use her VA benefits.  She said this was not uncommon with 

military members, because the military was “not too keen on mental health” (Anna).  

Because of this, Anna took some time off before returning to school, using 

antidepressants to help her settle in and accept her new role as a civilian.  

I have this little tiny joke.  My boyfriend doesn’t like it, but I have this little joke. 

I just go from one breakdown to the next. It’s like we have one breakdown and 

then we’ve got like this week where things are a little clear and I feel focused and 

I feel good. Then it becomes too much and then we have another breakdown.  

Because she took anti-depressants and muscle relaxers for a short period of time, she had 

to undergo additional drug testing and psychological evaluations, due to the professional 

program she enrolled in at the college.  Although Anna seemed to appreciate the need for 

disclosure and due diligence regarding the use of controlled substances, she also said this 

made it hard to be honest about seeking help for mental health issues, something she 

believes forces military service members to consider carefully when disclosing issues like 
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depression and anxiety.  All in all, it took about six months for her to gain clearance for 

drug testing from the agency regulating her program, which only extended her battle with 

depression and exacerbated the financial stress related to delaying admission to the 

program.  

Cynthia also struggled with depression after leaving the military and before 

coming to Oregon College:  

I got laid off and I got into a really bad depression and money was running out 

and I couldn’t see myself working again.  I was too sad and depressed and just a 

lot of stuff.  So, I started looking in[to] school again because I had some more GI 

Bill.  

Like other participants, Cynthia’s enrollment in college was a decision made at a time of 

uncertainty punctuated by anxiety, depression, and financial instability.  School wasn’t a 

problem to be solved, but it was a complication that coincided with a series of major life 

changes—an event most participants felt unprepared for and overwhelmed by, 

simultaneously.  

Uncertainty and Confusion.  Although there were many issues that caused 

confusion for student-veterans, issues related to programs and benefits were repeatedly 

mentioned as areas of concern that created a great deal of anxiety and uncertainty.  

Trying to understand transfer credits was mentioned more than any other topic related to 

confusion.  Randall talked about the challenge he encountered when trying to get an 

answer about how little of the information on his JST appeared as transferrable credits on 

his current transcript: 
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Getting a face to face [meeting] seemed like it was gonna be kind of difficult 

because the lady was basically like, “Oh, you can just resubmit an electronic one 

[a form].  If there’s anything else we can take, then we’ll do it.”  I was like, 

“Well, can I talk to somebody?”  They’re like “Oh, you just submit it in.”  I was 

like, “Well, that is not what I want.  I want to sit down, and I want somebody to 

kind of hold my hand, because I don’t know anything about any of this.  I want 

you to walk me through.” 

Another process that caused some confusion was the need to request certification each 

term.  This process is required by the VA and ensures that student-veterans do not have 

any holds on their account, which allows benefits to then be released at the start of the 

term.  Cynthia was certain she had completed this process, remembering that she finished 

the paperwork early to avoid delays.  When she found out she wasn’t certified, she was 

baffled and filled with doubt about her ability to complete all of the necessary 

documentation.  The desire for a consultation with someone who could answer questions 

in real time, someone trustworthy who could walk student-veterans through the process 

of certifying credits was a common request.    

Confusion about the VA, educational benefits, and course approval was also 

mentioned as an ongoing stressor for student-veterans.   When Bob left the military, he 

had no idea that his post-9/11 GI Bill had restrictions on the type of programs he could 

enroll in or the classes covered by his benefits.  All he knew was that he “had to get 

credits and start going to class, so I was like ‘I’ll take College Success,’ because maybe 

I’ll learn something good for me” (Bob).  According to him, it turned out that the course 

was not an approved, core requirement which meant he had to seek VA approval for the 
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course or risk having to pay for the class out of pocket.  This was an added stressor 

during the period of transition, a complication that he felt was typical, not unique.  

Several participants mentioned problems with eBenefits, the online portal used by 

the VA and The Department of Defense to help veterans manage their own benefits.  

Both Randall and Larry discussed the importance of accessing and using this account, 

though Randall felt the system “is absolutely terrible and confusing and frightening.”  

Larry works at the local Veteran’s Center and talked about how he encourages young 

veterans to get online to make sure they are familiar with their benefits. 

There’s millions that they don’t know what their entitlements are, you know? 

How do you search [the] GI Bill?  They don’t know how to access the website. 

They don’t know they can access their eBenefits account…I tell you, kids that 

come here [the Vet Center] trying to get counseling, and they don’t know what an 

eBenefits account is like. 

In Larry’s opinion, the few weeks before a service member is discharged are crucial, but 

ultimately, veterans have to figure it all out on their own.  “There’s information,” Larry 

explained, “but you haven’t been shown really how to access that information or how to 

use it.”  This sentiment of failing to receive timely and adequate information was echoed 

by more than one participant, who felt that information was not just missing, but withheld 

by the military. 

The suspicion that the military withholds information in order to limit or keep 

veterans from receiving full benefits was raised by several participants.  Sam expressed 

confusion over programs that admit limited numbers of veterans at different institutions, 

mentioning that he had done his research and got different answers depending on who he 
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spoke with and at what institution.  Oscar and Cynthia both talked about Vocational 

Rehab, and how the misinformation they received penalized them financially, causing 

them to use up GI Bill educational benefits that could have been extended if they had 

enrolled in Vocational Rehab, first.  Larry put it bluntly: “They don’t want you to get 

your benefits. It’s how the Army works. Every single branch does the same thing.”  

However, for him, the Army fulfilled the letter but not the spirit of their commitment 

concerning benefits, a promise Larry felt was duplicitous.  In this way, misinformation 

caused a great deal of mistrust with participants whose responses demonstrated that they 

had to be ever vigilant in order to receive the benefits they were promised.  

Several participants also mentioned that information was withheld, which caused 

a great deal of speculation.  For Sam, who had attended several colleges, “the consistency 

of information, even [at] the same college is different.  That again—it depends on who 

you’re talking to and kind of what that looks like.”  This perceived inconsistency and 

inability to get a straight answer about transfer credits caused a lot of anxiety for Sam, 

who was one of only two participants with a college degree prior to attending Oregon 

College.  The other student with a degree was Anna, who also had trouble getting reliable 

information, though not about credits.  Anna’s questions involved rumors about programs 

and the possibility of getting a combined Bachelor’s-Master’s degree.  Like Sam, she 

seemed unsure about where to go to get accurate information, a refrain that definitely 

resonated with all participants.  

Findings for Research Question Two 

The second research question was designed to allow MSMVs to share their 

experiences seeking and receiving help or assistance while transitioning from the military 
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to college.  This section, including Table 3, discusses the themes that emerged from 

responding to Research Question Two: How do help-seeking behaviors affect the 

experience of transitioning to college for military service member and veteran students?  

Although the research questions in this study are related, the first research question was 

designed to focus on the overall experience of transitioning from the military to college. 

The second question looked more specifically at how seeking-help influenced that 

experience.  Finally, the first research question is more passive, meaning it looked at 

what happens to an individual, while the second question is active, meaning it looked at 

the actions an individual takes (or doesn’t take) in response to a stimuli.  

Ultimately, it was important to allow participants the opportunity to determine 

whether they thought they needed assistance or not.  Participants were asked to share 

their experience including why they sought help, where they looked, and whether they 

felt the experience was beneficial.  The literature reviewed rarely addressed help-seeking 

at community colleges, where the majority of MSMVs access their educational benefits 

so this question was important because it sought to capture the unique experience of 

participants attending an institution with limited resources allocated for MSMVs.  Table 

2 presents a list of 2 themes and 8 relevant codes identified during analysis.     

Table 3  

Emergent Themes and Relevant Codes for Research Question 2 

Theme Relevant Codes 

Stigma 

Help-Seeking 

Non-military 

 Faculty/students 

Public scrutiny 

Disability services 

Letter of Accommodation (LOA) 

Perceived seriousness 
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Awareness 

Tutoring 

Self-care 

Stigma and Help-Seeking.  A central part of each student-veteran’s experience 

involved how they obtained information and assistance, when needed.  Anna explained 

that since leaving the military, she has focused on her mental health, making it a priority 

during her transition to civilian life.  An important part of this has been meditation, 

something that she started while she was in the military.   

Meditation and mindfulness—like you hear about that…in the military.  If you 

tell somebody that you’re going to go meditate and you’re going to go eat a meal 

mindfully, you’re going to get ridiculed.  That was all those things when I was in 

the military [I] kind of dabbled in them or I read a book secretly.  Then when I got 

out, I was like, well I can go to therapy now, and I can go to meditation. 

Because of the perceived stigma attached to seeking help from a therapist, Anna kept her 

mental health issues concealed while in the service.  When she did see a therapist, she 

paid out of pocket and kept it hidden from her fellow sailors and her commanding officer. 

She also went out of her way to ensure that her therapist would keep their sessions 

private—no record, no receipts.  Anna confided, “I made sure that lady was like, no. 

Unless I’m subpoenaed or you’re gonna hurt yourself or somebody else, I will not give 

those records to anybody.”  Recognizing that she needed help dealing with her anxiety 

and depression was something she attributed to experience and being older, what she 

described as one of the most selfish and self-less things she has ever done. 

Bob also talked about seeking help for stress-related anxiety.  Like many veterans, 

he turned to the VA for what he called unrelated mental health issues that he first noticed 
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when his job at a local clinic became more challenging.  He found it was becoming 

increasingly difficult to maintain focus, and he often found himself losing his train of 

thought.  He explained that through therapy, he learned that he struggles with muscle 

memory triggered by movements associated with trauma, something that is pretty 

difficult for him right now.  The result of ongoing stress has been “crazy anxiety for no 

reason.”  While in the military, he was diagnosed with rheumatoid arthritis which led to a 

medical discharge—an outcome which he struggles with to this day.  “There’s like a rap 

sheet of chemicals and stuff that I’ve been exposed to,” he explained.  “It’s my own 

personal theory that maybe that [exposure to chemicals] was incurred [sic]” or caused the 

arthritis.  The inability to explain his physical ailments and their origin and the lack of 

control over his discharge are at the center of what has become a disorienting experience 

exacerbated by an inability to control his circumstances.   

Other student veterans sought assistance outside the VA from a number of non-

profit veterans’ organization, including the Wounded Warrior Project, Save a Warrior, 

and Mission 22.  Larry was grateful for the help he received, pointing out that he felt the 

Army left him to fend for himself.  For him, it had been difficult to find assistance, 

something he wished the college would have helped with.  Larry explained, “If the 

college would be like, ‘Here, why don’t you call these people?’ Because on my own, 

again, the VA has zero information on what [is] out here.  They have a list of what 

colleges are approved for the GI Bill, but that’s about it.”  Finding information was key, 

something he felt was onerous and not well publicized.  If it hadn’t been for the Wounded 

Warrior Project, Larry believed he would have gone without the assistance he needed, 

because he did not have faith in the VA. 
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The process of asking for and receiving assistance was complicated for 

participants, who did not wish to draw attention to their veteran status in order to receive 

help.  Several participants talked about their desire to blend in, both on and off campus.  

For Bob, this meant dressing in civilian clothes and avoiding discussions that drew 

attention to his military service.  Henry agreed, adding that he tries to distance himself 

from veterans’ service organizations because that’s what the VA is for.  Additionally, 

even though he has a documented disability, he does not choose to access disability 

services on campus nor disclose his veteran status, unless asked directly by a classmate or 

instructor.  “Besides the VA--I have a disability file through them at 100% and that’s the 

only thing I go through the VA with,” Henry explained.  “Everything else, I’m not a 

veteran.  I’m not an ex-Navy SEAL.  I’m a student, and that’s what I want to be defined 

as.”  Even though he does not choose to take advantage of these extra services for 

veterans, he regularly utilizes tutoring for both writing and math, noting that he 

understands his limits and knows when to ask for help.   

