
 

 

A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF ONLINE UNDERGRADUATE STUDENT 

VETERANS AND THE ACADEMIC INTERACTIONS AFFECTING THEIR SUCCESS IN 

HIGHER EDUCATION 

 

by 

Amanda Jo Verlander 

Liberty University 

 

 

A Dissertation Presented in Partial Fulfillment 

Of the Requirements for the Degree 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

Liberty University 

2022 

  



2 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF ONLINE UNDERGRADUATE STUDENT 

VETERANS AND THE ACADEMIC INTERACTIONS AFFECTING THEIR SUCCESS IN 

HIGHER EDUCATION  

 

by Amanda Jo Verlander 

 

A Dissertation Presented in Partial Fulfillment 

Of the Requirements for the Degree 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

Liberty University, Lynchburg, VA 

2022 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPROVED BY: 

 

 

David Vacchi, PhD, Committee Chair 

 

Laura Jones, EdD, Committee Member 



3 
 

 

 
 

Abstract 

 

The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenology was to explore the academic interactions of 

online undergraduate veterans as they completed their degrees. The objective of this study was to 

answer the question, “What influences the success of online student veterans in completing their 

undergraduate degrees?” The theory guiding this study was Astin’s I-E-O model as it framed my 

research with the inputs of military training, environmental factors as academic interactions, and 

the outcome of graduating with their degree. My study also contained Vacchi’s Conceptual 

Model of Student Veteran Support as a focused lens to examine the academic interactions 

experiences of student veterans. Additionally, my study took a hermeneutic phenomenological 

approach to qualitative research while examining 13 student veterans who completed an online 

undergraduate degree. I conducted virtual interviews and focus groups, thus eliminating the need 

for a specific physical site. The data was collected through interviews and focus groups which 

was then transcribed and coded for common themes and meanings that relate back to the central 

research question. My research collected information that academic interactions were not 

meaningful in influencing success even with negative interactions of discrimination and bias. 

The data showed that student veterans were successful to internal and external stimulators as 

well as choosing an academic institution that had an infrastructure conducive to their success.  

Keywords: student veterans, higher education, military support, distance learning, 

academic interactions 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

 Less than 1% of the adult population in the United States serves in the military 

(Schaeffer, 2021), yet in the years since 2009, some colleges and universities saw an increase of 

up to 500% in student veteran enrollment (De La Garza, 2016). Among those who have served, a 

significant amount attended higher education institutions, often using the education benefits they 

earned as a result of their military service (Arminio et al., 2018). This population of students has 

unique concerns and needs (Parks et al., 2015) in addition to their status as non-traditional 

students. Some literature portrayed student veterans as having difficulties in higher education 

leading to a higher rate of attrition than traditional students (e.g., DiRamio et al., 2008). 

However, the Million Records Project revealed that student veterans are very successful in 

higher education (e.g., Cate et al., 2017). Additional research is needed so that higher education 

institutions can learn more about the student veteran population and what academic interactions 

contribute to their success in higher education. Chapter One discusses the historical and social 

contexts for my study as well as the theoretical context. I outlined the problem my research 

addressed as well as my purpose statement which guided my research as well as its significance. 

To conclude this chapter, I stated my central research question and sub-questions before 

outlining the definitions that will be seen frequently throughout this chapter and other subsequent 

chapters. 

Background 

 There has been a sparse amount of research conducted on student veterans with the first 

studies beginning after WWII. The bulk of the research on student veterans has been conducted 

since the passage of the Post 9/11 GI Bill (Arminio et al., 2018). Existing research revealed that 
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student veterans have unique needs (Semer & Harmening, 2015) and there are concerns that 

these needs are not effectively addressed by higher education institutions (Dillard & Yu, 2018). 

However, there is more information to be gleaned from student veterans in order for higher 

education institutions to provide the best educational experience for their student veterans. It was 

discovered that there are many gaps in the literature relating to student veterans and academic 

interactions. This study focused specifically on student veterans who have successfully graduated 

and what academic interactions affected their success on their way to completing their degree.  

Historical Context 

The history of student veterans in higher education is limited. Most of the research 

published after the Post 9/11 GI Bill was implemented in August 2009. Many different variations 

of the GI Bill were developed over the years, benefitting those who served as well as dependents 

of servicemembers who were killed in action (About GI Bill Benefits, 2020). However, once the 

Post 9/11 GI Bill passed Congress, it became the first benefit that could be transferred and 

utilized by servicemembers’ dependents. The Servicemembers Readjustment Act, passed in 

1944, was the original GI Bill, which included funding set aside by the government to help 

servicemembers returning from WWII with financial support for their education (G.I. Bill 1944, 

2015). Surprisingly, there were more education benefits available for veterans of the conflicts 

relating to the War on Terror, even though WWII veterans had superior occupational outcomes 

than veterans of current conflicts (Wilson et al., 2013). Once again, during the Vietnam Era, the 

U.S. Congress began working on an additional education benefit, producing a GI Bill which 

encouraged nearly 70% of veterans to attend a higher education institution (About GI Bill 

Benefits, 2020; Vacchi & Berger, 2014).  

The next major change in military education benefits came in 1985 when the U.S. 
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Congress introduced the Montgomery GI Bill (About GI Bill Benefits, 2020). The Post 9/11 

Veterans Education Assistance Act passed Congress in 2008 and went into effect for student 

veteran use in August 2009. It had an impact on those who qualified for it because it provided a 

significant amount of educational assistance compared to previous versions of GI Bills available 

to student veterans (Barr, 2015; Vacchi & Berger, 2014; Zhang, 2018). The most recent GI Bill, 

the Post 9/11 benefit, is available for veterans who have served in the military following the 

terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. The Post 9/11 GI Bill doubled the average maximum 

benefit given by the Veteran Affairs Department for Education (Barr, 2015). 

Social Context 

 Military service had the potential to negatively affect a servicemember’s mental health 

due to events such as combat deployments (Mastrocola & Flynn, 2017). Additionally, the history 

of research on student veterans focused on the mental health concerns particularly relating to 

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (Ness et al., 2015). These concerns were addressed by 

higher education institutions through a variety of military student support services (Dillard & Yu, 

2018) as well as specialized briefings during the separation period of their military service. This 

was designed to improve servicemembers’ adaptability when integrating into the community and 

society as a whole (U.S. Army, 2020).  

There are many concerns relating to student veterans and their ability to successfully 

integrate into a civilian society following their separation from the military. The civilian 

community that veterans encounter when leaving the military is significantly different than the 

military community, which may cause difficulties in the transition from servicemember to 

civilian (Naphan & Elliot, 2015). This may be the reason why student veterans reported 

difficulties relating to their civilian peers and professors due to the unique circumstances of their 
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military service (Norman et al., 2015; Whiteman et al., 2013). Additionally, many 

servicemembers reported being stereotyped and often faced discrimination due to a lack of 

understanding by civilians regarding situations military servicemembers have experienced 

resulting from their military service (Hart & Thompson, 2016; Kato et al., 2016). The military 

community is a subgroup that contains a unique culture and has a significant impact on the lives 

of servicemembers and their families. This is one of the transitional aspects that should be 

considered by higher education institutions when helping to connect student veterans to one 

another (Blaauw-Hara, 2016; Dillard & Yu, 2018; Wilson et al., 2013).  

Theoretical Context  

 There have been many different theoretical frameworks utilized for literature written 

about student veterans. Unfortunately, many theories related to student veterans have created a 

deficit model where veterans are viewed as deficient (Phillips & Lincoln, 2017). This led to 

additional studies on student veterans which resulted in frameworks being established that were 

based on flawed data (e.g., Alschuler & Yarab, 2018; DiRamio et al., 2008; DiRamio, 2017). 

Furthermore, some literature was written on the premise that military students perform poorly in 

higher education due to their unique challenges (e.g., DiRamio, 2017; DiRamio et al., 2008). 

Other researchers wrote about how successful student veterans are in higher education and their 

persistence to degree completion despite these challenges (e.g., Blaauw-Hara, 2016, Cate et al., 

2017; Vacchi & Berger, 2014).  

Many of the previous studies, such as those offered by DiRamio, were conducted using 

Tinto’s (1984; 1975) theory of attrition as their central framework. Tinto’s theory demonstrated 

the importance for college students to develop a sense of community and camaraderie as a means 

of building a support system that will help them persist in their academics. However, arguments 
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were made that Tinto’s theory does not apply to student veterans due to their non-traditional 

status (e.g., Wilson et al., 2013; Vacchi, 2018). Additionally, Tinto argued that the financial 

stability of college students could impact their ability to persist in higher education (Tinto, 1993). 

However, recent studies on student veterans demonstrated that the Post 9/11 GI Bill, which 

offers the greatest financial resources for student veterans of all the GI Bill variants (Vacchi & 

Berger, 2014), had no impact on the academic performance of student veterans (Bailey et al., 

2019).  

Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of social constructivism assisted educators on the importance 

of community and its role as a vital component of a student’s ability to learn. Vygotsky posited 

that learning takes place as a communal effort and students learn from one another. However, 

data from previous research demonstrated a student veteran’s difficulty in establishing a 

community among other students, which indicated an additional environmental obstacle for 

student veterans to overcome in order to obtain their degree (Kato et al., 2016). Further, scholars 

uniformly found that student veterans had trouble relating to their peers and often felt that their 

peers were immature and disrespectful (Borsari et al., 2017; Griffin & Gilbert, 2015; Jones, 

2013; Olsen et al., 2014; Phelps, 2015; Wilson et al., 2013; Vacchi et al., 2017). Additionally, 

Vygotsky’s (1978) theory suggested a need on behalf of the educational institution to address the 

effectiveness of student communities and to design services to help populations, such as student 

veterans, develop a community with similar students. Establishing community of student 

veterans may help create an environment more conducive to learning (Kato et al., 2016).  

Schlossberg’s (2011) transition theory illuminated the difficulties student veterans face 

when transitioning from servicemember to civilian. Schlossberg identified three main aspects for 

any transition: moving in, moving through, and moving out of a transition (Schlossberg, 2011). 
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Research by Griffin and Gilbert (2015) utilized Schlossberg’s transition theory to frame their 

qualitative research examining how the transition out of the military affected student veterans. 

Student veterans reported difficulties with their higher education studies while undergoing the 

transition out of the military (Griffin & Gilbert, 2015). Schlossberg’s theory can help educators 

develop programs that will help students be successful despite the challenges related to their 

transition. 

Problem Statement 

The problem addressed in this research is that veterans succeed in higher education 

despite a lack of clarity on how essential academic interactions affect veteran success in college. 

Knowing whether academic interactions contribute to student veteran success could potentially 

be used to guide higher education institutions. While a plethora of research was conducted to 

establish a need for support programs and the unique needs of student veterans (Alschuler & 

Yarab, 2018; Borsari et al., 2017; Dillard & Yu, 2018), studies have not sufficiently focused on 

examining academic interactions (Vacchi et al., 2017). The persistence levels found among 

student veterans cannot be equated to civilian students because student veterans are non-

traditional students and have unique concerns not found among the civilian population (Borsari 

et al., 2017; Brown & Gross, 2011; Dillard & Yu, 2018; Lim et al., 2018; Morrison-Beedy & 

Rossiter, 2018; Smith-Osborne, 2009; Southwell et al., 2018). Since previous research indicated 

student veterans have attributes gained during their military service that may be beneficial to 

them while pursuing higher education (Blaauw-Hara, 2016; Cox, 2010; Vacchi & Berger, 2014), 

exploration of the academic interactions during the pursuit of their online undergraduate degree 

may illuminate what factors influenced their success.  
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Purpose Statement  

 The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenology was to explore the academic 

interactions of online undergraduate veterans as they completed their degrees. At this stage in the 

research, academic interactions will generally be defined as the communication exchanges 

between student veterans and their non-veteran faculty and student peers both in and out of the 

classroom (Vacchi & Berger, 2014; Weidman, 1989). This phenomenological study of student 

veteran perceptions utilized Astin’s I-E-O model as well as Vacchi’s Conceptual Model of 

Student Veteran Support to examine the academic interactions student veterans encountered 

while completing their undergraduate degree and how those interactions impacted the successful 

outcome of their completed degree.  

Significance of the Study 

 My research was significant for higher education professionals because it provided 

additional data on whether academic interactions influence student veterans’ success in higher 

education. My study demonstrated theoretical significance because it built upon the premises of 

established theoretical frameworks. My research plan also has empirical and practical 

significance because it provided data on whether academic interactions impact student veteran 

success which may influence how higher education institutions design their online programs and 

the academic interactions that occur within those programs.   