Oscar also talked about the benefit of tutoring, mentioning that sometimes he 

visits two or three times a week.  “I know all of them personally,” he said proudly, which 

is one reason that he visits so often.  However, he did not think he ever would have 

visited if an instructor had not encouraged him by pointing out that it is free for him and 

helps tutors because they get paid for working with students.  Like other participants, the 

idea of helping others was important and one of the main reasons he first decided to try 

tutoring.  Oscar felt this extra assistance was “one of the biggest reasons why I have 

exceled.”  Admittedly, it took a little coaxing for him to try tutoring, which he felt has 
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been much better than the YouTube videos and books he was accessing on his own 

before he visited the tutoring center.  

Nolan tried online tutoring but found that the lack of continuity with instructors 

was frustrating.  When he needed to retake a math class, he began working with a face-to-

face tutor but recently he decided to try online tutoring because it was more flexible:  

One of the things that I found in the tutoring department was that you get on there 

[the Internet], you get online and then that person has got to go and then you get 

another one and then you start all over again. 

The experience was frustrating, which left him feeling exasperated and deflated.  As a 

result, he did not try again.  He also mentioned that he needs help with writing and even 

though he knew the Writing Center was in the library right next to math tutoring, he had 

never been there.   

I don’t utilize some of those benefits that are out there.  That’s, that comes from 

my disability with trusting people and making those interpersonal relationships.  

If I was to change something about my college experience right now, [it] is that I 

need to open up and just start asking more questions.  

For Nolan, help-seeking was also sporadic, something that occurred when he received a 

great deal of encouragement from an instructor or connected with someone he trusted—

an influential individual who persisted in encouraging him to ask for and seek assistance. 

The concept of knowing when to ask for help seemed less clear for other 

participants, who admitted that they sometimes struggle to know when to seek assistance.  

For example, the topic of campus disability services and filing for and using a Letter of 

Accommodation (LOA) came up with several participants who described their experience 
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asking for help.  Nolan talked about his inability to ask for help, calling it a “barrier.”  He 

described how he sent out his LOA to instructors several times but usually waits for 

instructors to ask him about accommodations, instead of following up and asking for a 

meeting.  “I think if a faculty gets an LOA,” he explained, “they need to address that 

student immediately, they really do.”  As a result, few instructors solicited a meeting, so 

he didn’t ever use his LOA.  He admitted that this probably meant that he was not taking 

advantage of all of the resources available, but he felt this was more a problem with 

instructors, who should take the initiative when they receive an LOA from a student. 

Although most participants who reached out for help from instructors reported a 

positive experience, one student veteran shared that he was just as likely to receive help 

as not.  Larry described his experience with trying to make it to office hours: 

Some of the teachers, I think they’re rude.  They say things like, ‘I don’t have 

time for that [helping or answering questions].  You do this time [meet at a certain 

time] or nothing.’  It’s like I think their office hours are pretty narrow for all the 

students they have.  If you have a room with 25 or 24 students, like trust me—

more than one student is going to want to talk to you.  I don’t want to talk to you 

just five minutes.  If I want to sit down with you, it’s because I have a concern, or 

I don’t understand something, or it’s taking me awhile or something like that—to 

sit down and understand what you want.  It’s like a 50/50. 

Although he went on to describe several positive experiences with instructors, it was the 

dismissive and disinterested attitude of one instructor in particular that stood out first and 

foremost during our conversation.  Even though he felt the majority of instructors were 

flexible and willing to help, he still described the overall experience of reaching out to 
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instructors and receiving assistance as resulting in a favorable outcome only about 50% 

of the time.  

Several participants discussed how they knew they needed help but struggled to 

actually seek out and ask for assistance.  Vince shared that he didn’t know if this was due 

to his reticence or because it was a conditioned response due to his training in the 

military: 

Asking for help is very difficult to do.  Asking for help is a sign of weakness.  I 

don’t believe that now.  I did prior to Save a Warrior, but I still struggle with it.  If 

I can’t figure it out and do it on my own, then to me that’s a failure. 

The veterans’ organization Vince mentioned (Save a Warrior) became a life saver after 

he contemplated suicide several times.  Even telling his story during the interview was 

stressful, requiring brief intermissions so he could collect his thoughts.  “You can’t, you 

don’t ask for help,” he explained.  “I don’t know how to ask for help.”  Unable to keep up 

in school and manage his depression and anxiety, Vince recently quit school in order to 

focus on his mental health.  Although he loves the program he’s enrolled in, it became 

obvious that he couldn’t continue until he was in a better space, mentally.   

One participant talked at length about feeling overwhelmed, even though she was 

aware of resources that could be helpful.  Finding the strength to reach out and ask for 

help seemed to require all of the strength she could muster.  Cynthia struggled to put her 

feelings about seeking assistance into words: 

I have to really push myself to use them [support services] even if I’m in need of  

them because everything’s just very overwhelming for me…And I want to do all 

[those] things, and I know all the things that I can utilize and it’s just doing it is 
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just the hardest.  The first step is for me is I get too overwhelmed and the 

unknowns get too—If I haven’t done something like I haven’t gone and utilized 

this resource yet, then it overwhelms me.  Just the newness of it.  But as soon as I 

go in there and talk to someone, I’m fine.   

She went on to use the example of her struggle with test anxiety, which has created 

problems for her in the past.  However, recognizing this challenge and knowing that she 

can utilize resources for testing has not been enough to actually motivate her to take 

advantage of accommodations.  She described how she convinces herself that “I’m fine.  

I’ll be OK this time, you know?”  Then she’ll go to take a test and freeze up and fail.  She 

recalled how on more than one occasion, her friends have asked her what’s wrong, 

because she knows the material on tests, but still fails.  This scenario is a recurring 

frustration she’s encountered over and over.  Although a few other participants had 

LOAs, most participants with documented disabilities said they had not met with the 

college’s Office of Disability Services and even if they did, they said they would not take 

advantage of accommodations. 

One last area related to stigma and help-seeking involved prejudicial statements 

encountered in the classroom.  These statements were associated with a participant’s 

ethnicity, rather than his status as a veteran.  “I had an issue with a teacher over here,” 

Larry shared.  “A math teacher, female.  I complained about her and nothing happened.”  

He described how the instructor made derogatory comments about Latinos in class, 

which made Larry uncomfortable and angry enough to finally seek assistance from 

administration.  Although the instructor’s supervisor was also a veteran, nothing ever 

happened, as far as Larry knew.  He felt this was because the supervisor and instructor 
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were friends, a conflict of interest he shrugged off, remarking that the incident was a 

typical example of the type of prejudice he’s faced before.  

The last time I was in her class, she asked me, she asked a question like, 

“Respectively.  Do you know what ‘respectively’ is?” I said, “Yeah.”  She said, 

“That’s impressive.  Especially coming from a Latino.”  I was like Jesus Christ! I 

thought I’d been over this crap already in the Army! 

Larry also talked about facing discrimination outside of the college, but it was the 

incident in the classroom, where some teachers not only go along with but instigate 

prejudicial statements that stood out most.  The experience generated a visceral response 

which required restraint.  “It’s really difficult to hold,” Larry explained, while looking at 

the floor. “Especially when you’re…it’s humiliating.”  In this case, the student-veteran 

sought help, but did not get the assistance he hoped for—a response that left a lasting 

impression. 

Summary 

In this chapter, demographic information for each participant was provided.  

Additionally, the emergent themes and relevant codes for each research question were 

shared, using participant’ transcripts to relay their experience.  The first research question 

was designed to allow participants to share their experience leaving the military, 

enrolling in, and attending college.  The themes that emerged demonstrate that this period 

of transition is fraught with challenges that both mirror and transcend what is typically 

experienced by most college students.  The second research question attempted to reflect 

how MSMVs react to these challenges, especially in regard to seeking help or assistance.  

The themes that emerged demonstrated that although students usually recognize stress, 
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anxiety, and depression, they are reticent to seek help at the college and often feel 

isolated and unable or unwilling to seek assistance from individuals and agencies 

designed to help students in need.   
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations 

This qualitative, phenomenological research study sought to understand the lived 

experiences of Military Service Member and Veteran (MSMV) students enrolled in 

coursework at a mid-size community college.  Interviews were conducted with 10 

participants (eight male, two female) who were enrolled in an institution in the Pacific 

Northwest.  Interviews were then transcribed and reviewed for accuracy.  Data 

triangulation (including member checking, coding of transcripts, and thick description) 

strengthened the validity and reliability of the study.   

  The interviews recorded and transcribed for this study allowed the 10 

participants to convey their experience without prompting, in an environment where they 

felt comfortable relaying what it was like to transition from the military to higher 

education.  The themes identified demonstrated each “participant’s psychological world 

of beliefs, constructs, identity development, and emotional experiences” which 

collectively influenced the way they perceived the process of transition (Saldaña, 2016, p. 

200).  Saldaña (2016) pointed out that “a theme can be an outcome of coding, 

categorization, or analytic reflection” (p. 15), but themes themselves cannot be coded.  

Instead, emergent themes were used to generate analytic insight about the collective and 

unique experience of MSMV students.  Hopefully, this insight will be used to help 

administrators and educators understand and work to improve how MSMVs experience 

the transition from soldier/sailor to student.  
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Discussion of Research Question One 

The first research question which guided this study was: What are the experiences 

of military service member and veteran students transitioning to community college?  

Five themes were identified when reviewing the responses pertinent to this question.  

The sections that follow discuss each theme as it related to the research question. 

Challenges.  The following section breaks down the discussion of educational, 

institutional, and personal challenges faced by participants.  Although the term 

“challenges” is broadly viewed as a barrier, setback, or disadvantage, the subthemes 

(educational, institutional, and personal) emerged as particular loci of difficulty for 

participants.  Educational challenges focused on experiences, institutional challenges 

concentrated on the college environment and services, and personal challenges looked at 

interpersonal and intrapersonal interactions.  

Educational challenges.  Although the experiences of MSMVs mirrored the 

experiences of non-military college students in many ways, there were a number of 

challenges that complicated the process of transitioning to college for the former group, 

making it much more complex.  Participants in this research study reported that their 

expectations regarding these challenges were shaped and influenced by what they had 

heard prior to arriving on campus.  Many of these perceptions could be viewed as 

perceived barriers, which are part of the Health Belief Model (Champion & Skinner, 

2008).  This construct can have a strong influence on the internal and external struggles 

that shape an individual’s experience seeking help—in this case, on campus. 

This was evident with several participants who mentioned that they expected to 

encounter overt and provocative challenges from students who did not agree with their 
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political ideology, or that they expected to face confrontations with non-military students 

because of their military service.  Even though MSMVs in this study actually 

encountered very little to no experience with this type of encounter on campus, the 

perception that they would face this type of treatment or their expectations based on 

rumors of individuals who did have this type of experience (few could name an actual 

individual or cite an actual experience) had a profound influence on their overall 

impression of college.  For the one participant who did encounter a student he described 

as “very, very, very, very left,” there was no actual confrontation or even any direct 

conversation between the two, just an opinion expressed in class that was contrary to the 

participant’s belief system.  MSMVs in this study acknowledged and noted this 

dissonance between what was expected and what was actually experienced.  Champion 

and Skinner (2008) discussed how perceived susceptibility and perceived severity can be 

labeled threat.  Students that believed they would encounter discrimination and their 

beliefs about the seriousness of such an encounter and its social consequences could 

easily be viewed as threatening.  Having said that, perceptions about confrontational 

experiences in college being normative was assumed, even if it was not part of their 

personal experience.   

Another common issue involved difficulty with transfer credits, Joint Services 

Transcripts (JST), and military credits.  Because of the lack of transparency and 

consistency involved with the process of certifying transfer credits, participants reported 

feeling frustrated by the process.  Even though over half of participants had prior college 

experience, several did not report their transcripts to the college, fearing that prior credits 

would either not be beneficial (e.g., switched programs, low GPA) or that the process 
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itself was too complicated to pursue—so they just started over.  Here the perceived 

benefits were outweighed by perceived barriers, resulting in a net loss for students who 

may have been able to save time and educational benefits if they could have successfully 

navigated the process.  This confirmed findings from Brown and Gross (2011) who 

reported that a failure to recognize or accept transfer credits resulted in lower-level 

placement or repeated credits (like it did for both Cynthia and Anna). 

Frustration over issues with memory and the challenge of adapting to a learning 

environment quite different from the military was also a frequent experience.  

Participants who struggled with memory used the word “frustration” repeatedly, noting 

that they know they are smart, even though recall and motivation felt Herculean, at times.  

For these participants, describing scenarios they experienced seemed more like reliving 

the frustration than dispassionately recalling an event in the past.  At one point, Vince 

had to pause so he could collect himself, telling me that it is hard to discuss problems he 

has had in class without feeling like it is happening all over again.  

Research by MacLennan and MacLennan (2008) and Ylvisaker et al. (2001) 

confirmed that the type of injuries (e.g., blast-related injuries, TBI, PTSD) that most 

likely result from military service (and qualify as an educational disability) can 

significantly interfere with students’ ability to perform the tasks needed to succeed in 

college classrooms.  Cognitive issues with memory and trouble with problem solving, 

understanding lectures, and trouble concentrating can leave students feeling frustrated, 

isolated, and depressed.  This was certainly true for the majority of students in the study 

who reported a disability.  One student (Vince) who reported a learning disability (ADD) 

also reported problems with severe—even debilitating—depression, insomnia, and 
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problems with memory.  Many studies, including the research by DiRamio and Spires 

(2009), Borsari et al. (2017), and Wang et al. (2016) confirmed that the type of hidden 

injuries resulting in these symptoms combined with a lack of understanding about how 

they affect some MSMVs can create a toxic mix of stressors that can lead to a failure to 

persist.  Additionally, interviews in this study demonstrated the disconnect that often 

exists between student veterans’ definitions of persistence and goal completion and the 

traditional, restrictive definitions used by institutions of higher learning, which are 

usually based on parameters set by large, data-collection surveys like IPEDS and the 

NSC.  

Another educational challenge involved perceived differences between the 

pedagogy used in college classrooms and the training typically used with military troops.  

For participants, this created a type of cognitive dissonance that was disorienting.  

Military training is often geared toward instructing large numbers of individuals in 

performing synchronized exercises under stressful circumstances, what Ryan, Carlstrom, 

Hughey, and Harris (2011) called a command and control environment.  Responses are 

conditioned in order to create a cohesive unit where individual differences are 

subordinated under a strict hierarchy or system of command.  Alternately, in higher 

education students are often asked to create their own meaning through discussion and 

exploration focused on participation, dialogue, and meaning making.  Agency and 

individuality are encouraged and fostered.  As Helms and Libertz (2014) explained, these 

“higher-level learning tasks” in college “can be quite strenuous due to the greater 

demands on attention, memory, and executive function” (p. 13).  At times, these two 

types of “education” appear to not only be different, but in conflict.  For some 
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participants in this study, the seemingly infinite number of options and decisions they 

were often presented with on a daily basis seemed to inhibit rather than liberate because 

they were accustomed to being told what to do and when to do it.  This was evident with 

both Oscar and Larry, who struggled with what they called a lack of consistency and a 

non-standardized mode for delivering information.   

Finally, participants expressed the idea that adapting to an environment where 

expectations and ways of navigation were unfamiliar could be perceived as 

incomprehensible and erratic, like trying to locate a moving target.  Several participants 

attended college before serving in the military, which meant they were somewhat familiar 

with higher education.  However, resuming their studies after the military did seem more 

challenging, a conclusion which agreed with similar findings for participants in the study 

by MacLennan and MacLennan (2008).  Ultimately, the complexity of these challenges 

can lead to a failure to persist, which happened with at least three participants from the 

study who stopped out for various reasons (e.g., mental health break, needing to work 

full-time).   

Institutional challenges.  Participants mentioned a variety of challenges with the 

way both the college and the VA interact with MSMVs.  These organizations were often 

referenced interchangeably by participants, who often conflated the two and their 

responsibilities.  At times, participants vacillated between viewing the VA and college as 

either a perceived barrier or a perceived benefit.  It seemed to participants that neither 

institution was very informed about the challenges with processes student veterans 

encounter as non-traditional students.  Vance and Miller (2009) addressed two areas 

(academic services and veterans’ services) which were discussed in detail by participants 
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in this study.  Academic services included issues with facilities, classrooms, peers, and 

regulations.  Veteran’s services included issues with accessing and using educational 

benefits, financial issues related to housing and the Basic Allowance for Housing (BAH), 

and problems working with the VA.  

Several participants talked about issues with campus facilities, emphasizing how 

buildings and classrooms triggered symptoms that indicated sensitized hyperarousal.  

Seeing unattended boxes in a classroom or having to take classes in basement rooms 

without windows was unsettling, creating an environment that was not only challenging, 

but hostile.  Sinski (2012) addressed the importance of helping educators understand how 

simple modifications can reduce stress for students who are triggered by environmental 

factors, an issue related to trauma that is not unique to veterans.  Because PTSD and 

trauma-related triggers can be the result of a number of events (e.g., childhood trauma, 

sexual assault), educating educators on ways to mitigate the effects of hypervigilance is a 

best practice for all students—not just MSMVs.  Studies by Helms and Libertz (2014) 

and Sinski (2012) discussed the ways in which simple modifications can be made to 

classroom environments.  Additionally, recommendations from the American Council on 

Education (ACE; 2010) highlighted the need for training faculty and staff about trauma 

informed teaching.  

Another study by Carello and Butler (2015) talked about the importance of 

understanding the ways that victimization and other traumatic experiences affect 

individuals, in order to create classroom environments that are welcoming and conducive 

to learning.  This would have been especially helpful for Cynthia, who was forced to 

repeatedly explain to instructors why she did not want to sit in the back of the room or 
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Vince, who had to jockey for position in order to get a seat in class where he felt 

comfortable.  It is unfair and unrealistic to expect students to have to justify and explain 

why they should be able to choose where they sit.  Instead, the default should be to trust 

them to make choices that are best for them, honoring their privacy by employing 

practices that are best for all students, similar to the principles of UD.    

At least one respondent discussed a tense encounter in the classroom.  The 

situation Larry described with a fellow student—where the student was late for class (and 

Larry’s subsequent reaction)—was similar to incidents described by other participants 

who expressed frustration with non-military peers, as well.  Because MSMVs are 

accustomed to a highly structured hierarchy and chain of command, witnessing 

challenges to authority can be unsettling.  For Larry, this seemed to require intervention. 

He felt justified in dressing down his tardy classmate by cursing her out in front of the 

class, for disrespecting the instructor.  The student’s tardiness was also interpreted as an 

attempt to deny Larry access to his earned benefits.  The study by Ryan et al. (2011) 

discussed the conflict in culture and expectations which can be especially difficult for 

MSMVs during reintegration.  The type of indignation Larry expressed could be seen as 

emblematic of the frustration that results from the ongoing pressure MSMVs face to 

maximize limited benefits.  Every dollar, every credit, and every minute of every class is 

a reminder that what they have earned is weighed and measured in increments that 

represent the fulfilment of a promise with an expiration date. 

The participants who were naturalized citizens or had partners who were in the 

process of gaining citizenship were keenly aware of other benefits, as well.  Only a few 

participants had dependent children, but the majority of participants were helping to 
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support partners.  Having to stretch the BAH, waiting for educational benefits, dealing 

with the VA, issues related to a disability, and the pressure of trying to work while 

attending school were especially challenging because of the high cost of housing in the 

area near the college.  The majority of participants worked half- to full-time in order to 

make ends meet.  A great deal of the research reviewed for this study addressed these 

issues, which are typical of challenges experienced during transition or reintegration, 

noting that the military does a much less effective job of preparing soldiers for civilian 

life than it does of preparing civilians to be soldiers (Elliott, 2015; Elnitsky et al., 2017; 

Green & Van Dusen, 2012; Griffin & Gilbert, 2012; Jenner, 2017; Rumann & Hamrick, 

2010; Semer & Harmening, 2015). 

One last concern that seemed especially noteworthy concerned the mental and 

emotional strain created by the need to maximize benefits.  Because of restrictions on 

coursework and the limitation of programs that can be paid for by the Post-9/11 GI Bill, 

MSMVs must choose carefully in order to maximize their 36 months of benefits.  The 

way benefits are calculated (using months instead of credits) also means that MSMVs are 

pressured to move through their education quickly.  Although there are a number of valid 

reasons why students should move through coursework as quickly as possible, this is 

often incredibly stressful for MSMVs who are struggling with PTSD, depression, anxiety, 

and other disabilities.  Research by the Education Working Group (2012) showed that 

military students with TBI are entering college classrooms in unprecedented numbers, 

with up to 93% of those with TBI presenting with cognitive impairments (MacLennan & 

MacLennan, 2008).  The strict timeline for accessing benefits and complex financial 

pressures seem to be in direct conflict with the sheer number of MSMVs struggling with 
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mental, emotional, and physical disabilities.  This creates a toxic recipe for stress that 

seems to set students up for failure instead of success.  

Personal challenges.  The two female veterans interviewed for this study 

confirmed much of what was written in the literature about gender discrimination and the 

way in which the masculine culture of the military can traumatize and follow women to 

college (Iverson et al., 2016).  Both Anna and Cynthia talked about interpersonal issues 

in the military, which they called “a good old boys club” where women were often 

required to perform above and beyond and in ways their male counterparts were not.  

Anna’s description of having to choose between being a female role model or a team 

player was one such example.  In one instance, she was put in a no-win situation by a 

female supervisor, forced to either be an example and a pariah, or a traitor and good 

soldier.  The gendered catch-22 created a conflict of loyalties that served as a constant 

reminder that the rules were rigged and much more equal for some than for others.  

Anna and Cynthia’s gendered experience in the military resonated with the 

research reviewed, which talked about the marginalizing effect female soldiers/sailors 

experience.  Research by Heineman (2017) pointed out that the same cultural views that 

discriminate against accepting women as soldiers also hinder diagnoses for mental health 

issues, often mislabeling PTSD as “depression” and “anxiety,” terms which restrict both 

disability status and access to treatment.  This certainly seemed to be the case with 

Cynthia, who continued to struggle with getting a PTSD diagnosis from the VA.  The 

same study by Heineman (2017) showed that male students were much more likely to be 

offered support and services (both in the military and in college), which also resonated 

with the experience of both female participants.  
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Another issue unique to the two female participants was the emotional support 

role they were often expected to play.  Both women described situations where they were 

called on to support and encourage other military service members.  At the same time, 

they were repeatedly placed in positions as a token female, isolated from the type of 

camaraderie and support male soldiers/sailors so often experience.  What was interesting 

was how this emotional support role followed them to college, even though both women 

talked about the fact that they did not see themselves as asking for nor self-selecting to 

perform the role of counselor or advisor for other female students.  Instructors and fellow 

classmates seemed to seek them out as leaders within the classroom, where younger 

female students would often look to them for advice and encouragement.  Both women 

described how this was “ok,” even though they did not want to play this role and only 

played the part reluctantly.  