Theoretical Significance 

 The existing research did not give a clear indication of whether academic interactions are 

significant in their influence over student veterans’ success in higher education. The theories of 

Tinto (1975), Schlossberg (2011), and Vygotsky (1978) are all predicated on the importance of 

community and social interactions for success. Current research has not sufficiently focused on 
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academic interactions and their relation to student veterans’ success in higher education (Vacchi 

et al., 2017). Furthermore, the plethora of studies conducted on student veterans was based on 

flawed theoretical frameworks and deficit models (Phillips & Lincoln, 2017). My study added to 

the scholarship on student veterans with the indubitable data on the Million Records Project 

which proved that student veterans are successful in higher education (Cate et al., 2017).  

Empirical Significance 

 My study furthered the understanding of student veterans by providing more data about 

student veteran academic interactions, and by extension, veteran academic success. Studies 

alluded to a significance between the interactions of student veterans and civilian faculty and 

students (e.g., Oberweis & Bradford, 2017; Semer & Harmening 2015; Southwell et al., 2018; 

Starr-Glass, 2015). However, Vacchi et al., (2017) concluded that the current literature did not 

focus on these interactions and whether they played a significant role in the high graduation rates 

of student veterans.  

Practical Significance  

 The practical significance of my research was to understand the contributing factors to 

student veterans’ success in higher education (Vacchi et al., 2017). Currently, there is no data to 

support whether academic interactions can help student veterans succeed. If positive academic 

interactions are significant in helping veterans succeed, then that information may be beneficial 

to higher education institutions and can therefore be applied to existing online undergraduate 

programs. However, it is crucial that a solid foundation of good data is established on student 

veterans to make any practical significance on student veteran research, which is why my study 

was predicated on the proof that student veterans have a 72% graduation rate in higher education 

(Cate et al., 2017).  
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Research Questions 

There are many advantages to phenomenological studies including the ability to 

determine from the participants’ perspective what contributed to their ability to successfully 

complete their degree. The answers may indicate to the higher education institutions which 

actions are needed to meet the expectations of student veterans and whether students feel as 

though the institution provided enough support to help their student veterans. Future research is 

currently needed to provide additional information for higher education institutions regarding the 

success of student veterans. My research study utilized one-on-one interviews and focus groups, 

allowing new issues to be illuminated which do not currently exist in the literature (Elliot, 2015). 

More data allows educators to evaluate the types of academic interactions that are beneficial and 

effective in contributing to student veteran success and whether the programs at their institution 

foster beneficial academic interactions.  

Central Research Question 

What influences the success of online student veterans in completing their undergraduate 

degrees? 

Sub-Question One 

 What are veterans’ academic interactions with non-veteran faculty on the way to 

successful degree completion? 

Sub-Question Two 

  What are veterans’ academic interactions with non-veteran students on the way to 

successful degree completion? 
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Definitions 

  

1. Attrition – When a student leaves a higher education institution without completing their 

degree (Alschuler & Yarab, 2018).   

2. Academic Interaction – Any communication or interaction between the student and 

professor or student with their peers in relation to academics.  

3. Combat Veteran – Military servicemembers who have deployed to a location considered 

to be a combat zone (Armey & Lipow, 2016).  

4. Persistence – The ability to overcome circumstances and finish academic pursuits despite 

the challenges (Eakman et al., 2016).  

5. Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder – A psychological condition that develops after 

experiencing a traumatic event such as combat-related events (Ness et al., 2015).  

6. Student Veteran - Any student who is a current or former member of the active-duty 

military, the National Guard, or Reserves regardless of deployment status, combat 

experience, or legal status as a veteran (Vacchi, 2012, p. 17). 

7. Success – Completing an online undergraduate degree. 

8. Unique Needs – Specific concerns relating to a servicemembers’ military experience such 

as mental health concerns, substance abuse, inability to relate to civilian peers, 

discrimination, etc. (Borsari et al., 2017). 

Summary 

Research has not fully explored the academic interactions online undergraduate student 

veterans experience while completing their degrees. Understanding academic interactions may 

help educators learn what student veterans perceive as being significant and beneficial when 
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interacting with civilian faculty and other students while completing their degree. I utilized 

Astin’s I-E-O model (1984) and Vacchi’s Student Veteran Support Model (Vacchi et al., 2017) 

to explore academic interactions and how they impacted the overall positive outcome of 

graduating with their undergraduate degree. Understanding why some student veterans succeed 

may help illuminate issues regarding the remaining 28% of student veterans who do not succeed 

(Cate et al., 2017). This may allow educators to postulate what changes could be made to 

improve the experiences of online undergraduate student veterans and their academic 

interactions with civilian faculty and their fellow students. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview 

 The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature that framed this study while also 

examining the literature conducted on areas relating to the focus of the study. The first section of 

this chapter reviews the theoretical framework utilizing Astin’s I-E-O model (1984) that 

provided a foundation for examining the academic interactions that online undergraduate student 

veterans experience while completing their degree. I used Astin’s framework (1984) and 

modified it to contain my research focus which places the inputs as the participant’s military 

service. The environment portion of Astin’s framework was the focus of my research; I 

examined the academic interactions they experienced with non-veteran faculty and their civilian 

peers with the output being the successful completion of their degree. Additionally, my study 

utilized a conceptual framework, Vacchi’s student veteran support model (Vacchi et al., 2017). 

This conceptual model provided a stronger focus for my study when viewing academic 

interactions. Additionally, this chapter will thoroughly review the relevant literature relating to 

student veterans and higher education. 

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 

 The theoretical framework I used for my research is Astin’s I-E-O model (1984) as it is 

an appropriate viewpoint to examine what factors may be contributing to and influencing student 

veteran success in online undergraduate programs. Additionally, I used Vacchi’s Conceptual 

Model of Student Veteran Support as a conceptual framework (Vacchi et al., 2017) to add a 

greater concentration when examining academic interactions. Utilizing both a theoretical as well 

as a conceptual framework in my study provided a clearer focus and direction when examining 
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what academic interactions contributed to student veteran success in online undergraduate 

programs.  

Astin’s Theory (1984) 

 Previous research on student veterans primarily applied theoretical models from the 

works of Tinto (1975) and Schlossberg (2011). Many of the studies that utilized Schlossberg’s 

transition theory as the foundation for their research were specifically examining the transitions 

of student veterans from servicemember to student and how this might impact their ability to be 

successful in higher education (e.g., Griffin & Gilbert, 2015). Other studies on student veteran 

retention applied Tinto’s model of student attrition as the theoretical foundation for their research 

(e.g., Alschuler & Yarab, 2018; DiRamio et al., 2008; Southwell et al., 2018). Neither Tinto 

(1975) nor Schlossberg (2011) have theories that would adequately frame a study to examine 

how military service and academic interactions with faculty and civilian peers could result in a 

student veteran’s overall successful completion of an online undergraduate degree. While works 

from Tinto (1975) and Schlossberg (2011) wrote extensively on student involvement as a 

predictor to student success in higher education, the Astin’s (1984) I-E-O model provided a more 

effective basis for a theoretical framework because my participants were student veterans who 

attended an online program and therefore their student involvement was limited to the academic 

interactions that occurred in an online environment (Yoon & Leem, 2021).  

However, my research also used the theoretical model developed by Alexander Astin 

(1984) which demonstrated how students are affected by inputs, as well as environments that 

produced a particular outcome which is the principle that makes up his I-E-O model (Astin, 

1984). 
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Figure 1.  

Astin’s I-E-O Model (1984) 

 

The I-E-O model is based on the premise that students attend college with a wide variety of 

backgrounds, intelligence, skills, and challenges—these factors make up the input aspect of the 

model. The only inputs that were examined in the research will be the student veterans’ military 

training and service. My study allowed for some level of examination of how their military 

experiences affected their academic interactions and how those ultimately contributed to the 

overall output of successful degree completion. There is a potential for additional inputs to be 

revealed throughout the course of my research. However, the only one I examined is whether 

they perceived their military service and training to be a significant influence on their ability to 

be successful in higher education. The environments were framed through Vacchi’s model 

(Vacchi et al., 2017) using the four elements which are peer and transition support, academic 

interactions, and services provided. However, the greatest emphasis of my study was on is the 

academic interactions and how those impacted students’ overall success. 

Inputs Environment Outputs
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 Student veterans are unique compared to their civilian student counterparts (Borsari et al., 

2017) and therefore a veteran’s military service should be examined as an input that resulted in 

the overall academic success, or output, of a student veteran. Furthermore, student veterans who 

enroll in online programs have limited interactions with faculty and peers compared to those in a 

residential study (Yoon & Leem, 2021). The focus of my study was on the academic interactions 

that the student experienced which affected the output which is the student’s ability to 

successfully complete their higher education degree. This Input-Environment-Output model 

(Astin, 1984) allowed my study to examine the perceptions of the student veteran’s experience 

with the military as well as with higher education. It also examined the relationship with the 

positive outcome of persistence to completion of their undergraduate degree. Astin’s (1984) 

model assisted my study by effectively exploring what academic interactions the student veterans 

perceived as being beneficial to their success and persistence to completion of their online 

undergraduate degree. Finally, more students enrolling in higher education today are classified as 

non-traditional. Research demonstrated that non-traditional students are more affected by their 

environment (Bean & Metzner, 1985), which also makes Astin’s (1984) model the most 

appropriate approach for my research. However, having only a theoretical construct was 

insufficient for my research, so I utilized a theoretical as well as a conceptual framework for my 

study. 

Vacchi’s Conceptual Model of Student Veteran Support (Vacchi et al., 2017) 

 My research employed Vacchi’s Conceptual Model of Student Veteran Support (Vacchi 

et al., 2017) as a conceptual framework because it provided a focused lens for my study. This 

model assisted in revealing specific areas of interest that exist in the academic experiences of 

student veterans and those that have the potential of impacting their overall success in higher 
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education. The model took some of the principles of the non-traditional student model of Bean 

and Metzner (1985) and applied a focus for student veterans. This model included academic 

interactions as an aspect where student veterans can feel supported by a higher education 

institution (Vacchi et al., 2017). The degree to which academic interactions impact the overall 

successful outcome of a student veteran is what my research examined. Vacchi’s model was used 

within my research to examine the academic interactions student veterans had with both faculty 

and non-veteran students that a student veteran may have been influenced by while earning their 

degree.  

While Vacchi’s model has four key areas that classify student veteran support: services, 

academic interactions, support overcoming obstacles during their transition, and personal or peer 

support (2017), my research primarily focused on the academic interactions aspect of the support 

model. 

Figure 2. 

Vacchi’s Conceptual Model of Student Veteran Support (2017)
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Vacchi’s model (Vacchi et al., 2017) on student veteran support helped narrow my research to 

examine how academic interactions affect student veterans and demonstrated a level of support 

for student veterans as they completed their online undergraduate degree.  

Figure 3.  

My research design incorporating Vacchi’s Student Veteran Support Model (2017) within 

Astin’s I-E-O Model (1984). 

 

While Vacchi’s model (Vacchi et al., 2017) is relatively new, it provided an appropriate lens for 

my research when examining what academic interactions were supportive of student veterans 

while they were completing their degrees. There has been a copious amount of literature written 

about on-campus support services for student veterans (Adams et al., 2017; Brown & Gross, 

2011; Dillard & Yu, 2018; Dyar, 2019; Heineman, 2016; Olsen et al., 2014; Parks et al., 2015). 

However, Vacchi’s model (Vacchi et al., 2017) included the academic interactions as an aspect 
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of student veteran support. It also provided a structure and focus for the research that enabled the 

information to be easily measured and understood. 

Related Literature 

My study examined the academic interactions that influence student veteran success in 

higher education. When examining student veterans, it is important to understand some 

foundational knowledge about veterans and the things that make them unique compared to 

traditional, civilian students. Additionally, this section reviewed some of the research that has 

been published on what promotes student veterans’ success, such as having military-friendly 

programs. In the final section of this chapter, I reviewed the existing literature on what is known 

about the academic interactions that student veterans have with faculty and civilian students. 

Student veterans interact with academia in a variety of ways and examining each of these areas 

demonstrated the limitations of the current literature as well as revealed the areas in which more 

data is needed to understand how student veterans are successful in higher education.    

Student Veterans and Higher Education  

Student veterans are considered non-traditional students which has an impact on the 

many different facets of how and where they enroll, as well as the rate with which they succeed 

(Vacchi et al., 2017). In order to understand student veteran success in higher education and the 

academic interactions that affect that success, the conflicting data that has already been published 

needed to be properly framed. Once a clear and accurate picture of student veteran success in 

higher education is established, my research built on that foundation to provide a more accurate 

understanding of how certain academic interactions influenced student veterans’ success. The 

areas I addressed in this section are: the non-traditional status of student veterans, their specific 

education benefits that contribute to their enrollment, their overall enrollment rates in higher 
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education, as well as the online platforms that many student veterans utilize to obtain their 

degrees.   