Another personal challenge mentioned by the majority of participants was stress 

and the ways in which anxiety and depression have affected their role as a student.  

Vince’s PTSD was the result of an experience in the military responding to a catastrophic 

natural disaster.  His ongoing struggle with depression had brought him to the brink of 

suicide at least once, a situation he described in detail.  One other participant described 

their battle with depression and attempted suicide, sharing how difficult it was to attend 

classes and remain engaged when struggling with PTSD, anxiety, and depression.  This 

student veteran’s experience was exacerbated by temporary homelessness, as well.  The 

article by Goldbach and Castro (2016) noted that LGBT veterans have higher rates of 

anxiety, depression, and PTSD than non-LGBT individuals.  Additionally, concealment 

of sexual orientation (like Cynthia’s experience) while in the military was also 
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“associated with higher rates of depression and PTSD” (Goldbach & Castro, 2016, p. 56).   

Cynthia and Vince both struggled to have their PTSD diagnosed and recognized by the 

VA, which resulted in a delay in treatment.  These types of delays were not uncommon 

for participants and delays further exacerbated struggles with depression.  Although Sam 

did not have a PTSD diagnosis, he talked about persistent problems with insomnia and 

the way it affected his ability to process information in class, a description which is also 

common for MSMVs with disability status.  The study by Rudd et al. (2011) pointed to 

the ways in which insomnia experienced by student veterans can be a factor in creating a 

heightened risk for suicide,  

Nolan also struggled with PTSD, talking about how he often feels unsafe and 

perpetually on guard against potential threats.  Although he recognized the source of this 

hypervigilance and the trauma that led to this reaction, he struggled to control the 

depression and anxiety that accompanied his PTSD.  Interestingly, the two veterans who 

were the oldest (Vince and Nolan) seemed the most aware of the ways in which their 

PTSD affected their ability to function as students.  This was similar to what was 

discussed in the research by Ghaffari (2011), which found that older participants were 

more likely to seek and receive help for psychological issues related to invisible injuries.  

While both Vince and Nolan had a diagnosed disability for their PTSD, they found the 

help they received in veterans’ organizations outside of the VA to be the most beneficial. 

Ahern et al. (2015) discussed the fact that over half of student veterans have filed 

for disability benefits.  The same study pointed out that the most common disabilities 

(frequently called “invisible injuries”) are PTSD, depression, chronic pain, and traumatic 

brain injury, adding that it is almost certain that these illnesses are underdiagnosed.  
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Although the issue of suicide gets some attention in reports that discuss issues related to 

veterans, much less is known about the ways in which invisible injuries affect student 

veterans, who are much less likely to seek help than their non-military peers.  Studies by 

Bagalman (2013), MacLennan and MacLennan (2008), and Ylvisaker et al. (2001) 

discussed how invisible injuries affect attention and processing information, which are 

critical for learning.  Additionally, Sinski (2012) mentioned how invisible injuries inhibit 

verbal memory and organizational skills, which are also important for student success.  

Collectively, research supported the ways in which participants in this study were 

affected by PTSD, depression, and anxiety. 

Reintegration and Belonging.  The discussion about reintegrating into civilian 

life and establishing a sense of belonging were guided by Demetriou and Schmitz-

Sciborski’s (2011) version of Tinto’s (1975) model of student departure.  The guiding 

principle here is that faculty interactions on campus influence not only students’ sense of 

connection to the college but also their ability to successfully navigate the systems and 

mores of the institution, which ultimately affects persistence and retention.  Interestingly, 

this experience was very different for the eight men and two women in this study.   

Anna struggled to form close relationships with female students in her classes.  

She enrolled in a program dominated by male students, which meant her experience in 

the male dominated world of the military followed her to college.  In the classroom, both 

the instructor and the other female students expected her to be a role model, though she 

preferred to keep to herself.  It was clear that Anna just wanted to be a student—not an 

emotional support peer, not a token female, and not a cheerleader.  Research by 

Baechtold and De Sawal (2009) addressed the intersectionality and marginalization that 
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can lead female students to choose to withhold their military status from faculty and 

peers.  The authors framed this as a way of navigating identity development.  It is the 

“multiple, cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal dimensions that influence how 

women veterans” process and make meaning of their conflicting experiences in the 

military and on campus (Baechtold & De Sawal, 2009, p. 39).  This process can be quite 

different for men and women, who can struggle to find their identity apart from their 

previous role in the military.  

Cynthia’s gendered experience in the military left her feeling isolated and 

misunderstood.  Her struggle to get a PTSD diagnosis from the VA was especially taxing. 

Heineman (2017) pointed out that even though female veterans are more likely to suffer 

from PTSD, they are much less likely to be diagnosed.  This certainly was true in 

Cynthia’s case.  Her subsequent struggle to find employment and struggle with housing 

insecurity also mirrored findings in research that show that female veterans are 3 to 4 

times more likely to experience homelessness than non-veteran women (Washington et 

al., 2010).  Additionally, Cynthia’s experience with sexual harassment and sexual 

coercion in the military, and her comments about how it affected her ability to relate to 

male students (especially veterans) after the military confirm what is known from 

research.  Street et al. (2009) discussed how female MSMVs consider gender-based 

harassment to be more insidious and devastating than even MST, due to the way it erodes 

trust and social support needed for unit cohesion.  It is not surprising that the impact of 

this trauma followed women in the study to the classroom, where they were expected to 

leave all of these experiences behind. 
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As part of the gay community, Cynthia’s experience in the military (both during 

and after DADT) highlighted some of the struggles individuals face when they reintegrate 

back into civilian life.  Her search for a diverse community conflicted with her desire to 

live in an area where she could feel close to the land (a rural college), an experience she 

felt would help facilitate healing.  Returning to college and her coursework also put her in 

situations with many male veterans, students with whom she was not too keen to bond.  

Because of this, renegotiating identity in college after the trauma experienced in the 

military seemed to extend rather than enable healing, “a no-win proposition” (Cynthia).  

Research reviewed did not directly address the isolation LGBTQ+ service members 

experience in the military nor did it specifically look at the experience of female service 

members who self-identify as being gay or lesbian.  However, the studies reviewed did 

address MST, marginalization, and the impact of coercion and gender-based sexual 

harassment on the mental health of female MSMVs (Baechtold & De Sawal, 2009; Elliott 

et al., 2011; Street et al., 2009).   

Although the research on female MSMVs is scarce, what is known paints a bleak 

picture.  Washington et al. (2010) found that women were more likely to suffer from 

PTSD than men, less likely to be diagnosed, and much more likely to have experienced 

sexual harassment, coercion, and MST as a result of their time in the military.  Goldbach 

and Castro (2016) discussed how these experiences appeared to be amplified for 

LGBTQ+ MSMVs, who experienced the added stress related to discrimination based on 

the conflict between their sexual orientation and the hypermasculine culture within the 

military.  The ways in which the process of reintegration was affected by these past 

experiences, and the struggle to establish a sense of belonging while transitioning to 
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college and civilian life are unstudied and unknown.  What is known is that women and 

LGBT student veterans face high rates of homelessness in addition to the fact that they 

are much more likely to attempt suicide than their heteronormative student-veteran peers 

(Goldbach & Castro, 2016; Washington et al., 2010).  

The male participants in this study discussed a different type of experience with 

reintegration.  For many, the loss of close, personal relationships with male friends was 

isolating, unsettling, and alienating.  The loss of support and camaraderie complicated the 

transition to college, but the response to this experience was different for men than it was 

for women.  For Bob, the relationships with his closest friends seemed to be severed 

instantly when he left the military.  Randall discovered the loss of relationship with 

military friends coincided with re-establishing ties with family, a process that was 

challenging in its own way.  These relationships were contentious and completely 

different from those that he had with his military friends.  Alternately, he re-connected 

with his military buddies through social media.  Sam was able to establish some new 

relationships through participating in club sports, but he credited that to his own effort to 

stave off loneliness.  Elliott, Gonzalez, and Larsen (2011) explained that social support 

can promote mental health and protect against “the effects of combat exposure on PTSD” 

(p. 282).  For many participants, other veterans were an essential part of their support 

system. 

Both Vince and Nolan described their relationship with fellow veterans in terms 

that reflected the way they valued and depended on these friendships.  Interestingly, both 

of these participants were involved in non-profit veterans’ service organizations that offer 

a number of services and programs for wounded veterans.  Their participation in these 
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programs were described as “lifesaving” and critical to their path to recovery.  The 

relationships they formed in these organizations, not their relationships on campus, were 

deemed critical for their mental well-being.  Both participants have stopped out several 

times during college, stepping back when they felt the pressure was too great to continue.  

They also described their desire to help younger veterans who might be going through 

what they had experienced.  The desire to give back and help was a central part of their 

experience on campus, where they both hoped to have the opportunity to help other 

student veterans, just like them.  

One participant felt he did not need the support of fellow veterans.  Unlike the 

other participants, he preferred not to disclose his military status, though he did not make 

a point of lying or withholding that information.  The prospect of rehashing his 

experience in the military was described as “taxing,” an experience he tried to avoid if 

possible.  Although he understood why it was helpful for some to reach out to other 

veterans, he preferred to distance himself by working as hard as he could on his 

coursework and then leaving campus as quickly as possible.  Collectively, these 

experiences represented part of what is captured in the adapted transition model proposed 

by DiRamio and Jarvis (2011).  This model was designed to be used by college staff, 

faculty, and administrators “to better understand the population of students who have 

served” (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011, p. 12).  The model “involves step-by-step investigation 

and change, requiring an individual to work through events,” often with support, during 

reintegration and transition (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011, p. 12).  

For the two participants who became naturalized citizens while serving in the 

military, the experience of earning their citizenship provided another type of kinship.  
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Neither Larry nor Cynthia entered the military with thoughts of seeking American 

citizenship. However, both were presented with this possibility and encouraged to 

become naturalized citizens while serving.  Larry viewed this as a benefit he earned, a 

point of pride that was a result of his service.  For Cynthia, gaining citizenship helped her 

feel more connected to the community where she grew up, even though her ties overseas 

remained strong.  Larry talked about his son, who now has connections to two continents 

and the benefit of learning from and appreciating several cultures.  In this way, 

citizenship expanded his sense of belonging, adding to, instead of taking away, from his 

connection to the country where he grew up.  None of the literature in this study 

addressed issues related to naturalization or issues related to service members who were 

not American citizens.  However, the Transition 2.0 model does address the importance 

of establishing a sense of belonging, stating that a failure to establish connection “may be 

tantamount to having safety and physiological needs” that are unmet (DiRamio & Jarvis, 

2011, p. 26).  

The last issue that was discussed relating to reintegration was the stress caused by 

trying to certify previously earned credits and JSTs.  As noted by Snyder et al. (2016), 

this process differs from institution to institution due in large part to variations in regional 

and national accreditation and requirements.  None of this means much to MSMVs who 

are caught in the crossfire and held hostage by regulations that appear to haphazardly and 

unfairly award course credit to some while withholding it from others.  Overcomplicating 

this process sets an unwelcoming tone for MSMVs arriving on college campuses, 

increasing distrust and damaging the sense of belonging that is vital to the process of 

successfully becoming part of the college community.   
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Transition.  In reality, the vast majority of topics concerning student-veterans 

could be classified as issues with transition.  This is reflected in the number of articles 

that focus on transition as a particular concern for MSMVs.  However, this unfairly 

simplifies and glosses over the experiences of these students as being homogenous and 

singular, an aberration in an otherwise inexorable process.  Research on transition 

confirms much of what participants experienced moving from the military to civilian life, 

and civilian life to college.  Even for the student veterans who attended college prior to 

military service, the experience of transition was more challenging than expected.   