Non-Traditional Status 

It is important to use the proper classification of student veterans as non-traditional 

students when discussing veterans in higher education. Many researchers relied on Tinto (1975) 

when conducting their research on student veterans, however, Tinto (1975) did not classify 

student veterans as non-traditional which is why this model/framework should not be used when 

discussing student veterans and their successes or failures in higher education. While there are 

many conflicts within the literature on student veterans, there is a now a consensus that they 

should be classified as non-traditional students (Alschuler & Yarab, 2018; Southwell et al., 2018; 

Vacchi et al., 2017). Characteristics of a non-traditional student include—being over the age of 

24, living off campus, and being more likely to be employed, at least part time, while supporting 

a family (Bean & Metzner, 1985). Data has shown that the majority of student veterans are over 

the age of 25 (Cate et al., 2017). Research has indicated that 47% of student veterans are married 

with children (Cate et al., 2014).  

These factors are significantly different from the traditional college student who is a 

much younger demographic who often still lives at home with their parents while they attend 

college. While the works of Tinto (1975) focused on the importance of social integration for the 

ability to succeed in higher education, non-traditional students are not heavily impacted by social 

integration (Bean & Metzner, 1985). This left the question— what impacted non-traditional, 

student veterans with their academic success, and at what level did academic interactions 

influence that success? This is especially significant to understand when examining the limited 

academic interactions available within an online program (Yoon & Leem, 2021). 
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Impacts of Education Benefits 

The premise of my research was based on a few tenants of foundational information 

about student veterans in academia. These tenants provided more understanding about student 

veterans’ academic interactions in my study. Understanding the benefits that are unique to 

student veterans established that even the very nature with which they pay for their school is 

unique compared to civilian students. According to the census published by the Student Veterans 

Association, 100% of the 915 student veterans who participated in the study were using some 

form of military education benefit (Student Veterans of America Research Department, 2021). 

Since the passage of the Post 9/11 GI Bill in 2008, there has been an increase in enrollment of 

student veterans in higher education.  

The Post 9/11 GI Bill is a substantial education benefit that can be utilized not only by 

the service member but their family members as well. However, it is important to understand that 

one of the reasons that student veterans enrolled in higher education is because they had access 

to education benefits that are exclusive to veterans of the military. According to the most recent 

census published by the Student Veterans of America, 67% of student veterans used the Post 

9/11 GI Bill (Student Veterans of America Research Department, 2021). The Post 9/11 GI Bill 

benefit allowed more student veterans to pursue higher education because it could potentially 

cover the entire cost of their degree (U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs, 2020).  

Enrollment Trends Among Student Veterans 

 There are several trends that are discussed within the current literature on student 

veterans. The trends I reviewed in this section are— online enrollment, the rates with which 

student veterans complete their degree, as well as the ones that stop their enrollment for a period 

or drop their enrollment altogether. There was a significant amount of research conducted on 
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student veterans, especially in the past decade (Bichrest, 2013; Ford & Vignare, 2015). This 

caught the attention of many educators because student veterans were enrolling at a higher rate 

due to the new education benefits (Borsari et al., 2017; Mastrocola & Flynn, 2017). There were 

specific themes associated with student veterans across most of the research, such as their non-

traditional status, their unique needs, and their reported higher attrition rates (Alshuler & Yarab, 

2018; Borsari et al., 2017; Dillard & Yu, 2016; Shackelford et al., 2019). However, by 

examining the data closer, it was determined that student veterans graduate at a significantly 

higher rate than originally reported. This is largely due to student veterans stopping their 

enrollment for a period of time before re-enrolling and finishing their program. 

Completion Rates 

The actual completion and drop-out rates are a matter of debate among researchers. Many 

researchers have misrepresented the data collected during the Million Records Project (Cate et 

al., 2017). This was primarily due to the lack of perspective given when viewing the numbers 

because student veterans are likely to take longer to complete their degrees. If the data is only 

captured graduation rates within a four-year span, they did not accurately represent the overall 

picture of success in student veterans. When expanding the research and capturing data from a 

larger span, 72% of student veterans successfully completed their degree (Cate et al., 2017). 

Meanwhile, civilians have a 64% success rate with a four-year degree (Ginder, 2021). 

Additionally, over 90% of student veterans are undergraduate (Vacchi, 2012). More research is 

needed to fully understand this group of students. Future research should illuminate what factors 

have helped contribute to student veteran success so that gaps in existing literature can be 

identified. Additional research may help refute some of the inaccurate data that has been reported 

about student veterans and their ability to be successful in higher education. 
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Student veterans face challenges that are not common in civilian students which may be 

contributing to the 28% attrition rate of student veterans (Cate et al., 2017). Research studies 

supported that military-related challenges are often what has been attributed to the attrition rates 

of student veterans (Alshuler & Yarab, 2018; Lim et al., 2018). When examining the challenges 

that student veterans face, it is important to understand what components are most significant in 

order for student veterans to succeed in higher education. According to some of the literature, 

many of these challenges are related to mental and physical health that is a direct result of their 

military service (Borsari et al., 2017). These challenges often affect the student’s ability to 

persist and complete their higher education degree (DeCoster, 2018). However, conflicting 

literature showed that military service does the opposite and helps student veterans be more 

persistent in completing their degrees (Blaauw-Hara, 2016; Vacchi, 2012).  

The 28% of veterans who are dropping out is still concerning for educators. By 

examining what academic interactions influence success we might capture information on what 

hinders their success. While current research has published recommendations for institutions to 

be military-friendly (Dillard & Yu, 2018), research has not yet firmly established whether these 

factors have had any impact on a student veterans’ ability to persist to degree completion 

(Vacchi & Berger, 2014). Research has indicated that higher education may assist in preventing 

student veteran attrition (Alshuler & Yarab, 2018). By examining the perceptions of student 

veterans and their academic interactions within higher education, it may help illuminate areas 

where educators can improve to assist student veterans. 

Stop-Outs. A stop-out is when a student must leave college for a period of time and then 

re-enrolls and completes their program of study (Hoyt & Winn, 2004). Student veterans are more 

likely to stop enrollment due to a move, deployment, training, or some other occurrence in their 
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life (Alschuler & Yarab, 2018; Bauman, 2009, Hoyt & Winn, 2004). As many as 22% of student 

veterans reported having to stop enrollment because of military orders (Student Veterans of 

America Research Department, 2021). It is an important clarification for researchers when 

studying student veterans to classify the difference between a stop-out and a drop-out because it 

often takes longer for student veterans to complete their degree compared to traditional students 

(Alshuler & Yarab, 2018: Cate et al., 2014).  

One aspect that may be contributing to the misconstrued data on student veteran 

graduation rates is the lack of data capture on student veterans from many different higher 

education institutions. The Million Records Project clarified the data and demonstrated that 

student veterans graduate at a high rate, but due to stop-outs, they completed their degree over a 

much longer time frame than traditional students (Cate et al., 2014). Another aspect often 

misunderstood about stop-outs is that many research tools designed to pull retention data lists 

those who leave an institution as someone who never completed their degree. Instead, students 

often stop attending one institution before transferring to another.  Student veterans are also 

known for attending multiple institutions yet are often listed as unsuccessful in higher education 

(Vacchi & Berger, 2014).  

Drop-Outs. Some students are unable to continue and finish their enrollment for a 

variety of reasons which results in them discontinuing their enrollment and dropping out of their 

program. Reliable information was difficult to gather which presented an inaccurate picture that 

makes student veterans appear as if they are not as successful as civilian students in higher 

education (Vacchi et al., 2017). The fact that military families are under more stress than 

civilians has the potential to negatively impact student veterans from being successful in higher 

education (Drummet et al., 2003). However, student veterans can persist and finish their degree 
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despite all the challenges they face, which is why their ability to succeed warrants further 

examination and study.  

Some researchers concluded that student veterans have a higher level of attrition than 

traditional students (Alschuler & Yarab, 2018). However, Cate, et al. (2017) broadened their 

search to examine student veterans who persisted to completion of their degree within a longer 

time frame discovered that student veterans graduated at a 72% rate, whereas other reports stated 

that graduation rates for student veterans were roughly 50% (e.g., DiRamio, 2017). These 

examples from the literature offer contradictions when it pertains to data relating to whether 

student veterans persist at a higher or lower rate than civilian students. The reason for the 

discrepancy is related to the time frame used for conducting the study and frankly, researcher 

bias based on anecdotal observations. Many studies that examined retention rates used a shorter 

time frame than what is appropriate for student veterans because they are more likely to have 

stop-out periods which results in an increase in the time it takes for them to complete their 

degree (Cate et al., 2017). 

Online Enrollment  

Unfortunately, there is no current data that shows how many student veterans attend a 

distance learning platform compared to residentially attending classes. As of the Fall of 2019, 

nearly 15% of all undergraduate-level students were enrolled in exclusively online classes. One 

study found that nearly 90% of student veterans attended either online or hybrid degree programs 

(Bailey et al., 2019). However, it appears that since the COVID-19 pandemic there has been an 

increase in students enrolled in online programs (Salta et al., 2021). The data does not show the 

difference between how many student veterans are enrolled in online programs compared to 

residential. However, the academic interactions and experiences for student veterans will be 
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significantly different in an online program compared to attending residentially. One study 

showed that online student veterans requested access to the same kinds of services offered on 

campus but in an online format (LaPadula, 2010). Furthermore, a study conducted on civilian 

students revealed that students who under-utilize support services could be at a greater risk of 

attrition (Russo-Gleicher, 2013). 

 

Understanding More About Student Veterans 

While student veterans are non-traditional students, there are additional factors that are 

only experienced by student veterans as opposed to all non-traditional students. These factors are 

significant when researching the academic interactions of student veterans. The rate with which 

student veterans  attended higher education in addition to a few unique concerns  addressed later 

in the chapter, indicated that higher education institutions should be intentional in targeting 

specific concerns when addressing the needs of student veterans (Borsari et al., 2017; Brown & 

Gross, 2011; Dillard & Yu, 2018; Lim et al., 2018; Morrison-Beedy & Rossiter, 2018; Smith-

Osborne, 2009). Student veterans are often misunderstood and approached from a deficit model 

rather than as students who are potentially more equipped for success than civilian students 

(Blaauw-Hara, 2016; Cate et al., 2017; Phillips & Lincoln, 2017; Vacchi et al., 2017). This 

perception could be impacting the overall success of student veterans. However, the lack of data 

on student veterans creates a gap where we cannot conclusively determine if this is accurate. 

Additional aspects to consider when discussing student veterans is their military service and 

culture which  might also impact their academic interactions. 

My proposed study was predicated on the understanding that student veterans have 

attributes due to their military service that are not possessed by civilian students and that these 
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characteristics influence their academic interactions. The factors that are unique to student 

veterans are their military training/service as well as the military culture. Additionally, those 

working within higher education are often unaware of the military-specific attributes that student 

veterans often possess (Dillard & Yu, 2018). However, only around 1% of the United States 

population serves in the military, (Schaeffer, 2021) thus limiting the interactions that those 

within higher education have with the military culture. These military-related characteristics 

impact how student veterans relate to higher education and if they are misunderstood, which 

could influence their academic interactions (Borsari et al., 2017; Dillard & Yu, 2018). 

Previous Deficit Models 

There is a mindset among some scholars and practitioners that student veterans are a 

broken population as a whole and therefore need to be fixed, otherwise they cannot adapt to 

civilian life and be successful in higher education (Phillips & Lincoln, 2017). However, the 

perception in higher education of  student veterans not being able to be as successful in college 

as civilians, is a result of the literature that declared student veterans as struggling and 

unsuccessful in education (Alschuler & Yarab, 2018; DiRamio et al., 2008; Tinto, 1975). As 

mentioned previously in this chapter, one of the contributors to this misunderstanding of student 

veterans’ success in higher education is an inaccurate data capture of student veterans’ 

enrollment and completion rates. Additionally, a stigma exists against those in the military who 

may suffer from PTSD which may make people uncomfortable to be around them (Nash et al., 

2009).  

While some studies portrayed student veterans in a negative light (DiRamio et al., 2008) 

with their military service acting as more of a handicap in higher education, other studies 

demonstrated how student veterans have traits that may help them in higher education due to 
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their military training (Blaauw-Hara, 2016; Cox, 2019; DeCoster, 2018; Steele et al., 2018; 

Vacchi, 2012). Many student veterans perceive the requirements of completing a degree as 

‘completing a mission’ which is an extension of the mindset they obtained in the military 

(Blaauw-Hara, 2016; Cox, 2019; DeCoster, 2018; Sookermany, 2017). This ‘mission’ mindset is 

also why challenges, such as pausing their enrollment, or changing schools to complete their 

degree are not associated with widespread attrition for student veterans (Cate et al., 2017).  

A greater understanding of student veterans is necessary to counteract the negative 

perception of student veterans in higher education (Hart & Thompson, 2016; Kato et al., 2016; 

Phelps, 2015; Phillips & Lincoln, 2017; Starr-Glass, 2013). Student veterans are also known for 

their ability to persevere through some of the most difficult circumstances (Blaauw-Hara, 2016; 

DeCoster, 2018). There are arguments for student veterans having attributes that make them 

better equipped to complete their higher education (Blaauw-Hara, 2016; DeCoster, 2018; Vacchi, 

2012). Additionally, studies similar to those published by the Student Veterans Association, s 

provided the data that student veterans are very successful in higher education (Cate et al., 2017). 

More research is needed to examine whether the deficit model with which many institutions treat 

veterans had a negative impact on the overall academic success of student veterans. 

Foundational Understanding of Military Service  

In order to effectively examine the academic interactions that student veterans have with 

faculty and civilian peers, it is important to know what areas might impact their perceptions of 

those interactions. Those who have never served in the military would find it difficult to 

understand the challenges that military servicemembers face on a day-to-day basis. Military 

servicemembers are often required to leave at a moment's notice for a deployment or training 

event and this would apply to both active duty servicemembers as well as guard or reserve 
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servicemembers (Burrell et al., 2016; Hamrick & Rumann, 2013). Servicemembers are also 

required to move frequently which causes them to uproot their families and move across the 

country or even overseas (Hosek et al., 2013). Military moves typically occur every two to three 

years (Caforio, 2006). The constant relocations, training, and deployments can cause significant 

issues for student veterans to stay enrolled in higher education and may result in stop-outs (Cate 

et al., 2017).  

Military careers vary in length but if a service member is eligible to retire after 20 years, 

they may move up to 10 times or more— this does not include deployments overseas or months 

of training at a different military location (Caforio, 2006). These are attributes that may require a 

student veteran to put their pursuit of higher education on hold. Student veterans take longer than 

a traditional 4–5-year period and will often take up to eight years to finish their degree (Cate et 

al., 2017). However, student veterans completed their degrees at higher-than-average rates even 

when taking place over a longer time frame than traditional, civilian students (Cate et al., 2017).  

The military enforces strict discipline to train servicemembers for the job required of 

them. This strict discipline and mission mindset are beneficial when transferred into higher 

education pursuits. The military trains service members to develop a mindset that allows them to 

embrace their challenges and push through them until they persevere (Blaauw-Hara, 2016; Cox, 

2019; DeCoster, 2018). Service members are not allowed to quit in the military, so the only 

option is to find a way to conquer the obstacles in their path (Blaauw-Hara, 2016; Cox, 2019; 

DeCoster, 2018). This mindset is an asset for all student veterans as they encounter a wide 

variety of environmental obstacles both on campus and in their personal lives. While nearly 80% 

of student veterans no longer serve in the military (Student Veterans of America Research 

Department, 2021), their prior military service impacts who they are today (Livingston et al., 
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2011; Naphan & Elliott, 2015; Olsen et al., 2014). This military training and resulting mindset 

are significant components to examine and should be included when conducting research on 

student veterans. 

Military Culture 

 One of the ways that student veterans differ from traditional, civilian students is the 

unique military culture that is set apart from the civilian world. Culture is a shared way of seeing 

the world, having similar ideas, as well as experiencing a shared phenomenon (Caforio, 2006). 

McMillan and Chavis (1986) established a theory about community which posited that 

communities share four dimensions such as emotional connection, membership, influence, and 

needs fulfillment. The military has a distinct society that is different from the civilian one 

because there are things experienced by the military that are not experienced in the civilian 

culture. There are also requirements of military service, namely, long periods of training, and 

being ‘battle-ready’, which is the ability to leave or be called up at a moment’s notice to fulfill 

military service (Caforio, 2006; DeCoster, 2018). Additionally, there are frequent moves, 

deployments, battle wounds, PTSD, or even having a service member killed in the line of duty, 

that are not experienced by civilians that have a significant impact on the military community 

(Caforio, 2006).  

The military culture is also shared with spouses and children of service members 

(Huebner et al., 2009). The families are affected by military commitments, including but not 

limited to, military moves and their servicemember frequently missing life events like childbirth, 

anniversaries, holidays, etc. (Caforio, 2006). Additionally, the use of military-specific 

abbreviations and a NATO phonetic alphabet is something understood by those who are a part of 

a military community but not by civilians (Caforio, 2006). The demands of the military create a 
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unique community where service members and their families are willing to support in whatever 

way is necessary to help complete the mission (Whiteman et al., 2013). This distinct society can 

often make it difficult for veterans to relate to civilians and therefore may have some impact on 

the success of student veterans in higher education. It is important to know aspects of this unique 

culture to understand student veterans and their families, particularly when conducting research. 

Distinct Student Veteran Challenges 

Currently, there are numerous studies that argued that there is still a need for higher 

education institutions to create specialized opportunities to help student veterans find success 

(Borsari et al., 2017; Brown & Gross, 2011; Dillard & Yu, 2018; Lim et al., 2018; Morrison-

Beedy & Rossiter, 2018; Smith-Osborne, 2009). However, these studies tended to treat veterans 

with a deficit model and did not treat them as already successful students. However, student 

veterans need to be recognized as a unique group with unique challenges (Riggs et al., 2019).  

 I have reviewed the literature in previous sections to demonstrate the successful nature of 

student veterans, the next section will examine the literature around the specific obstacles that 

student veterans experienced, before going into what some higher education institutions have 

done to address those challenges. 

Military Service Requirements 

While most of the student veteran population is made up of those who have separated 

from the military, there are still those who are serving on active duty or in a National Guard or 

military Reserves capacity (Caforio, 2006). As discussed previously in the military culture 

section, servicemembers face a plethora of different scenarios where their military service might 

require them to drop everything and leave for training, deployment or move to a new location 

(Caforio, 2006). For instance, 22% of student veterans reported having to withdraw or take a 



44 
 

 

 
 

break from school because of military orders (Student Veterans of America Research 

Department, 2021).  

These military orders are especially concerning when analyzing whether they could be 

limiting the student veterans’ ability to interact with civilian faculty and students due to their 

service. Student veterans already report difficulties with relating to non-veteran faculty and 

students (Borsari et al., 2017; Griffin & Gilbert, 2015; Jones, 2013; Olsen et al., 2014; Phelps, 

2015; Wilson et al., 2013; Vacchi et al., 2017). This is likely exacerbated when the student 

veteran has conflicting schedules from different time zones which may result in limited to no 

connectivity between the student veteran and their faculty and peers.  

Those on active duty, as opposed to guard or reserve, are primarily the ones who could 

still potentially be required to move, deploy, or attend training at a moment’s notice (Caforio, 

2006). However, lengthy training periods and deployments are still part of the commitment that a 

guard or reservist service member might still be required to complete (Caforio, 2006). A 

student’s military commitments could also impact their ability to submit assignments within the 

time limit or complete the class by the deadline. We do not know whether these military service 

requirements are impacting the student veterans’ ability to have positive and beneficial academic 

interactions. The possibility of student veterans having military commitments is something that a 

higher education institution may need to record to provide effective services and policies for 

their student veterans (Vacchi et al., 2017).  

Transitioning from Servicemember to Student 

The transition of leaving military service to enroll in higher education is an experience 

that has received attention from researchers (Arminio et al., 2018; Blaauw-Hara, 2016; Griffin & 

Gilbert, 2015; Lim et al., 2018; Jones, 2017; O’Connor et al., 2018). Student veterans have 
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experienced challenges during the transition from a servicemember to student, which can 

interfere with their ability to persist and complete their degree (DeCoster, 2018; Griffin & 

Gilbert, 2016; Jones, 2017; Kato et al., 2016; Lim et al., 2018; Naphan & Elliot, 2015; O’Connor 

et al., 2018). While the military and Department of Veteran Affairs tried to address this 

evolution, it is beneficial for the higher education institution to be cognizant and try to assist 

student veterans during this process.  

Many specific themes were found in existing research relating to the transition of 

veterans to civilian life. Programs such as training for faculty and staff, military-friendly policies, 

and a veteran group/community were some of the most important transition programs offered by 

higher education institutions (Alshuler & Yarab, 2018; Griffin & Gilbert, 2015; O’Connor et al., 

2018). Transitions are often difficult for student veterans specifically in terms of finding a new 

purpose, battling stereotypes, as well as dealing with previous military experience/training and 

mental/health concerns (Alshuler & Yarab, 2018; Hart & Thompson, 2016; Kato et al., 2016; 

O’Connor et al., 2018). This process can be even more challenging for student veterans when 

institutions do not understand and meet their needs (Ghosh & Fouad, 2016; Lim et al., 2019; 

O’Connor et al., 2018). Some of the transition assistance programs offered by institutions may 

acculturate an environment where more positive academic interactions can take place (Griffin & 

Gilbert, 2015). 

Discrimination and Bias in Society 

There are a variety of issues surrounding society’s views of the military. While most of 

the population still supports the military, the stigma surrounding PTSD and other military-related 

trauma will often leave student veterans feeling uncomfortable sharing their veteran status with 

their civilian peers and professors in higher education (Alshuler & Yarab, 2018; Borsari et al., 
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2017; Graf et al., 2015; Kato et al., 2016; McAndrew et al., 2019; Starr-Glass, 2013; Vest, 2013). 

Many student veterans  reported experiencing discrimination and being stereotyped due to their 

military service (Hart & Thompson, 2016; Kato et al., 2016; Phelps, 2015; Starr-Glass, 2013). 

Some research found that stereotypes can damage student veterans’ ability to succeed in higher 

education (Morales et al., 2019). Many student veterans also reported feeling alienated from their 

civilian peers (Griffin & Gilbert, 2015; Olsen et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2017). This 

discrimination demonstrates that there is a potential difficulty with building successful peer 

relations with civilians (Graf et al., 2015; Ness et al., 2015; O’Connor et al., 2018; Phelps, 2015).  

To address these relational issues, some higher education institutions have provided 

training and education to faculty, staff, and students about the military community and its 

veterans (Griffin & Gilbert, 2015; Niv & Bennett, 2017). This type of training has fostered more 

successful academic interactions between student veterans with faculty and civilian students. 

However, there are few institutions that employ this sort of program to educate faculty and the 

entire civilian student body. More research is needed to determine whether experiencing 

discrimination, bias and alienation has any long-lasting impacts on student veteran academic 

success. 

Mental or Physical Injuries 

Student veterans who experienced active combat are more likely to experience some of 

the most problematic challenges including mental or physical injuries that may interfere with 

their persistence in higher education (Alshuler & Yarab, 2018; Shackelford et al., 2019). 

According to Kevin Jones (2017), student veterans’ unique challenges are issues that many 

higher education institutions have not addressed. However, many colleges and universities may 

lack the necessary data to address concerns specifically relating to the experiences of combat 
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veterans (Jones, 2017). However, sensitive information, including combat experience, is not 

available to higher education institutions which makes it more difficult for schools to evaluate 

the needs of each student based on the nature of their military service. 

There are estimates that as many as 40% of student veterans have visible or invisible 

injuries (Vacchi, 2012). Because their combat experience is so exclusive, combat veterans find it 

difficult to relate to civilians whether they are fellow students or even family members (Armey 

& Lipow, 2016). Student veterans’ likelihood of having experienced trauma makes it more 

difficult for them to assimilate into the college community (Smith et al., 2017). Issues specific to 

combat veterans vary depending on the severity of their military service. Active combat can 

impact a student veteran especially if it was necessary to kill someone, particularly if the person 

who was killed was a comrade (Armey & Lipow, 2016).  

Student veterans are more likely to struggle with mental health complications and are 

more at risk for substance abuse issues and suicidal thoughts (Boccieri et al., 2019; Shackelford 

et al., 2019; Min, 2018; Xue et al., 2015). The combination of substance abuse issues and 

suicidal thoughts are particularly alarming considering almost 30% of the Army’s suicide deaths 

and 45% of non-fatal suicide attempts resulted from drugs and alcohol (Aikins et al., 2015). One 

study reported that 46% of student veterans had thoughts of suicide and 7.7% had gone so far as 

to plan their suicide (Aikins et al., 2015). However, another study reported those same numbers 

as 46% with suicidal thoughts and as many as 20% created a plan (Norman et al., 2015). If 

student veterans are struggling with mental health or a physical injury as a result of their military 

service, then this may impact their ability to have successful academic interactions. 