Without exception, participants mentioned how inadequate (Transition Assistance 

Programs (TAPS) were for helping to prepare them for the culture shock of civilian and 

college life.  Ackerman et al. (2009) discussed post-deployment programs, but little of the 

research reviewed addressed TAPS programs by assessing their effectiveness.  These 

required programs, conducted by all branches of the military, are responsible for 

preparing service members for reintegration through modules that discuss career planning 

and employment, education, and accessing benefits.  They could easily be seen as the 

antecedent for college orientation programs, which often address many of the same issues 

for military and non-military students alike.  As discussed by Ryan et al. (2011), once on 

campus, student veterans are expected to assimilate quickly, leaving behind the 

restrictions and responsibilities of the military in exchange for a new hierarchy that 

privileges independence and individuality as opposed to interdependence and unit 

cohesion.  This often causes a conflict in expectations that can be confusing and 

disorienting. 
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Several participants were enrolled in TAPS long before leaving the military, 

which meant the information needed during transition was far removed from the time in 

which the information would be useful.  Because of this, it was hard to discern if the 

information shared in the program was actually helpful or not.  One participant called the 

curriculum a “data dump,” stating that he didn’t remember much—if anything at all—

about what he heard during the weeklong program.  Henry felt that TAPS was just as 

much about trying to get people to re-enlist as it was about handing out pamphlets about 

benefits.  Another participant felt that information was withheld in order to generate fear 

about the difficulty of transitioning to civilian life.  Collectively, these experiences did 

not depict a program that is viewed as a valuable introduction to the process of 

transitioning out of the military.  Although the literature reviewed did not offer a critique 

of TAPS programs, both Rumann and Hamrick (2010) and Zogas (2017) talked about the 

way in which the military is much less effective at preparing individuals for re-entry to 

civilian life than combat.   

Anna and Randall found the discussion of benefits (the last day in TAPS 

programs) to be the most anticipated and most useful part of the program.  Understanding 

how to access information and where to go with questions was critical, though both 

participants noted that answering questions about accessing benefits—both medical and 

educational—was frustrating.  Anna shared what it was like to have questions about her 

benefits deflected.  After anticipating the discussion of benefits, she was told that her 

specific questions would have to be saved for the local VA, which made the whole day 

feel like a waste of time.  She already knew the general information about her benefits 

under the Post-9/11 GI Bill, so being provided the same information she had access to 
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through the Internet felt redundant and reductionist.  These types of experiences led 

participants to question whether TAPS instructors actually had any training or experience 

with the programs and services they were tasked with discussing.  

The struggle to find reliable information about benefits and services was 

ubiquitous for participants in this study.  Sam found information on the Internet, while 

Henry relied on what he learned from friends and other veterans.  Other participants 

found information about programs and services from non-profits, like Save a Warrior and 

the Wounded Warrior Project.  Although all participants worked with the local VA, they 

did not mention the VA as their primary source for reliable information, which was 

noteworthy in light of their reliance on the organization for help with benefits.  Bialik 

(2017) addressed the decrease in active duty personnel projected in the next few years 

(40% by 2045) which coincides with an increase (two million) in veterans who will 

access educational benefits (Jones, 2013).  Therefore, institutions of higher learning 

should anticipate that student veterans will arrive on campus with a mix of questions and 

misinformation about their benefits and what they should expect as they transition to life 

on campus.  It is important that institutions consider these factors as they consider the 

effectiveness of existing programs and policies. 

Moving to a smaller community in order to attend community college was an 

intentional choice for several participants.  Both Vince and Anna described situations 

where they faced discrimination because of their military status, and both talked about 

choosing Oregon College in part because they felt the more rural locale would help ease 

transition.  The desire to retreat to a rural setting and the hope that it might facilitate 

healing also led Cynthia to Oregon College, which has a relatively large veteran 
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population in spite of its rural location.  Even though the literature reviewed 

demonstrated that the majority of veterans choose to attend community college, most of 

the research on transition and student-veterans continues to be conducted at four-year 

institutions (Borsari et. al, 2017; Heineman, 2017; Jenner, 2017; Rumann & Hamrick, 

2010).  Because of differences in access to resources and the student populations who 

attend these distinct institutions, it is unwise to draw conclusions about the experience of 

MSMVs based solely on what is known, at present.  

Anna and Cynthia’s experience with depression during and after the point of 

transition reflects much of what is known about the high rates of depression and anxiety 

among veterans.  Madaus, Miller, and Vance (2009) talked about the high rates of 

depression and anxiety often related to disabilities and military service, pointing out that 

campuses that create programs that consider and respond to this information are actually 

improving the experience for all students, regardless of their military status.  The 

American Council on Education (2010) mentioned that some of the complex sequelae 

that result from military service are not diagnosed until years after veterans leave military 

service (if ever); therefore, integrating evidence-based strategies designed to meet the 

needs of student veterans is necessary in order to truly assist these students in ways that 

are meaningful and helpful. 

The Transition 2.0 model by DiRamio and Jarvis (2011) discussed the importance 

of strong peer ties as integral for helping MSMVs move from the margins of the campus 

community to successful integration.  Additionally, Schmitz-Sciborski (2011) elaborated 

on Tinto’s (2000) model of student departure, pointing out that interactions with staff and 

faculty on campus can influence students’ sense of connection, which in turn influences 
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persistence and retention.  Creating successful orientation programs that provide 

intellectual rigor and useful, relevant information that addresses the actual questions and 

needs of student veterans can help improve transition for all students, not just MSMVs.   

Uncertainty and Confusion.  The theme of uncertainty and confusion 

overlapped with every other theme in this study, but it is worthy of consideration as a 

unique theme because of the way it affected participants’ ability to make meaning of their 

experience transitioning from the military to the college campus.  Confusion generally 

involved two areas: benefits and transfer credits.  A few participants worked for the VA 

and because of this, they were in a unique position to comment on how student veterans 

interpret and access information.  Larry felt that even though information is available 

(mostly online), learning how to navigate websites in order to access information 

required assistance.  Difficulty finding information resulted in suspicion and the feeling 

that both the military and the VA were not interested in really helping.  Several 

participants went so far as to say that they (the VA) withheld information in an attempt to 

restrict benefits.  Unfortunately, negative early experiences shaped perceptions that 

continued to influence how participants felt about their ability to successfully advocate 

for themselves.   

Although none of the research reviewed for this study addressed these issues 

directly, research reviewed did show that many veterans with complex sequelae 

experience problems with memory and processing information, which can influence their 

perception of assistance.  Helms and Libertz (2014) discussed the shared behavioral and 

learning challenges experienced by adults who have experienced a TBI.  As the signature 

injury of modern wars, TBI and the way it impacts learning for both military and non-
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military students is just now starting to receive the attention it deserves in research.  The 

small study by Bush et al. (2011) showed that even years after injury, college students 

who experienced a TBI demonstrated limited awareness of their own deficits.  Issues with 

executive functioning, attention, and memory are also very common with PTSD and TBI 

(Bagalman, 2013; MacLennan & MacLennan, 2008; Ylvisaker et al., 2001).  

Collectively, this complex picture demonstrates how difficult it can be for student 

veterans to navigate two historically challenging institutions simultaneously—the VA 

and higher education.  It is no wonder participants described their experiences as 

confusing and disorienting.  

Discussion of Research Question Two 

The second research question which guided this study was: How do help-seeking 

behaviors affect the experience of transitioning to college for military service member 

and veteran students?  Two theme were identified when reviewing the responses to this 

question. The section that follows discusses these themes as they relates to the research 

question.  

Help Seeking and Stigma.  The process of seeking and receiving help was mixed 

for student veterans.  The majority of participants who asked for and found help on 

campus sought assistance through tutoring.  Except for Nolan’s experience with online 

tutoring, the experiences reported by participants were positive and helpful.  Henry and 

Oscar both talked about tutoring as an essential part of their success in the classroom.  

Henry described his experience working with math and writing tutors as one of the 

services he regularly takes advantage of, something he does because he “knows his 

limits.”  For Oscar, tutoring seemed almost as much about helping a fellow classmate as 
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himself.  Encouraged by an instructor, he first went to the tutoring center because he was 

told that tutors got paid when they have someone to work with, which was the motivation 

he needed to try tutoring.  He found the help there much better than the assistance he 

found on the Internet, on his own. 

Because of a busy schedule, Nolan looked for help online, hoping that online 

tutoring would provide the help he needed, when it was convenient for him.  

Unfortunately, the online format, which relies on tutors that volunteer their time in short, 

infrequent increments, meant that working with the same tutor—for extended periods of 

time—was not feasible.  Ultimately, he quit seeking assistance from tutoring altogether 

after a self-described “bad experience.”  As with several participants, one “bad” 

experience with a service or instructor seemed to leave a lasting impression, influencing 

behavior and choices going forward. 

When viewing these experiences through the lens of the Health Belief Model 

(Champion & Skinner, 2008), it is clear that the perceived benefits that drove participants 

to seek assistance through tutoring were motivated (to a great extent) by the influence of 

others. This was certainly the case with Oscar, who accessed this resource because of the 

way it would benefit both himself and others.  However, for Nolan the perceived 

susceptibility (sometimes called perceived severity), which requires an individual to 

weigh whether seeking assistance (a benefit) is worth the risk of failure was unsuccessful 

because of a negative experience.  As noted by Champion and Skinner (2008) and 

Rosenstock (1974), this construct in the HBM is a key factor for motivating an individual 

to take action. Unfortunately for Nolan, one negative experience was enough (failure).  

He did not try tutoring again.  
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Another area that is commonly associated with seeking assistance on campus is 

utilizing disability services.  Since the majority of participants claimed a disability related 

to their military service, accessing and using disability benefits seemed like an obvious 

choice.  Even though participants had registered their disability with the VA and received 

help there, only two participants reported having registered with campus disability 

services. This supports information from the National Center for Education Statistics 

(2012) which stated that roughly twice as many veteran (21%) as non-veteran (11%) 

students report having a disability, but student veterans were much less likely to seek 

help.  Again, this data only accounted for students who actually received a diagnosis, 

self-identified to campus disability services, and sought help so it is almost certain that 

the actual number of student veterans with a disability is higher. 

When asked about seeking help from campus disability services, most participants 

reported that they elected not to pursue this type of assistance.  For some like Henry, this 

type of assistance required acknowledging his veteran status, an admission he felt set him 

apart as needing attention that was gratuitous and nonessential.  Both Nolan and Cynthia 

had a Letter of Accommodation (LOA), a document provided by campus disability 

services that explains to faculty the reasonable accommodations that can be used to assist 

a student.  According to Nolan, the onus of responsibility for taking advantage of the 

accommodations on his LOA rested with instructors, with his personal responsibility 

ending once the letter was sent to faculty.  Because of this, Nolan had very few positive 

experiences using his LOA to receive accommodations in his classes.  It is important to 

note that Nolan’s understanding of how to enact his LOA differs from the information 

that is provided by campus disability services.  
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Another student with an LOA talked about how difficult it was to reach out and 

take advantage of help.  Cynthia discussed the conflict she felt when trying to decide to 

use test-taking accommodations for test anxiety.  The internal dialogue she described 

demonstrated how difficult it was for her to take advantage of help, even though she 

knew that she needed it.  This was similar to Vince’s admission that he didn’t know how 

to ask for help.  Being aware of this inner conflict, however, was not enough to overcome 

the perceived barriers that were outlined in the HBM.  For Vince, these barriers included 

the possibility that his inability to receive help was a conditioned response learned in the 

military, what he called a type of weakness.  A number of research studies (e.g., ACE 

2010; Ahern et al., 2015; Ghaffari, 2011; Shackelford, 2009; MacLennan & MacLennan, 

2008) demonstrated similar findings, reporting that student veterans often fail to report 

disabilities (or in this case take advantage of services) because of perceived weakness.  