Military-Friendly Campuses 
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As covered in previous sections, student veterans have unique challenges that some 

institutions have tried to resolve by implementing strategies for success. An area of consensus 

among most researchers is the need for specialized support services for student veterans (Barry, 

2015; Borsari et al., 2017; DeCoster, 2018; Dillard & Yu, 2018; Oberweis, & Bradford, 2017; 

Riggs et al., 2019). Just as many institutions offer specific services for a variety of disabilities, 

minorities, etc., there is also a need for specialized services for student veterans (DeCoster, 2018, 

Dillard & Yu 2016, Barry, 2015; Oberweis, & Bradford, 2017). Research indicated that as few as 

22% of schools have programs in place to specifically assist student veterans (Griffin & Gilbert, 

2015). However, these support services are primarily offered for students who attend classes 

residentially as they may only be available on the physical campus. I will review the most 

common support services mentioned throughout literature on student veterans in the subsequent 

sections. 

Military Office/Representative 

Student veterans typically use unique funding that they earned through their military 

service to pay for their school (About GI bill benefits, 2020). Most student veterans utilize their 

education benefits which is why many higher education institutions provide specialized staff 

training for representatives who process those benefits. The most recent census gathered by the 

Student Veterans Association showed that 100% of the 915 student veterans who participated in 

the study were using some form of military education benefit (Student Veterans of America 

Research Department, 2021). There are a wide variety of military education benefits that require 

a certified representative to process and submit that information to the Veterans Affairs (VA) 

Office (U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs, 2020). Additionally, there are extensive trainings 

required so that a representative can be certified to submit enrollment information to the VA for 
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pay out of the service members education benefit (U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs, 2020). 

However, some schools have more students using military education benefits and not enough 

fully trained staff to process the information due to the significant amount of training required 

for a staff member to be able to certify enrollment to the Veteran Affairs Department (Taylor et 

al., 2016).  

As a result, one of the most requested services is specialized representatives or an office 

specifically dedicated to assisting student veterans (Borsari et al., 2017). Since the military 

operates using a very strict chain of command, student veterans are accustomed to working with 

only one or two individuals who address all their concerns and questions, which is why a 

specialized office or representative is recommended (Borsari et al., 2017). Additionally, studies 

showed that there was frustration found among student veterans due to a lack of accurate data 

being given by school to the student (Borsari et al., 2017; Oberweis, & Bradford, 2017). While 

the size of the higher education institution will play a significant role in whether they can offer a 

specific person or office, institutions must consider student veterans’ desire to have a specific 

contact with whom they can go to for questions and concerns (Borsari et al., 2017; Oberweis, & 

Bradford, 2017; Richardson, 2015) 

Faculty/Staff Training 

With less than 1% of the United States population serving in the military (Schaeffer, 

2021), higher education institutions cannot assume that faculty and staff have prior knowledge of 

the military community and their unique culture and challenges (Lim et al., 2018). Research 

showed that implementing professional development training for faculty and staff on student 

veteran needs may be one of the most effective tools in providing a military-friendly campus 

(Alshuler & Yarab, 2018; Dillard & Yu, 2018; Gibbs et al., 2019). Specialized training helped 



50 
 

 

 
 

faculty members provide a more conducive space in their classrooms where student veterans can 

thrive by understanding the way veterans typically operate within the military (Olt, 2018). 

Additionally, any specialized training for faculty and staff ensures that faculty and staff 

have the proper training necessary to refer at-risk student veterans to available mental health 

services or local organizations that are equipped to help with those issues (Shackelford et al., 

2019). The institution may have some on-campus services, but if the faculty and staff are not 

trained on these resources, they will be unable to help refer student veterans when circumstances 

are presented where those services could be utilized. Additionally, if the student is attending 

school online then it is beneficial for faculty and staff to be aware of what programs are 

specifically designed to help student veterans in their local communities. This type of training 

facilitates beneficial academic interactions that could impact the success of student veterans. 

New Student Orientation 

Another support service for veterans is a specialized orientation service for new student 

veterans (Borsari et al., 2017; Dillard & Yu, 2018; Bonura & Lovald, 2015). The new student 

veteran orientation often covers topics like financial aid, military benefits, registration, military 

transfer credit, local support services, etc. These orientations help student veterans by 

communicating vital information to them at the beginning of their academic careers (Richardson, 

2015). A student veteran orientation is a service that could be beneficial for residential and 

online students because it has the capability of addressing the needs of both types of students and 

the services available to them within their chosen program. This service can be especially 

beneficial to online students by helping establish valuable connections from the beginning. An 

orientation designed exclusively for new student veterans may provide the optimal environment 

for them to develop connections, build a community, and find camaraderie with other student 
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veterans (Kaufmann & Vallade, 2020). However, there is no data published yet that supports 

whether orientation services or other programs have the lasting impact of boosting academic 

success. 

Mental Health Services 

Military servicemembers are more likely to struggle with mental health issues because of 

the nature of their military service (Alshuler & Yarab, 2018; Borsari et al., 2017; Romero et al., 

2015; Shackelford et al., 2019; Vacchi, 2012). Many student veterans reported experiencing 

challenges related to their mental or physical health and according to Vacchi (2012) as many as 

40% struggle with invisible injuries. Studies also indicated that student veterans have a higher 

rate of substance abuse, depression, and suicidal tendencies than civilian students (O’Shea et al., 

2017; Smith et al., 2017). The amount of student veterans struggling with mental health issues is 

why some higher education institutions have started to offer their own mental health services to 

address this need.  

Research indicated that student veterans utilize mental health services when offered 

(Albright et al., 2017). Consequently, it could be beneficial for higher education institutions to 

offer or be able to refer student veterans to mental health services (Rishel & Hartnett, 2015; 

Romero et al., 2015). However, it has also been reported that many student veterans would not 

utilize professional services but were more likely to seek help from family or friends (Currier et 

al., 2017). The existing research does not answer whether these mental health programs are 

significant in benefitting student veterans and helping them succeed and finish their degree. 

Veteran Group/Center 

Another service recommended for student veterans is a physical location exclusively for 

student veterans to meet (Borsari et al., 2017; DeCoster, 2018; Hollingsworth, 2015). Tinto’s 
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(1975) theory of attrition argued that students need a sense of community to acclimate and 

persist in their academics. Bean and Metzner (1985) also built a hypothesis on the assumption 

that student success is dependent on the student’s ability to form connections and community 

within the college campus. When higher education institutions provided a resource such as a 

veteran’s center on campus or veteran student groups, it enabled student veterans to develop their 

own community on campus and recreate some of the camaraderie that they experienced in the 

military (DeCoster, 2018). Because student veterans reported feeling stereotyped or viewed with 

a negative bias due to their military service, it is important to offer a space where student 

veterans will not feel alienated (Hart & Thompson, 2016; Kato et al., 2016; Phelps, 2015). 

Furthermore, many veterans reported difficulties handling the crowds and noise that is often 

associated with on-campus environments. A veteran center has the potential to provide student 

veterans with a quiet place where they can be free from the myriad of distractions and focus on 

their education (Hollingsworth, 2015). 

However, a veteran group or center is a service that is only beneficial for those student 

veterans who are located on a physical campus. Research has not yet provided data on how many 

student veterans attend online higher education versus a residential program (Kirchner & 

Biniecki, 2019). However, one study suggested that close to 90% of student veterans who use 

their military education benefits use it in either online or hybrid degree programs (Bailey et al., 

2019). If this data is accurate, that leaves most student veterans unable to utilize this service. 

However, there are opportunities for higher education institutions to offer veteran support groups 

on a virtual platform that would help foster connection and community among student veterans 

(Adams et al., 2017). 

Additional Support Opportunities 
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While many higher education institutions have tried to meet the most pressing needs of 

student veterans, there are a few additional areas where student veterans reported wanting 

additional services. Student veterans reported a sense of frustration due to a lack of recognition 

of what they accomplished in the military and the experience and maturity required of them 

during their military service (Borsari et al., 2017). Unfortunately, some higher education 

institutions offer little to no academic credit for the extensive training and service required of 

military servicemembers (Naphan & Elliott 2015). If student veterans do not feel supported by 

those on the campus, then they will be less likely to seek out the support systems offered by the 

institution (Ghosh, & Fouad, 2016). Programs such as computer-based systems may help to help 

foster connection and community among student veterans (Adams et al., 2017). This may be 

especially effective because the majority of student veterans are enrolled in online programs 

(Bailey et al., 2019). Additionally, digital tutoring may be beneficial for student veterans 

(Fletcher, 2017). Despite these requests, there is a need for change, technology, and funding to 

help student veterans (Bichrest, 2013). 

Furthermore, higher education institutions should focus on increasing the data capture 

within the student veteran population, allowing for more accurate reporting and substantiation 

for specialized programs for student veterans to exist. Researchers have called for more research 

to understand the unique population of the military so that programs can be developed 

accordingly (Bonura & Lovald, 2015). More research is needed to determine what, if any, of 

these services have had any lasting impact on providing better academic interactions that resulted 

in student veterans successfully completing their degrees. 

Academic Interactions 
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 The interactions that student veterans have with different people at their academic 

institution holds the possibility of having a significant impact on their success. The military 

encourages camaraderie combined with their chain-of-command systems to help servicemembers 

with the difficult nature of their military service (Caforio, 2006). However, the interactions that 

student veterans had while in the military is significantly different than those of a civilian higher 

education institution. Furthermore, student veterans have limited academic interactions while 

obtaining their degree through an online platform (Yoon & Leem, 2021). Tinto (1975) and 

Schlossberg (2011) placed emphasis on social interactions as an indicator for success which 

requires further examination to determine if this will be significant for online student veterans. 

This section will examine what the research currently tells us about interactions between student 

veterans and civilian faculty and students. Additionally, this section will review the literature to 

examine for evidence that academic interactions have played a significant role in student veteran 

success. 

Faculty Interactions 

Currently, the research on student veterans has not focused on whether there are 

significant impacts from faculty influence on student veteran success (Vacchi et al., 2017). Some 

studies have uncovered data relating to success and faculty interactions such as indications that 

oral feedback from faculty may have a positive influence on the success of student veterans 

(Semer & Harmening, 2015). However, research indicated that many student veterans feel as 

though they are alienated from faculty (Oberweis & Bradford, 2017). Student veterans stated that 

they want to be better understood and acknowledged by faculty while also reporting that they 

want faculty to have a greater understanding of the time and participation constraints of military 

service (Barry et al., 2014; Starr-Glass, 2013).  
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Research indicated that when faculty demonstrated disapproval of a war it has a negative 

impact on student veterans (Southwell et al., 2018). These research studies indicated that there 

are some significant findings related to negative academic interactions, but little focus has been 

applied to determine whether academic interactions have an impact on student veteran success. 

However, it has been reported that the student veterans who have a positive experience with their 

professors are less likely to drop out or transfer to a different college or university (Fernandez et 

al., 2019). Additionally, a study has found that positive faculty interactions also influenced peer 

interactions (Dean et al., 2020).  

Non-veteran Student Interactions 

There have been significant findings within research on student veterans that indicated 

that they have a difficult time relating to their peers and can even experience alienation from 

them (e.g., Borsari et al., 2017; Griffin & Gilbert, 2015; Oberweis & Bradford, 2017; Olsen et 

al., 2014; Smith et al., 2017; Wilson et al., 2013). This was largely a result from student veterans 

experiencing negative interactions between student veterans and civilian peers (Borsari et al., 

2017; Hart & Thompson, 2016; Kato et al., 2016; Phelps, 2015; Starr-Glass, 2013). Additional 

reasons why student veterans had difficulty relating to civilians was due to the differences they 

have with non-veterans in terms of maturity and life experiences (Borsari et al., 2017; Griffin & 

Gilbert, 2015; Jones, 2013; Olsen et al., 2014; Phelps, 2015; Wilson et al., 2013; Vacchi et al., 

2017).  

There is a need for positive academic interactions to build a community for student 

veterans. Research showed that more than 80% of students who rejected any form of 

professional help would seek help from informal sources such as family or friends (Currier et al., 

2017). This indicated that it is important for student veterans to have a community of people to 
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rely on if they are struggling. Another study found that positive academic interactions could help 

student veterans transition into an institution but may not have any real impact on overall 

academic outcome/success (Williams-Klotz & Gansemer-Topf, 2017). Ultimately, peer support 

was found to be a significant factor for student veterans because of the similarity to the close 

bonds that service members experience with one another while serving in the military 

(Whiteman et al., 2013; Vacchi et al., 2017). However, there have been no studies that focused 

on whether positive peer interaction, or academic interactions in general, have had any impact on 

the overall success of a student veteran. 

Summary 

 While the issues surrounding student veterans have been researched, there have been no 

studies conducted on whether the academic interactions with civilian students and faculty as 

appropriate, affected their success. Utilizing a conceptual framework like the Astin’s (1984) I-E-

O model in conjunction with the model of veteran student support (Vacchi et al., 2017) allowed 

my study to explore how the input of a student veteran’s military service combined with 

academic interactions with faculty and staff produced a positive outcome. Existing literature 

provided a picture of the success and challenges of student veterans in higher education as well 

as the unique needs and challenges they have. However, there is still more to be learned about 

how academic interactions can influence a student veteran’s ability to persist in higher education. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

Overview 

 My study aimed to fill the gap in the literature that described what academic interactions 

are significant in online undergraduate student veterans who completed their degrees. The 

purpose of my qualitative study was to examine online undergraduate student veterans and their 

perceptions of the academic interactions they encountered while completing their degree. I 

conducted a hermeneutic phenomenology that consisted of interviews and focus groups. My 

study has furthered the research on the successes of student veterans and helped to provide 

additional insight into what factors contribute to veterans’ persistence in higher education. This 

chapter will review the research design and questions while also discussing the settings and 

participants for the study. Additionally, this chapter will cover the researcher positionality, 

planned procedures, and data collection plan as well as the trustworthiness of the proposed study. 

Research Design 

 My proposal for a qualitative study was designed to research student veterans using a 

hermeneutic approach to a phenomenological study. A phenomenological study allowed me to 

describe the veterans’ experiences of their military training inputs as well as the academic 

interactions they experienced while obtaining their higher education degree. Furthermore, the 

hermeneutic approach to phenomenology allowed me to interpret to some degree the intention 

and meaning of the participants’ experiences (Moustakas, 1994). Phenomenological research is 

defined as the description of, “common meaning for several individuals of their lived 

experiences of a concept or phenomenon” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 75). Moustakas described 

phenomenological research as the study of lived experience, the explication of phenomena, the 

study of essences, description of the meanings as they are lived, the human scientific study of 
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phenomena, the attentive practice of thoughtfulness, the poetizing of activity, and a search for 

what it means to be human (Moustakas, 1994). The origin of phenomenological research came 

from the works of Edmund Husserl and was expanded upon by others such as Heidegger, Sartre 

and Merleau-Ponty (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The phenomenon examined in my study was the 

academic interactions with non-veteran students and faculty that student veterans had while 

completing an online undergraduate degree. 

Furthermore, my study utilized a hermeneutical approach to a phenomenological study. 

Hermeneutic phenomenology originated in Germany and the Netherlands from 1900 to 1970 

(van Manen, 2016) and became a form of phenomenological research when studying the 

experiences of people who all experienced the same phenomenon. As such, “The aim is to 

determine what an experience means for the persons who have had the experience and can 

provide a comprehensive description of it” (Moustakas, 1994 p. 130). Hermeneutic 

phenomenology expounded on this by attempting to construct an interpretive description of the 

world in which the phenomenon was experienced. Additionally, because of my background in 

the military culture, a hermeneutic approach allowed me to utilize my knowledge of the military 

community and that ‘world’ to help interpret some of the information relating to veteran 

experiences.  

Much of what has been published in academia on student veterans has focused on the 

works of Tinto (1975) and DiRamio et al., (2008) which was the basis for creating a deficit 

model relating to veterans in higher education (Vacchi, et al., 2017). However, data has shown 

the opposite and demonstrated that veterans are very successful in higher education (Cate, et al., 

2017). A hermeneutic phenomenological study allowed my research to build on the foundation 

that veterans are successful in higher education and explored what factors might be shared 
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among veterans while earning their degree in an online program. 

Research Questions 

 As described in Chapter One, there was one main research question and then two sub-

questions that helped explore the main research question.  

Central Research Question 

 What influences the success of online student veterans in completing their undergraduate 

degrees? 

Sub-Question One 

 What are veterans’ academic interactions with non-veteran faculty on the way to 

successful degree completion? 

Sub-Question Two 

 What are veterans’ academic interactions with non-veteran students on the way to 

successful degree completion? 

Setting and Participants 

 My research was designed so that the setting did not restrict my research by limiting it to 

using only one higher education institution from which to gather participants or conduct the 

research. My research aimed to discover whether the same themes can be found from veteran 

experiences from a broader range of higher education campuses. Higher education institutions 

have a variety of sizes and support systems available to help students be successful in their 

academic pursuits.  

Setting 

My study was conducted with participants who attended an online undergraduate 

institution. These students did not attend classes at a physical location or live on campus or near 
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their higher education institution and often lived in a different location or in a different state than 

their institution’s physical location. Furthermore, the participants in my study have all graduated 

from different institutions where academic experiences will vary. So, the setting for my study 

varied depending on the participant. However, they were graduates of a higher education 

institution in the U.S. where online undergraduate programs were offered.  

My study utilized a setting that does not require a specific institution or location to 

conduct my research. This method was chosen because online students do not typically live in a 

region close to the institution where they attained their undergraduate degree. Thereby, using a 

virtual platform to conduct the interviews and focus groups enabled   me to have a wider sample 

pool because proximity was not a limiting factor. Additionally, all institutions and participants 

were given pseudonyms in order to protect their privacy and maintain confidentiality.  

Participants  

The participants were U.S. military veterans who served a minimum of one contract term, 

which is an agreement to serve in the military for a period of time, usually ranging from 2-6 

years in length. Additionally, they must have served before or during the process of obtaining 

their higher education degree. Because I utilized the Astin’s I-E-O model (1984) for my 

theoretical framework, I wanted to ensure that my participants have completed more than just the 

initial training required by the military to ensure that they would have been integrated into the 

military culture and community. The participants attended and graduated from an online 

undergraduate program within the United States. This provided a wider scope of information 

regarding the success rates of student veterans from different higher education institutions where 

a variety of different academic interactions may be present. 

The sample size for my study was 12-15 veterans in accordance with the requirements for 
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Liberty University. Phenomenology has a criterion of having participants that have all 

experienced a similar phenomenon and are interested in understanding more about the meaning 

of that shared phenomenon (Gall et al., 2006). The demographics for my study were varied 

because I chose not to specify a particular region, school, gender, or branch of the military in 

order to produce a study with a wider range of transferability. The target age range are graduates 

from 25-40 years old. This allowed for participants who were graduates with more recall as to 

their experiences while obtaining their degree. However, there were no target ranges for other 

variants which left a potential for the ethnicity and gender of participants to vary. 

Researcher Positionality 

 The reason for this study stems from my upbringing within the military community. My 

late grandfather retired from the Air Force. My father served in the Army for most of my 

childhood. Three of my uncles also served in the military. The day after September 11, 2001, my 

brother went to the recruiting station and enlisted into the Army. Two of my cousins also enlisted 

in the Army when they turned 18 years old. I also had great grandfathers who served in the 

military and fought in WWI and WWII. My husband also decided to enlist in the Army during 

our first year of marriage. Though I never served, the military has been significant to me because 

throughout my entire life there was always someone from my family actively serving. Because 

of my family, I developed a passion to serve those who are in the military. When I attended 

Liberty University (LU) for my undergraduate degree, I began working with military outreach 

opportunities. I started a student nonprofit group called Students Behind our Soldiers (SBS). The 

mission of the group was to provide care packages and other forms of service to those serving in 

the military. Additionally, in my senior year, I organized a week-long, campus event called 

Military Emphasis Week.  
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Once I graduated, I was hired by the Military Affairs Office at LU to continue the 

military outreach initiatives that I started on campus but also to implement the brand-new 

military education benefit, the Post 9/11 GI Bill. This was my first introduction to the 

complexities of the education benefits provided to the military. I learned how frustrating and 

stressful this process could be for student veterans, especially if they were unable to obtain the 

answers they needed. I realized that many concerns were unique to student veterans and that 

higher education institutions needed to address these issues. This became more evident to me 

when my husband enlisted in the Army, and we moved away from LU and became immersed in 

the military community. These life experiences made me realize that more information is needed 

about student veterans and higher education. I want to use the experience I have within the 

military community and culture in conjunction with my knowledge of military education to focus 

on providing meaningful scholarly research on student veterans in higher education. 

Interpretive Framework 

 My life has been shaped by the military in many ways and I believe that will be an asset 

during my research. The military culture is unique and is often difficult to understand without 

some prior knowledge. Therefore, I used a social constructivist approach to how I conducted my 

research. Social constructivism is an approach that was molded by Piaget and Vygotsky; they 

alleged that learning is formed through a variety of factors and influencers within their 

environment (Schunk, 2019). Social constructivism is an approach that focuses on social 

interactions and sociocultural factors (Schunk, 2019). This was an appropriate approach for my 

research because it works in tandem with Astin’s I-E-O model (1984) and the different 

interactions and effects that academic interactions could have on the overall outcome of student 

veterans completing their degrees. Social constructivism is similar in its concept that different 
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factors impact and influence learning.  

However, constructivism is defined as a process where learners construct and form their 

learning through experiences in different situations (Schunk, 2019). This is important because 

the military is diverse with a variety of ethnicities, ages, and genders (Military OneSource, 

2021). Because the military is diverse, the perceptions and experiences of its members may be 

significantly different from one another, which would result in varying perspectives of the shared 

phenomenon. However, my knowledge of the military culture helped me understand and draw 

further data from student veterans regarding their experiences while succeeding in higher 

education. 

Philosophical Assumptions 

 My philosophical assumptions are firmly grounded within my Christian faith. Liberty 

University strives to ensure that its students are firmly grounded with a biblical worldview. The 

Christian training, I received during my years at Liberty, combined with my upbringing in the 

Christian faith and my relationship with Jesus Christ, helped establish a foundation of a biblical 

worldview. Based on the firm biblical foundations that I received, I believe there is an ultimate 

authority in the truth of God’s Word. This biblical assumption significantly impacts my 

philosophical assumptions because unlike relativism I do not believe culture or individuals 

define their own truth (O’Grady, 2014). A philosophical assumption grounded in a biblical 

worldview is significantly different than a philosophical assumption based on relativism or any 

other nonbiblical-based philosophy. Finally, a biblical worldview requires that I strive to live 

according to a moral and ethical code that holds me to a high standard when conducting my 

research.  
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Ontological Assumption 

 My ontological assumption is also based on a biblical worldview. There is only one 

reality; however, there are different perceptions and interpretations of that reality. There are 

perspectives such as relativism which assumes that truth is relative and is changeable (O’Grady, 

2014). This led to a society that accepted the narrative of ‘live your own truth’ or other slogans 

which promote people determining their own truths. However, the Bible states in John 17:17 that 

truth comes from God, and He is the source of truth (English Standard Version). My research 

embraced the position that truth only comes from God. Furthermore, there is evidence to show 

that religious faith may be advantageous when working with veterans (Shaler, 2016). I believe 

my faith in God and my assumption that there is one reality and God is the ultimate source of 

truth, is a benefit rather than a hindrance in my ability to conduct research.  

Epistemological Assumption 

 My epistemological assumption is that all knowledge comes from God. This biblical 

worldview is essential because it establishes that God is the infinite source of all knowledge. 

Over the centuries, mankind made inaccurate assumptions based on their perceptions and their 

limited knowledge of the world because they comprehend and retain a finite amount of 

knowledge. One veteran’s experience does not constitute knowledge, but varying experiences 

should be examined as a collective of information which can build toward knowledge of what 

makes them successful in higher education. Qualitative research is designed so that individual 

perceptions of a phenomenon can be collected and examined for data about the phenomenon as a 

whole (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

Similar to the constructivism approach to education, scholars can take the experiences of 

student veterans and add more knowledge about what types of experiences student veterans have 
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in higher education. As a researcher, it is important that I remain unbiased in my approach to 

studying student veterans. While I am not a veteran, I have a family of veterans who have 

impacted my life. I have observed the different experiences that each of my family members 

encountered while serving. These different perceptions gave me a broad knowledge of the 

military because each participant had a unique experience. I can also consider the experiences of 

my participants to build knowledge of what academic interactions influenced their success in 

higher education. 