The report by the Department of Defense Mental Health Advisory Team (2006) called 

this a pervasive stigma that is especially prevalent with veterans transitioning from the 

military to civilian life.  

Students who sought and received help often went to extraordinary lengths to find 

assistance.  Those who self-disclosed their experiences demonstrated how challenging 

this could be.  Although Anna sought help from a therapist while in the military, she kept 

it hidden, paying bills out of pocket in order to ensure her struggles remained 

confidential.  Bob only turned to the VA when he started having trouble at work, 

discovering incidentally that he had problems with memory due to an experience in the 

military.  A lack of awareness of the need for help and a fear of reprisal for seeking help 

are not uncommon, according to the report by Arthur, MacDermid, and Kiley (2007).   
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The report stated that fewer than 40% of those who meet the diagnostic criteria for a 

mental health issue access services (Arthur et al., 2007).  

Larry and Vince turned to non-profit veterans’ organizations for help, something 

both men described as life-changing and lifesaving, but this only happened after long and 

protracted mental and emotional struggles.  Larry pointed out that he wished the college 

would have had information on these groups because he would have used this assistance 

much earlier, if he had known about it.  Ahern et al. (2015) discussed how vital 

interaction with other veterans can be for “student veterans transition into campus” (p. 

81).  All participants struggled with the ability to access information and assistance where 

they needed it, when they needed it.  Knowing where to go and how to find help was only 

part of their challenge.  Overcoming the barrier of accepting help was another battle, an 

ongoing struggle which required a decision: Do the benefits of asking for help outweigh 

the perceived stigma attached to this risk, which again brings up key constructs of the 

HBM.  Again, Arthur et al. (2007) called the evidence of stigma in the military 

“overwhelming,” explaining that it can interfere with access to care, quality of care, and 

continuity of care (p. 15). 

Only one participant, Larry, discussed negative experiences with seeking help 

from instructors at the college.  One experience involved an instructor with restrictive 

office hours.  This experience left Larry feeling overlooked and ignored.  Another 

experience involved racist and derogatory statements made during class.  Although Larry 

sought a redress of grievances with administration, he felt his complaint was ignored due 

to nepotism.  Several participants expressed the belief that the system was rigged against 

helping veterans, a perception that extended to problems with the VA, as well.  This 
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distrust could be seen as a perceived barrier under the HBM, a construct that Champion 

and Skinner (2008) called the “most powerful predictor” of behavior.  The undercurrent 

of distrust and the perception that individuals have to continually advocate for themselves 

because no one else will preoccupied the thinking of many participants.   

There is a real need for training and professional development geared toward 

helping college faculty and staff meet the needs of student veterans.  The Association on 

Higher Education and Disability (Madaus et al., 2008) found that only 33% of faculty and 

administrators felt confident about their ability to assist MSMVs (Vance & Miller, 2009).  

Often instructors feel unable to help student veterans who struggle in the classroom, due 

to their limited knowledge about military service and the military experience (Helms & 

Libertz, 2014; Shackelford, 2009; Ylvisaker et al., 2001).  Ylvisaker et al. (2001) 

discussed how training in working with disabilities like TBI “is rarely included in more 

than a cursory manner in teacher preservice training programs” (p. 86).  What is known is 

that many student veterans struggle and many faculty and staff lack the ability to help 

them.  What we do with this information will make all the difference.  

Implications for Practice 

The findings of this study demonstrate that there is a need for institutions of 

higher learning to build in practices that anticipate the needs of MSMVs based on what is 

known from research.  This is especially important at community colleges, where the 

majority of MSMVs choose to access their educational benefits.  Participants noted a 

variety of challenges associated with college environments, transcripts and benefits, and 

support services.  Existing research on military friendly institutions provides a model for 

addressing the most common challenges identified with transition (Ahern et al., 2015; 
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Brown & Gross, 2011; Vance & Miller 2009).  It is important to note that solutions must 

be adapted to the type of institution, financial profile, and unique student demographics at 

institutions.  This also implies that successful programs and initiatives at a university 

should not necessarily be expected to serve as a role model for community colleges.   

Ahern et al. (2015) discussed the ways in which disability services, benefits, and 

other support services work together at Salt Lake City Community College (SLCC) to 

offer a model for success that other institutions can adapt and follow.  The institution in 

this study, Oregon College, offered a number of similar accommodations (e.g., priority 

deadlines and limited residency requirements), but others (like flexible enrollment 

deadlines and curricular adjustments for experience and college level learning through 

testing) have not been adopted.  Environmental adjustments like clearing pathways in 

classrooms, allowing veteran students to choose where they sit, and announcing changes 

in sound and lighting can mitigate some of the stress associated with trauma and 

sensitized hyperarousal.  Although there are many issues related to facilities that are 

outside of the control of instructors, simple accommodations related to seating and the 

arrangement of rooms are easy strategies that are more a matter of accommodation than 

adapting environments.  Low-cost accommodations can ameliorate the stress of transition 

through adapting policies, practices, and environments to meet the needs of student 

veterans. 

Looking at this through the lens of the Health Belief Model (HBM) can help 

institutions build in more responsive policies and practices that predict what inhibits or 

motivates individuals to seek assistance.  In the case of transfer credits, the first two 

constructs (perceived seriousness and perceived susceptibility) should be viewed as 
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powerful motivators for helping student veterans take action.  MSMVs in this study 

underestimated how earned credits could reduce the number of classes they needed to 

take—a failure caused by perceived barriers trumping perceived benefits.  Colleges and 

accrediting organizations could use this information to work on messaging and programs 

that help tip the scales so that the benefit of submitting and accepting credits is better 

understood.  

Even within Oregon, examples of robust, veteran friendly institutions (like Rogue 

Community College; RCC) are finding creative ways to meet the needs of student 

veterans with limited resources.  RCC has a dedicated webpage with resources designed 

to help students acclimate to the campus during transition.  Programs like Boots to Books 

(an orientation specifically designed for veterans), Green Zones, a veterans’ resource 

center, work study for student veterans, a Student Veteran Association chapter, and 

scholarships for veterans are highlighted and visible in the college’s in-person and online 

presence.  By coordinating and collaborating to serve veterans through counseling, 

disability services, financial aid, and dedicated veterans’ coordinators, institutions can 

work to help students during the process of transition and reintegration.   

Additionally, there are a number of studies that address the benefits of integrating 

evidence-based learning strategies, compensatory strategies, and mediated technologies 

for students with learning challenges.  Studies by Helms and Libertz (2014), Hillary et al. 

(2003), Sinski (2012), and Ylvisaker et al. (2001) demonstrated that classroom techniques 

like cognitive behavior modification, spaced learning, and mindfulness (among others) 

can increase self-regulation and improve acquisition of new material for individuals who 

have experienced TBI, MST, frontal lobe injuries, and neurological events.  As suggested 
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best practices within the principles of UD, these collective strategies are effective with all 

students, which reduces the need for adapting different strategies for different situations.  

Because of the prevalence of these diagnoses and the difficulty inherent with diagnosing 

TBI and PTSD, accommodating students with cognitive challenges through 

implementing these types of learning and compensatory strategies should be normative, 

not the exception.  This is especially important in developmental classrooms (writing and 

math), which are more likely to include students with complex sequelae and learning 

disabilities.  

 Evidence from research suggests that faculty, staff, and administration would 

benefit from professional development that helps them understand the challenges 

MSMVs encounter during transition (Helms & Libertz, 2014).  Training and ongoing 

professional development are another normative practice in education, so incorporating 

information on targeted interventions and academic coaching geared toward meeting the 

needs of military students is another low-cost way that colleges can support instructors 

and staff as they work to support students.  Stressful situations in the classroom, like 

those that Larry, Vince, and Cynthia encountered, could be alleviated by professional 

development that focused on trauma-informed teaching, or faculty-led initiatives, like 

Green Zones programs.  

Institutions should consider establishing Green Zones and Veteran Ally programs, 

utilizing models from programs at other colleges.  Because the military-civilian gap in 

college staff, faculty, and administration mirrors the gap in the general population, it is 

important to include educational and advocacy programs that target these communities in 

order to create visible networks that can serve as allies for MSMVs on campus.  The 
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majority of participants expressed frustration dealing with the VA and various campus 

services.  Their experiences often led to suspicion about the veracity and accuracy of 

information, which ultimately affected participants’ willingness to seek and receive 

assistance.  The research by Nichols-Casebolt (2012) and Osborne (2013) provided 

examples of institutions who have worked with faculty, students, staff, and administrators 

to identify points of concern in order to make recommendations that can help improve the 

experience for MSMVs during transition.  The majority of these type of changes require 

initiative and dedication more than costly financial investments, which should be 

appealing to cash-strapped smaller community colleges.  Additionally, colleges with 

significant populations of MSMVs (over 100) should “meet training requirements set 

forth by VA,” including “(1) full-time SCO to every 200 GI Bill students under the new 

Forever GI Bill” (SCO Handbook, 2020b, p. 18).  This recommendation was made in 

response to feedback from key stakeholders who determined there is a need to make a 

concerted effort to improve the student experience for MSMVs.  

Military friendly institutions should work with the VA and local veterans’ 

organizations to create responsive and holistic services for MSMVs.  The concept of 

collaborating with local stakeholders to provide one-stop services on campus for student-

veterans is another idea that could alleviate stress for students by reducing the need to 

visit so many locations in order to access services.  Additionally, a one-stop shop for 

MSMVs reduces the opportunity for misinformation by allowing key stakeholders to 

work together to serve students.  Ensuring that participants receive accurate and 

consistent information could improve the relationship between groups poised to assist 

MSMVs.  The study by DiRamio et al. (2015) found that 40% of colleges and 
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universities either had or had plans to open a center for veterans, on campus.  Ahern et al. 

(2015) highlighted SLCC, which created a one-stop shop (Veterans Center) that has 

found common ground between campus and community stakeholders in order to 

streamline processes and information for student veterans.  These types of comprehensive 

and synergistic services demonstrate that models of successful programs exist and are 

feasible, if only institutions were willing to invest in initiatives that work collaboratively 

to advance the best interests of MSMVs.       

Encouraging institutions of higher learning to collaborate with the VA to provide 

holistic services to student veterans fits well within the Transition 2.0 model proposed by 

DiRamio and Jarvis (2011).  When considering the attributes of the Transition 2.0 model, 

institutions should take into account how facilitating services that encourage strong peer 

ties (both with other veterans and the college community) through streamlining and 

centralizing services could alleviate stressors that are typical during transition.  This 

connection to community is a central component of the Transition 2.0 model and an asset 

that institutions should capitalize on, to help student veterans build a sense of belonging. 

Successful transition experiences leverage the strengths of MSMVs while 

working to utilize social capital to create effective student networks and programs.  Every 

participant in the study mentioned their desire to help other student veterans succeed.  As 

part of military training, MSMVs are indoctrinated in the creed and ethos of nemo 

resideo, or “leave no man (person) behind.”  As the unofficial culture of the US Military, 

this concept serves as a powerful motivation for troops, a commitment for individuals 

who are trained to embrace and accept risk.  It is also a strength that institutions should 

leverage in order to help students help each other, while building the sense of belonging 
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Tinto (1975) asserts is essential for retention and persistence.  The VA provides funding 

for work study for student veterans, a no-cost benefit that institutions should take 

advantage of in order to utilize the networks and relationships that exists within their own 

student veteran population.  For example, at RCC, students serve as mentors, working in 

the veterans’ center by helping new MSMVs navigate their way through the first term on 

campus.  Veterans helping veterans (and being paid to do so) is a win-win, low cost 

solution for community colleges.  

Additionally, the strong peer ties mentioned in the Transition 2.0 model by 

DiRamio and Jarvis (2011) should be viewed as integral to student success.  As an 

adaptation of Tinto’s (1975) model of student departure, this framework is useful for 

discussing student veterans’ academic success and persistence.  DiRamio and Jarvis 

(2011) included the additional attributes which are considered in the Transition 2.0 model 

(e.g., multiple deployments, combat experience, physical or psychological injuries).  

Importantly, this adaptation leverages social integration between faculty and students, 

and peer to peer interactions by taking into consideration military service and the way it 

influences interactions.  Using models adapted for MSMVs is important because they 

consider what is known from research in order to influence policy and procedures that 

recognize the unique attributes and challenges of today’s student veterans.  Including 

MSMVs in planning services for veterans, tutoring, and veterans’ centers is essential.  

Identifying faculty and staff who are veterans (possibly through signs on office doors or 

symbols on websites) helps student veterans identify and network with those who have 

had similar experiences.  Encouraging peer ties is part of the adaptations of both Tinto 

(1975) and Schlossberg’s (2006) models for student success. 
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Versions of both DiRamio and Jarvis’ (2011) and Schlossberg’s (2006) 4S model 

focus on the factors that influence how individuals cope with change.  The adapted 

models are a course of action that allow an individual to work through steps in a non-

linear path that is unique to each individual.  Three elements are especially pertinent to 

the process of transition from soldier to student—“control, role change, and concurrent 

stress” (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011, p. 12).  The non-linear path taken by most MSMVs and 

the three core elements should be used by institutions to guide the development of 

programs and services.  Just like the participants in this study, these models focus on 

pathways that are unique to each individual.  Finally, the positive influence of student 

veteran organizations (led and run by veterans) cannot be overstated (DiRamio & Jarvis, 

2011).  Leveraging this resource and the social capital inherent with student veterans 

should be a foundational consideration of all efforts to reach out to MSMVs.  

Recognizing the unique concurrent stressors and experience of LGBTQ+ and 

female veterans is also essential.  Largely overlooked in the literature and reporting 

concerning student veterans, these sub-populations have carried an unequal share of the 

burden that is a result of sexual harassment, gender discrimination, and MST.  DiRamio 

et al. (2015), Heineman (2017), Iverson et al. (2016), Osborne (2013), and Street et al. 

(2009) demonstrated that the effects of trauma and marginalization follow female 

veterans as they transition to college.  The two female veterans in this study (Cynthia and 

Anna) shared stories that were eerily similar to stories shared in the literature reviewed.  

Because compound stressors and histories of trauma increase problems with reintegration 

and transition for women and members of the LGBTQ+ community, colleges should be 
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especially sensitive to the needs of these students when considering the formation of 

programs, policies, and procedures designed to serve MSMVs.  

Finally, improving the way institutions track the progress of MSMV students is 

essential in order to gain a true picture of how these students are doing.  Servicemembers 

Opportunity Colleges (2012) highlighted the many inconsistencies with current methods 

for tracking veterans in higher education, including descriptors that exclude many 

students, varied definitions of MSMVs, and distorted data that is often used to make 

unfair generalizations.  MacLennan and MacLennan (2008) stated that these types of 

disparities in reporting methods mean that very little is actually known about how 

MSMVs are faring in higher education.  The paucity of longitudinal studies for the 

hundreds of thousands of MSMVs who have accessed educational benefits is baffling 

given the financial cost and ethical implications of making sure military service members 

receive the benefits they have earned.  It is important that institutions find ways to 

standardize processes for assessing the progress of MSMVs.  This in turn will open the 

door for dialogue about meaningful change that can improve the college experience for 

students.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

It is important that existing research be viewed in context.  For example, research 

conducted at universities should not necessarily be used to make recommendations at a 

community college.  Likewise, conclusions about the experience of male student veterans 

should not be used to make recommendations for female and LGBTQ+ student veterans.  

More of the research that is being done on student veterans should take into consideration 

location and sub-populations.  Future studies should continue to include data (both 
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qualitative and quantitative) from community colleges, where the majority of MSMVs 

choose to access their educational benefits.  Subpopulations (e.g., women, LGBTQ+, 

racial minorities) are represented in some studies (Baechtold & De Sawal, 2009; Carlson, 

Stromwall, and Lietz, 2013; DiRamio et al., 2015; Eichler, 2017; Heineman 2017; 

Iverson et al., 2016; Nagowski, 2005; Street et al., 2009; Zinzow et al., 2007).  However, 

there is a serious lack of information on these students and given the ways in which 

trauma and marginalization disproportionately affect these populations, much more 

research is needed in order to gain a more accurate picture of their experience.  Although 

race was not a specific consideration in this study, the literature reviewed demonstrated 

the lack of information that considers the legacy of racial discrimination and exclusion 

for these student veterans.  

Given the projected increase in the number of student veterans expected to take 

advantage of GI Bill educational benefits (2 million; Jones, 2013) by 2020, institutions 

need to work now to make meaningful changes. This should include a focus on mental 

health issues as well as ways to improve academic success.  Both the VA and higher 

education need to work to address the contradiction inherent with encouraging students to 

fail rather than withdraw from a course.  Similarly, the way the VA calculates benefits 

(using months instead of credits) places enormous pressure on MSMVs to maximize 

educational benefits, often taking many more classes per term than what they can 

realistically handle.  This is especially challenging for student veterans with mental 

health and physical challenges.  Collectively, these issues set MSMVs up for failure, 

rather than success.  Colleges should work with students to help mitigate challenges 

inherent with this faulty system.  It is also important for future studies to embrace 
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suggestions by SOC (2012) about creating effective and inclusive assessments for student 

veterans which consider realistic parameters for goal completion/time to completion, 

more holistic definitions for MSMVs, and deliberate consideration for the differences 

between 4-year institutions and community colleges.  

Finally, research needs to be expanded, both longitudinally and in terms of 

population, in order to include larger numbers of student veterans.  A number of smaller, 

qualitative studies (e.g., Brown, 2014; Heineman, 2017) have been conducted, but as 

Bichrest (2013) noted, there have been very few large-scale, longitudinal, quantitative 

studies to date other than The Million Records Project by Cate (2014).  Similar studies 

need to be conducted to see how MSMVs are doing academically in comparison to their 

non-veteran peers.  Studies at 4-year institutions should expand to focus on 

subpopulations, who are underrepresented, if not absent, from most of this research.  

Additionally, research on the effectiveness of transition programs (like TAPS) by third 

parties should be conducted in order to assess how these programs could be improved to 

better assist military service members transitioning to civilian life.   

Conclusion 

This study was designed to explore the lived experience of MSMVs transitioning 

from the military to higher education.  Situated at a rural community college, the 

experience of 10 student veterans in various stages of their educational journey and 

transition from the military to civilian life were recorded through interviews.  Including 

individuals from subpopulations (e.g., women and LGBTQ+) helped to better represent 

the diverse perspectives and experiences of a more inclusive sample of student veterans 

than what is often reflected in the literature.  Collectively, the challenges (educational and 
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personal) of these participants were similar in many ways to the challenges described in 

the literature about student veterans.   

Although results from a phenomenological study cannot be used to generalize, the 

information gathered does provide a contextualized understanding of the lives of 

participants who have a variety of experiences from all branches of military service.  

Using a constructivist lens permitted this research to use open-ended questioning that 

encouraged participants to share the “processes” of interacting with individuals and 

services that are typically expected to assist MSMVs during transition (Creswell & Poth, 

2018).  Bracketing experiences and perspectives allowed for the recognition that the 

researcher’s background shaped their interpretation, which flowed from her historical, 

personal, and cultural experiences.  Using the criteria proposed by van Manen (2014) for 

an evaluative appraisal of phenomenological studies included the use of descriptive 

richness, heuristic questioning, distinctive rigor, interpretive depth, inceptual epiphany, 

experiential awakening, and strong and addressive meaning. 

The participants in this study had many similar experiences.  Challenges with 

systems and processes (in the military, VA, and higher education) often created confusion 

that led to distrust.  Trying to navigate these historically challenging systems during a 

particularly difficult time (transition) revealed that there are many opportunities for 

improvement in processes that often unfairly complicate the experience for MSMVs.  

Using what is known from research to inform the development of socially responsive 

programs and practices will allow institutions to leverage strengths while targeting issues 

most commonly mentioned as challenges.  Because what is currently known relies, in 

large part, on small research samples from research sites that are often atypical of the 
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types of institutions the majority of veterans attend, it is important to consider how 

existing data should be interpreted in light of individual institutions’ financial limitations 

and distinct populations.   

In addition to similarities, several distinctions were highlighted through the 

experiences of subpopulations included in this study. Because of the paucity of research 

on women, LGBTQ+, and minority populations within the military and because that 

deficit is mirrored in the research on student veterans, what we do know should be 

considered carefully.  Female and LGBTQ+ MSMVs are much more likely to have 

experienced trauma as a result of their military experience.  It is only logical that their 

often-complex sequelae would further complicate the challenges these student veterans 

experience as they transition to college.  Most programs designed to assist MSMVs in 

transition do not consider gender and instead rely on information created to meet the 

needs of male student veterans.  Because subpopulations are often victimized by the 

hegemonic masculinity inherent in the culture of the military, colleges should consider 

the needs of subpopulations (i.e., gender, sexual orientation) when creating programs, 

processes, and policies for student veterans.   

Finding effective ways to help MSMVs requires using what we do know about 

help-seeking behavior to create intentional programs designed to improve the way 

information is presented and received.  This includes professional development for staff, 

faculty, and administration.  Because of the stigma attached to help seeking and the 

underlying issue of mistrust, institutions should consider the many benefits of 

collaborating with key stakeholders (e.g., the VA, veterans’ service organizations, 

financial aid) in the creation of a one-stop shop on campus for MSMVs.  Using the 
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framework DiRamio and Jarvis (2011) adopted from Schlossberg’s 4S model as a guide 

would allow colleges to embrace the non-linear path most MSMVs take on their 

educational journey (i.e., assessment, analysis, assistance, and action).  Bringing key 

stakeholders together would increase both accuracy and the delivery of critical 

information, which would in turn reduce the opportunity for the dissemination of 

misinformation.  Reducing the stigma associated with help seeking would be enhanced 

by enlisting veterans—who are eager to assist other veterans—in the process. 