 Axiological Assumption 

My values and life experiences played a role in my research. I do not believe that it was a 

detriment to my study, but rather it was beneficial because it allowed to better understand my 

participants. I was careful to not insert myself into the research and keep it unbiased. However, 

my background within the military community and culture was beneficial for my 

phenomenological study. I spent most of my life surrounded by the military; I never served but 

have always had someone in my family who was serving. This has impacted my perception of 

the military because the people I esteemed most were servicemembers. Furthermore, my lifelong 

tie to the military provided me with extensive prior knowledge of the military community. This 

prior knowledge was beneficial when interviewing and connecting with the military veterans 

who were the participants in my study.  

Additionally, my employment with the Military Affairs Office at Liberty University also gave 

me extensive knowledge of the education benefits provided by the military to student veterans as 

a result of their military service. This knowledge is beneficial for qualitative research conducted 

with a phenomenological approach (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Because I am so well versed in the 

military community, education benefits, and services designed to assist student veterans, I 
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believe I was able to use that information to glean more valuable information from my 

participants. While I am not a veteran myself, I am aware of the challenges that servicemembers 

face and the distinct culture of the military community. I know of the triggers that most often 

offend veterans. These experiences provided me with the ability to be immersed in the 

environment and culture of the participants in a way that was beneficial to my study. 

Researcher’s Role 

My responsibility was to ensure that the research questions were worded carefully in the 

interviews and focus groups so that my opinions and perceptions were kept out of the research 

and that they did not influence my findings and my research was protected from any inherent 

bias. However, my experience with the military culture ensured that I did not ask questions that 

could potentially alienate, offend, or trigger any of the participants in my study. I learned that 

certain topics such as detailed questions about their combat experiences or the nature of their 

jobs within the military should not be questioned. My knowledge of the military community 

allowed me to understand and respect the nature of the often-difficult duties that servicemembers 

have completed while serving in the military. Therefore, I knew which topics should be avoided. 

Because I conducted a hermeneutic approach to phenomenology, I sought to responsibly 

interpret the inferences of my participants’ experiences. My extensive background in the military 

community and the military support component of higher education provided a solid foundation 

of prior knowledge to assist me in researching student veterans. 

Procedures 

 The procedures for my research plan followed the guidelines for a hermeneutic 

phenomenological study. The details of my research plan focused on finding a more widespread 

sample pool within my narrow research focus. It was important to examine whether student 
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veterans from different colleges had significantly different academic interactions with civilian 

faculty and students. The procedures allowed me to gather data from a variety of sources while 

keeping the privacy and confidentiality of all the participants secure. 

Permissions 

   My study only required the permission of the Institutional Board Review (IRB) at 

Liberty University because my participants were college graduates and not current students. 

Once my proposal was approved, I immediately began my IRB application process to ensure that 

my study met the requirement of Liberty’s IRB process. After I submitted my IRB application 

and received approval to conduct my study, I included both of those in the Appendix. Once I 

received the IRB approval, I began recruiting participants and sent them a consent form that 

allowed them to view the parameters to ensure informed consent. The consent form is also 

included in Appendix A. 

Recruitment Plan 

  I recruited participants using social media and other personal connections I acquired 

within the military community. I then created a flyer that was shared on various social media 

services as well as military-specific groups within those social media platforms. The flyer is 

included in the Appendices. Also, I requested that those whom I have personal connections with 

the military community share the information throughout their veteran networks. Utilizing a 

broad outreach for recruitment enabled me to find participants who attended various higher 

education institutions which was necessary for my research plan.  

 My research plan involved a purposive sampling method, which allowed me to obtain 

participants who have experienced the phenomenon of being a student veteran who graduated 

from an online, undergraduate degree (Creswell & Guterman, 2019). Using purposive sampling 
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will allowed me to group participants together who have attended the same institution and 

therefore may have experienced some of the same types of academic interactions. I recruited 12-

15 participants who graduated from 3-5 different higher education institutions. The purposive 

sampling method allowed me to group those participants based on what institution they attended. 

Data Collection Plan 

 The method of data collection implemented for this study was individual interviews and 

focus groups. My intention was to organize and collect all data over the course of one month. 

The total commitment for the participants was less than ten hours between the original 

interviews, any follow-up questions/interviews, and the focus groups. I began data collection 

through individual interviews with each participant. Once all individual interviews were 

completed, I organized each focus group at random. This allowed me to delve into greater depth 

and generate discussion among student veterans who attended a variety of different institutions 

who had a variety of experiences to discuss. Once the focus groups were conducted, I then 

transcribed all the individual interviews as well as the focus groups. I took the transcriptions and 

began to conduct manual coding and theming procedures in accordance with the processes 

established by Saldaña (2021). 

Individual Interviews  

The semi-structured interviews were conducted virtually through the platform, Microsoft 

Teams Online interviews were most appropriate because the participants were current students at 

a specific site or location. The interviews acted as the primary source of data collection during 

my research. The interviews allowed me to obtain the perspectives of how academic interactions 

impacted the student veterans’ ability to successfully complete their online undergraduate 

degrees. The individual interviews allowed me to obtain a textual description of the participants’ 
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experiences of their academic interactions.  “Textural description is an account of an individual’s 

intuitive, pre-reflective perceptions of a phenomenon from every angle” (Gall et al., 2006 p. 

496). The interview questions were open-ended and allowed room for additional follow-up 

questions. Additionally, the open-ended questions gave the participant the ability to tell the story 

of the academic experiences that were significant to them while they were completing their 

degree. The data collected from the interview questions provided me with the ability to detect 

themes and meaning units and then create codes to then analyze and organize that data (Gall et 

al., 2006). 

Individual Interview Questions 

1.  Tell me your story from when you joined the military until you enrolled in college. CQ 

2. How did you succeed in higher education? CQ 

3. Why did you choose the institution that you attended? CQ 

4. What was the overall goal that motivated you to get your degree? CQ 

5. Describe some of the challenges you overcame while getting your degree? CQ 

6. Who was significant in helping you achieve your degree? SQ1/SQ2 

7. To what extent did your school support you as a veteran? CQ 

8. To what extent did non-veteran students support you as a veteran? SQ2 

9. To what extent did non-veteran faculty support you as a veteran? SQ1 

10. How did your military service affect your educational experience? CQ 

11. Describe an experience you had with a civilian faculty member who had no 

understanding of your military experiences. SQ1 

12. Describe an experience you had with a civilian student who had no understanding of your 

military experiences. SQ2 
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13. Describe an experience you had with a faculty member who understood some of your 

military experiences. SQ1 

14. Describe an experience you had with a student who understood some of military 

experiences. SQ2 

15. What recommendations would you have for other student veterans who are going to get 

their degree? CQ 

16. Given what we have discussed so far, is there anything else you would like to add? CQ 

The first section of questions was designed to establish/collect background data about the 

participant. This background information also helped reveal themes that were beneficial during 

the coding process (Williams & Moser, 2019). Several of the questions were designed to obtain 

the perspectives of how the student veteran felt about the higher education institution. The 

purpose of the remaining questions was to acquire the perspectives of student veterans on their 

academic interactions with civilian faculty and students. These questions helped determine the 

possible positive or negative feelings that the participant may have experienced during their time 

in college that impacted their ability to successfully complete their degree. Additionally, the 

questions focused on what factors, either positive or negative, were significant to them while 

completing their degree.  

Individual Interview Data Analysis Plan  

The most significant part of my study was conducted over the online platform, Microsoft 

Teams. The interviews were recorded so they could be easily transcribed afterward. After the 

interviews were transcribed, I conducted raw data management with initial coding and data 

reduction (Coffee & Atkinson, 1996). I reviewed the transcripts and proceeded to use open 

coding methods as suggested by Saldaña (2021). Additionally, I utilized manual coding and 
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transition from descriptive to interpretive coding (Saldaña, 2021). I also reviewed the transcripts 

to pull emotional and evaluation codes because that material provided more descriptive 

information of my participants’ academic interactions while earning their degree (Saldaña, 

2021).  

I then conducted a secondary data reduction before identifying themes (Coffee & 

Atkinson, 1996; Saldaña, 2021). I was then able to arrive at sufficient data representation since I 

reviewed the transcripts and themes to the point of saturation to ensure no information from the 

interviews was overlooked (Coffee & Atkinson, 1996). To identify themes, I sorted codes into 

clusters then arranged them into a hierarchy before conducting a visual thematic mapping 

(Saldaña, 2021). This helped me conduct enough code charting to identify whether the codes 

revealed themes that can be categorized in a way that uncovered information about my 

participant’s experiences. 

Focus Groups  

Using focus groups as a data collection method provided further insight into the academic 

interactions they experienced. The focus groups spurred some discussion that illuminated issues 

surrounding the successes of student veterans in higher education. Since student veterans 

reported challenges relating to their civilian peers, the focus groups were beneficial in gathering 

information on how they overcame those challenges to succeed in completing their degree 

(DeCoster, 2018).  Interviewing student veterans in a group allowed the veterans to establish 

some camaraderie when discussing their military service as well as the time spent completing 

their degree at their specific institution.  

These focus groups were recorded and transcribed. Additionally, participants were 

notified and consented to participate in a peer group in addition to the one-on-one interview. The 
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focus groups consisted of participants from the same higher education institutions. There were 

two focus groups that were randomly organized with various participants. The goal was for the 

participants to discuss the academic interactions they experienced and what impact they had on 

their ability to successfully complete their degree. 

Focus Group Questions  

1. What was it like going to school through an online program? CQ 

2. What programs connected you with other student veterans at your institution? SQ1 

3. What groups were you a part of that put you in contact with other student veterans at your 

school? SQ1 

4. What was it like going to school with civilian students? SQ1 

5. What was it like working with civilian faculty and staff at the school? SQ1 

6. How were your interactions different between other students who were veterans and 

those who were civilians? SQ2 

7. In what ways did you feel that you were different from the non-veteran students? SQ2 

8. How different was your sense of community with fellow civilian students compared to 

the military community? SQ2 

9. How would you describe an online student community that could help other student 

veterans succeed? SQ2 

10. What other opportunities, do you think, could provide a more successful experience for 

student veterans in college? CQ 

11. How did your military training contribute to your ability to be successful in higher 

education? CQ 

12. Given what we have discussed so far, is there anything else you would like to add? CQ 
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Focus Group Data Analysis Plan  

Following a similar process as the initial interviews, I adhered to the same procedures for 

the coding and analysis as outlined by Saldaña (2021) for the focus groups. I recorded a video of 

the focus group interviews and then transcribed them for coding and data analysis. I used open 

coding and completed it manually rather than with a computer program. I reviewed the 

transcripts to ensure no themes were overlooked and efficient saturation was achieved (Coffee & 

Atkinson, 1996). 

Data Synthesis  

I combined the transcripts from the individual interviews and focus groups and built one 

data set. I then manually coded and themed the data set according to the procedures outlined 

above in accordance with Saldaña (2021). I organized those codes and themes according to the 

research questions and assigned categories according to the themes that emerged from the data 

set before reporting my findings.  

Trustworthiness 

My study followed the concepts of trustworthiness according to Lincoln and Guba 

(1985). Their work established the different meanings for terms such as credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and conformability. These terms are typically considered to be 

synonymous with one another, however, in qualitative research, they have distinct differences. 

This section will explain the differences while also demonstrating how my research met the 

criteria required for each term. 

Credibility 

 According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), to achieve credibility in my study, I needed to 

appropriately balance the reality of the participants’ experiences, and their perception of those 
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experiences as well as the truth of the phenomenon, which in the case of my study is a student 

veterans’ successful completion of an online, undergraduate program (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

My study achieved credibility by using: (a) triangulation, (b) peer debriefing, and (c) member-

checking. 

Triangulation 

 Triangulation of data collection methods and theories was achieved to provide credibility 

to my study. To establish triangulation of data collection methods I used individual interviews as 

well as focus groups to collect data. I achieved theory triangulation by using Astin’s (1984) I-E-

O model and Vacchi’s model of student veteran support (Vacchi et al., 2017). 

Peer Debriefing  

For my study, military veteran scholars triangulated results through peer debriefing. This 

method of triangulation allowed me to discuss the findings that emerged from my research with 

military veteran scholars to ensure that they corroborated with the previously established data on 

student veterans. 

Member Checking 

 I then conducted member checking by communicating once more with my participants 

during the process of analyzing the data pulled from the transcripts. Max van Manen’s (2016) 

position is that a researcher can interpret the meaning of a lived experience to understand a 

phenomenon. However, with any type of interpretation, member checking was important to 

ensure accuracy. Additionally, I sent each participant a copy of their transcripts so they could 

review it and ensure its accuracy. I sent them a copy of the main points I pulled from their 

transcripts to ensure I accurately understood what they stated during the interviews and focus 

groups.  
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Transferability  

  Transferability is the ability for a study to be applied to other contexts (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). My research will achieve transferability by including rich and detailed descriptions 

when reporting my findings. I will report a comprehensive depiction of what academic 

interactions influenced the student veteran’s success in their online, undergraduate program. 