The opportunity to improve the transition process for MSMVs exists on every 

college campus.  Often opportunities are framed in terms of labor and dollar signs, but 

this reductionist view diminishes the lived experience of today’s military students in 

exchange for expediency.  By using what we know from research to adjust practices, 

policies, and processes, colleges can make real change in real time, improving the way 

MSMVs experience the transition from the military to college campuses.  Although 

community colleges have enjoyed a long history with veterans, the way they honor that 

relationship in the future will, in large part, depend on how they adapt to meet the needs 

of this growing population.  The implication of making substantive and meaningful 

changes in higher education to meet the needs of MSMVs is at the heart of the mission of 

community colleges everywhere: access, advocacy, and service to the community.  
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APPENDIX B 

Participant Recruitment Email 

 

[date] 

 

Dear Student: 

 

Active duty and veteran students at Central Oregon Community College (COCC) are 

invited to participate in a study being conducted by a doctoral student at Sam Houston State 

University who is also a faculty member at COCC. The study will include active duty and veteran 

students who have enrolled in at least one class at the college during the past year. The study will 

focus on the experience of students transitioning from the military to higher education at a mid-

size community college. 

 

Participants can help identify the challenges military students encounter, in order to help 

colleges improve the ways in which they meet students’ needs.  

 

Participation is completely voluntary and will involve a short questionnaire and a face-

to-face interview on campus (approximately 60-90 minutes), followed by an email or phone call. 

The identity of participants will be kept confidential and pseudonyms will be used for participants 

and the name of the college.  

 

Interested individuals can contact Jane Denison-Furness, an Assistant Professor of 

English at COCC, at jdenisonfurness@cocc.edu or (541)383-7527 for more information.  

mailto:jdenisonfurness@cocc.edu
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APPENDIX C 

Participant Consent Form 

Title of Project: 

Transitioning from Soldier to Student: A Phenomenological Research Study of Military Service 

Member and Veteran Students at an Oregon Community College 

Contact Information: 

Principal Investigator: Jane M. Denison-Furness 

SHSU Department of Educational Leadership 

Sam Houston State University 

Huntsville, TX 77341 

Phone: (541) 383-7527 

Email: jmd083@shsu.edu or jdenisonfurness@cocc.edu  

Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Nara Martirosyan 

SHSU Department of Educational Leadership 

Sam Houston State University 

Huntsville, TX  77341 

Phone: (936) 294-3886 

Email: NXM021@shsu.edu 

Purpose of the Research: 

This study involves research. The purpose of the study is to understand the experience of 

active duty and veteran students enrolled in college coursework at a mid-size 

community college. 

Approximately 8-10 participants will be included in this research study at Central Oregon 

Community College.  

Procedures: 

With your permission, participation in this study will require approximately 60-90 

minutes of interview time plus time to complete a brief questionnaire about personal 

information (e.g., gender, military branch, time at COCC). Next, the interview will be 

scheduled and conducted in a private and confidential location of your choosing at 

Central Oregon Community College (COCC; e.g., library study room, CAP Center, small 

classroom, study room in the Science Building). For transcription purposes, the interview 

will be audio recorded using a digital recorder and an iPhone for backup, in case one 

recording device fails.  

You will be asked questions about your experience transitioning from the military to 

higher education and your experience with college life. You will not have to answer any 

questions that make you uncomfortable. After the interview is completed, it will be 

transcribed (typed out). At a time that is convenient for you, the typed interview will be 

shared with you for your review, via email. This review will allow you to confirm that 

what was typed was what you said.  

None of the procedures or questions used in this study is experimental in nature. The only 

experimental aspect of this study is the gathering of information for the purpose of 

analysis.  

Risks and/or Discomforts:  
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There is a potential for minimal risk associated with this research study. Because of the 

nature of the interview questions, specifically those related to your experience as a 

military service member or veteran, there is a possibility these questions may be 

emotional or upsetting. If at any time during the interview you do not want to address a 

question, you may choose to skip the question and move forward. Also, you may take a 

break at any time during the interview. In the event of problems resulting from 

participation in the study, counseling services, free of charge, are available at the VA 

Bend Clinic. For services, please contact the VA Bend Clinic at 

2650 Northeast Courtney Dr. /  Bend, OR 97701-7639 /  Phone: (541) 647-5200 

Benefits: 

The information gained from this study will provide a greater understanding of the 

pursuit of higher education by military service member and veteran students. This 

information will be published in order to promote better policies, processes, and 

procedures designed to improve the experience of military service member and veteran 

students.  

Confidentiality: 

Any information obtained during this study which could identify you will be kept strictly 

confidential. The data will be stored in either a locked cabinet in the researcher’s office at 

COCC or on the researcher’s office computer at COCC and will be seen only by the 

primary researcher and supervisory chair during the study. Research data will be 

destroyed at the end of this study.  

All information about this study will also be stored on the researcher’s computer at 

COCC, which is password protected and not accessible to other users.  

The interviews will be audio-recorded on a digital voice recorder and an iPhone, then 

subsequently transcribed. All recordings will be transferred to the researcher’s computer 

at COCC, then erased from the digital recorder and iPhone. The transcripts will be stored 

on the researcher’s computer at COCC and will only be accessible to the researcher. 

Audio recordings will be destroyed (erased) at the completion of the study.  

The information obtained in this study may be published in educational journals or 

presented at educational meetings. Real names of participants will never be used. 

Participation and Access to Results of the Study:  

You do not have to participate in this research study. If you choose not to participate, 

there is no penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled as a student at 

COCC. Additionally, you may choose to stop participating at any time without penalty or 

loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. 

If you choose to no longer participate in the study, all data provided by you (transcripts 

and audio-recording) will be immediately destroyed.  

You will be contacted via email with information about accessing the results of this study 

once it has been published. 

There may be new findings developed during this research which may relate to your 

willingness to continue to participate in this study. If this happens, these new findings 

will be shared with you.  

Alternatives to Participation: 

An alternative is to not participate.  

Compensation: 
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You will not be paid to participate in this study.  

Opportunity to Ask Questions: 

You may ask any questions concerning this research and have those questions answered 

before agreeing to participate or at any time during this study. In addition, you may call 

me, the primary researcher, or my supervisory chair at any time per the listed phone 

numbers at the top of this letter. Sometimes participants have questions or concerns 

about their rights. In that case, please contact COCCs Institutional Review Board through 

Julie Downing at (541) 383-7238 or jdowning@cocc.edu 

Consent to Participate:  

You are voluntarily making a decision whether or not to participate in this research study. 

Your signature certifies that you have decided to participate after having read and 

understood the information presented. You will be given a copy of this consent form to 

keep.  

 

 

 

 

Name of Participant (please print)                                                            Date 

 

Signature of Participant                                                                      Date 

 

Signature of Investigator                                                                           Date 
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APPENDIX D 

Interview Protocol Briefing 

Thank you for participating in the research study entitled: Transitioning from 

Soldier to Student: A Phenomenological Study of Military Service Member and Veteran 

Students at a Community College in Oregon. The purpose of this study is to understand 

the experience of military students who have transitioned to community college in order 

to help colleges better meet the needs of students. During the interview, I will be asking 

questions about your experiences at COCC, including your experience with the 

application process, choosing a program of study, enrolling in classes, orientation, 

working with peers/faculty, working with support services, and accessing benefits. 

Although I am not a veteran, I have many family members who have served in the 

military, including my father-in-law and six uncles. 

You will also be asked about any military course completions, college level 

tests/credits (e.g., military credit, CLEP, DANTES, NCO, Enlisted Education Program). 

These questions will be a springboard for discussion that will lead to your thoughts on 

improving the experience of military service member students at this college.  Should you 

not be comfortable answering any of the questions, you can ask to proceed to the next 

question or you are free to end the interview at any time. Please know that I will 

appreciate any additional information you can provide that will help me to better 

understand your perspective. You will be asked to sign a consent form before beginning 

the interview. 

Since your identity will be confidential, I request that you not share your 

responses to the interview questions with anyone else. This will help maintain the 

integrity of the research. You can ask questions of me at any time during or after this 

process. Additionally, you will be asked to review your answers to questions after the 

interview has been transcribed, in order to verify the accuracy of your responses. 

Before we begin, I have two questions: First, may I record this interview? Second, 

do you have any questions?  

[Interview Questions] 
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APPENDIX E 

Interview Protocol Debriefing 

Do you wish to share any more information that would help the progress of this study? 

Do you have any questions you would like to ask me? If you think of anything more you 

would like to contribute to this study, please contact me by email, phone, or in person. 

Your participation in this study is greatly appreciated.  
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APPENDIX F 

Semi-structured Interview Questions 

Interview Questions 

1.Introduction:

a.Could you describe what motivated you to join the military?

b.What were some of your duties/assignments?

I’m interested in understanding your experience moving from the military to civilian life. 

Specifically, I’d like to learn about your experience moving from a soldier to a student. 

These questions have been prepared to help you share that experience, but I want you to 

know that you are welcome to share experiences related to this process, even if they are 

not directly addressed in a question. Ok? 

2.Can you tell me about your decision to come to community college? Why Central

Oregon Community College?

3.Have you participated in the Department of Defense Transition Assistance Program,

Soldier for Life Transition Program, Marine Corps Transition Readiness Program, Navy

Transition Assistance, or the Air Force Transition Assistance Program?

a. If so, can you please tell me about your experience in that program?

b.If not, did you participate in any other programs specifically designed to assist with

transition from the military to civilian life?

4.Are you utilizing Post-9/11 GI Bill educational benefits? If so, what role did that play

in your decision to go to college?

5.Could you describe the role the college played in your transition (application process,

reviewing prior credits, orientation, financial aid, enrollment, advising, etc.)

a. Tell me about some of the challenges with each of these processes?

b.Can you describe some of your typical experiences related to returning to life at

home/in Bend?

6.Let’s focus a bit more on your experience at COCC.

a. Can you describe some experiences that have been easy for you?

b.Can you describe one or two of the most challenging parts of moving from the

military to college?

7.Can you tell me about your involvement in student support services at the college?

What has that experience been like? (e.g. disability services; tutoring; working with a

librarian; Career, Academic, and Personal Counseling [CAP Services], working with an

advisor/program director, financial aid, meeting with professors outside of class)

8.Describe your coursework, so far:

a. What has been the most challenging thing related to taking classes at COCC?
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b.What part of your experience in the military has assisted you on campus and in the

classroom?

c. If you could change something about your college experience, what would it be and

why?

9.Can you describe a typical interaction with non-military students and faculty at COCC?

10.Is there anything else about your experience moving from soldier to student that you

would like to share with me?
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Demographic Questionnaire 

Demographic questions 

This confidential information will be used to better understand the student 

experience at a mid-size community college. Your answers are optional and will not 

affect your ability to participate in this study.  

1.What ethnic group do you associate with?

a.White

b.Hispanic/Latinx/Spanish

c.Black or African American

d.Asian or Asian Indian

e.American Indian or Alaska Native

f.Pacific Islander or native Hawaiian

g.Middle Eastern or North African

h.Other (please identify) ___________________

This research study does not discriminate on the basis of gender identity or expression. In 

order to track responses and consider the needs of all military service members and 

veterans, please consider answering the following questions: 

2.What is your gender?

a.Female

b.Male

c.Non-binary/third gender

d.Prefer to self-describe ____________

e.Prefer not to say

3. Are you active duty?

4. How long did/have you serve(d) in the military?

a. When?

b.Which branch?

5. Which program of study are you enrolled in at COCC?

6. Why did you choose that program?

7. Did you attend college or vocational school before entering or while in the military? If

not, please skip to question #10.

a.Number of credits completed toward your degree/certificate:
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b.At which institutions?

c.Do you have a Joint Services Transcript (JST)?

d.Did you receive a Verification of Military Experience and Training form (VMET;

DD Form 2586)?

8.Have you taken any online courses and if so, from which institution, how many credits?

9.Were all of those credits accepted at COCC, when you enrolled?

10. Do you work in addition to attending college and if so, approximately how many

hours per week?
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Recruitment Flyer 
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