These detailed descriptions will assist in creating transferability and will allow my findings to 

assist in similar studies (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Though my research will include student 

veterans from different institutions with online programs, it does not guarantee that the findings 

will be applicable in every context for similar studies. However, this study will aid those in 

higher education as well as scholars who work with student veterans by providing more 

information concerning the environmental factors that assist student veterans in succeeding in 

online undergraduate programs. 

Dependability  

Dependability is showing that the research findings are consistent and are capable of 

being duplicated in another study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). According to Lincoln & Guba 

(1985), dependability is established through a thorough auditing of the research procedures. This 

is established by having multiple people review the research such as Dr. Vacchi as the research 

committee chair, methodologist, and an additional committee member reader, Dr. Jones. 

Additionally, I will include a descriptive explanation of the methods used to conduct the 

research. My research committee will be thorough in reviewing my research design and ensuring 

that there are sufficient procedures in place in order to demonstrate that the methods and 

procedures are dependable and effective.  

Confirmability  
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Confirmability is the ability of a study to be affirmed by other researchers and/or studies 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). My study utilized triangulation to confirm the data findings. 

Additionally, my research went through two additional review processes. All themes were 

verified by the participants to ensure that no researcher bias was present when those findings 

were concluded. Additionally, my Dissertation Committee was consulted throughout the research 

process to ensure the validity of my findings. Finally, I created a detailed list of the processes by 

which I generated my procedures, collected data, and created the final report of my findings so 

that my study has a complete audit trail to ensure transparency in all aspects of my study.  

Ethical Considerations 

 There were limited ethical considerations due to the design of my study. My research 

design included recruiting participants who have already graduated and therefore no site access 

was required. Additionally, my study took precautions to ensure that my participants were 

completely informed about the research. I required informed consent forms to be filled out upon 

acceptance of the participants once they were recruited. The consent form that the participants 

were required to sign is included in the Appendix. The forms informed the participants that their 

participation was voluntary, and that they had the ability and freedom to withdraw at any time. 

There were minimal risks associated with the study—these risks were equivalent to the risks 

associated with everyday life. There were no direct benefits to the participant only benefits to 

society resulting from a greater understanding of what contributes to the success of student 

veterans.  

To protect the privacy of my participants and all individuals and institutions related to my 

research, I did not use their names, only pseudonyms. Furthermore, all components of my 

research, including any information with any actual names or locations, were kept secure. Most 
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of the data collected for my research was in a digital format including all video recordings and 

consent forms. The physical copies of any forms or transcripts, as well as any of my notes 

collected for my research, were protected, and stored in a locked container. The data collected 

will be stored with the intent to destroy it after three years. The data that was collected and stored 

on the computer was password protected to ensure the privacy and protection of my participants 

and anyone else involved in my study. 

Summary 

A qualitative, phenomenological study on student veterans who attended an online 

undergraduate program helped illuminate what factors were significant in making student 

veterans successful in completing their degree. Currently, there is a gap in the literature that 

demonstrates what academic interactions have been perceived as beneficial for online student 

veterans while completing their degree. Utilizing this method of research revealed what student 

veterans perceived as beneficial or what might have temporarily interfered with their ability to 

successfully finish their degree. The research was conducted through interviews and peer groups 

and followed the procedures prescribed by Saldaña (2021). My research plan also met the 

trustworthiness criteria outlined by Lincoln and Guba (1985). The design chosen for my study 

ensured the reliability of my research as well as the protection, privacy, and safety of my 

participants. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Overview 

The purpose of this study was to understand what contributes to the ability of student 

veterans to succeed in their online, undergraduate programs. This study also focused on whether 

academic interactions were meaningful in helping student veterans succeed. Prior research on 

non-traditional students indicated the importance of academic interactions as contributors to 

successful outcomes (e.g., DiRamio, et al., 2008; Schlossberg, 2011; Tinto 1975). This chapter 

will give participant descriptions and the findings described in narrative form with themes and 

subthemes as well as any outliers identified in the data. The chapter concludes with the research 

questions and sub-questions with the responses to those questions followed by a chapter 

summary.  

Participants 

Some of the information regarding the participants has been altered to protect their 

identities. My study received IRB approval but no specific site, or academic institution, was 

required. To recruit participants, I used a purposive sampling approach Creswell & Guterman, 

2019. I recruited from some personal connections within the veteran community but also through 

the social media outlet: Facebook. All data collected through individual interviews and focus 

groups were held on the platform Microsoft Teams. My participants were of varying ages, 

ethnicities, and branches of service. Also, my participants were both male and female which 

allowed for a diverse range of experiences. Out of the 13 participants, there were 12 different 

colleges/universities that the students matriculated from, providing an assortment of experiences. 

Incorporating such a diverse pool of perceptions helped enrich the information gathered 

regarding what impacts success with online student veterans. 
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Table 1 provides some of the data regarding the participants including their gender, 

ethnicity, whether they were married or had kids while working on their degree as well as how 

many years it took them to complete their bachelor’s degree. None of the student veterans who 

participated in my study were involved in any student veterans’ group. 

Table 1 

Online Student Veteran Participants 

Name Branch Years to Finish Married/Kids 

Archer Army 6 years Yes/No 

Baker Army 3 years Yes/No 

Connor Navy 22 years Yes/Yes 

Davis Army 14 years Yes/Yes 

Edwards Navy 8 years No/No 

Franks Air Force 7 years Yes/Yes 

Goode Navy 8 years Yes/Yes 

Harris Air Force 4 years Yes/Yes 

Irvin Army 2 years Yes/Yes 

Jenkins Air Force 15 years Yes/Yes 

Kline Air Force 9 years Yes/Yes 

Lane Air Force/Army 22 years Yes/Yes 

Morris Marines 15 years No/No 
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Results  

This section allows the student veterans to speak without interpretation regarding what 

factors the participants found to be significant regarding their ability to successfully complete 

their bachelor’s degree. Within the information that was collected three main themes emerged (a) 

the success stimulators, (b) influential infrastructure, and (c) minimal impact of interactions. 

These themes were organized after coding into these categories (a) internal factors, (b) external 

factors, (c) school support, (d) military training, (e) negative interactions (f) positive interactions 

(g) lack of interactions were derived from the data collected.  

Figure 4 

Themes in Online Undergraduate Student Veteran Success 

 

Success Stimulators 

The perceptions of student veterans indicated that there were factors that impacted their 

ability to be successful, however, they were not related to academic interactions. The student 

Student Veterans who 
Completed an Online 

Undergraduate Degree 

Theme 1: Success 
Stimulators

Internal Influences

External Influences

Theme 2: Influential 
Infrastructure

Military Friendly 
Policies

Transfer Credit

Trained Staff on 
Education Benefits

Theme 3: Minimal 
Impacts of Interactions

Critique and Feedback

Discrimination and Bias

Adapt and Overcome

Positive but 
Inconsequential 
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veterans attributed different people or factors that they felt helped them succeed that were both 

external and internal influences. While they all reported that there was some stimulated source 

that helped them succeed, there was no consensus on what was most advantageous. 

Internal Influences 

Some student veterans felt that the key to their success was within themselves and their 

desire to be successful. Lane, an Army and Air Force veteran, felt that his success could be 

attributed to himself, “I just think it was more personal drive than anything… Just wanting to be 

successful.” At the same time, Lane felt that his military training helped him with his education 

overall, “I already had the real life, combat experience and stuff like that. So, I didn't stress over 

deadlines. I was like, yeah, just homework. I think it made it easier. That's just me.” Connor, a 

Navy veteran, said there was a combination of internal influences as well as education benefits, 

“Perseverance and tenacity. Aside from the financial resources that the military provided in the 

state of Illinois, was a huge help. And then just perseverance and tenacity was probably the 

biggest success attributes.”  

In a different way, Morris, a Marine veteran said, “You know, the biggest obstacle that I 

think any of us have when it comes to pursuing anything, is ourselves.” Whereas Kline, an Air 

Force veteran, and Air Force spouse, reported feeling that she wanted to overcome the stigma of 

her bad grades in high school. She said that was what drove her to do well in college, “Just my 

own thought about myself, especially after my high school experience, like determination not to 

let High School follow me forever.” 

External Influences 

Many student veterans attributed the rigorous training they received from their military 

service as contributing to their ability to succeed. Baker, an Army veteran said, “I was a horrible, 
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horrible student in high school. I mean, I failed so many classes. I had summer school, night 

school, I had tutors trying to help me to get through.” However, Baker did not remain a 

“horrible” student and changed when he went to college, “But then when I started my college 

career, I like, for some reason I excelled. And I think the military prepared me mentally and like 

with my organizational skills, I get my assignments done early, I'm focused” Likewise, Connor 

attributed his success to both his upbringing and the military, “I think the military put a finer 

point on what was ingrained in me as through my parents, and that is, if you're going to start 

finish it, you don't quit.” Edwards, a Navy veteran, also stated she was not a very good student in 

high school but changed her habits after she served in the Navy, “All the sudden, I was on the 

Dean's list, I had more motivation to complete assignments and do things, so I think it really 

positively affected it.” 

Some student veterans felt there was a singular person who made their success possible. 

Kline stated that her husband was paramount to her success, “For keeping kids away from me so 

that I could do it. But also, for hyping me up… he was my biggest cheerleader.” Goode, a Navy 

veteran, attributed his success to his wife and mentors, “It's the mentors around me, the 

encouragement from my wife, and the encouragement from my mentors that was really 

supporting me in it.” As did Irvin, an Army veteran who said, “It was probably a mixture of my 

spouse and some of the family mainly like my grandma… that was a big thing was for all her 

grandkids to be kind of college-educated.” Whereas student veterans like Harris, who serves in 

the Air Force, encountered a situation where he was passed over for a promotion in the Air Force 

because he did not have a degree. He stated, “My supervisor at the time was like, you did more 

duty stuff, but she has more college than you, so I'm gonna give her the higher rating.” That 

experience helped motivate Harris to not only obtain his bachelor’s degree but he has even 
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furthered his education by entering a doctoral program. “I have no desire to go to school, but it 

now, it's—it’s a competitive thing.” Harris explained how his wife and parents have master’s 

degrees as well, “But none of them has a doctorate. That's my motivation, is to, you know, hey, I 

want to one-up you guys." 

 Sometimes the very nature of the online degree program was attributed to why student 

veterans like Irvin were successful since many veterans are unable to attend residentially. Irvin 

explained how as a husband, father, and airline pilot the flexibility of the online courses was 

significant, “Every week, you had a list of assignments. And you know, with those assignments, 

I can plan out the workload.” This also impacted Irvin’s choice of school and program because 

he was a helicopter pilot in the Army but wanted a bachelors degree. Irvin explained, “It opens a 

couple more doors in the airline industry first off, and so it’s about –I guess really kind of 

striving to better yourself.” Additionally, Jenkins, an Air Force Veteran, felt that the nature of 

earning a degree online made the most impact, “Having that flexibility from the online 

perspective was, that was crucial. That was my main deciding factor.” Conversely, students like 

Baker, who wanted a program that would allow him to achieve what he wanted in a shorter time 

frame, “I set a goal for myself that the faster I could get my undergrad finished, the more 

opportunities I would have to get out of my previous job.” So, Baker chose an online degree 

program that would allow him to achieve his education goals, “It was normally a two-year 

program… I hated my previous jobs so much. And I was so miserable in life, that I went 

absolutely bonkers with classes, and in one semester, I took 27 credits.” Student veterans 

understood their mission and what they would need to do in order to be successful. These 

perceptions establish that there are both internal and external influences affecting student veteran 

success.  
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Influential Infrastructure   

 The second theme revealed by the participants was that the infrastructure of the school 

and the policies in place for student veterans were significantly more important than the 

academic interactions. It was apparent that student veterans were going to succeed because they 

would have found a way to adapt whether that was changing schools or other necessary 

measures. Student veterans cited infrastructure as being more valuable than the interactions with 

faculty and student peers. The participants sought out schools with infrastructures that had 

programs and policies in place where student veterans could be successful. The infrastructures 

that the student veterans sought after were transfer credit for military service, personnel with 

sufficient training on military education benefits, and military-friendly policies that allowed them 

to meet course requirements while also managing their military careers.  

Infrastructure is Influential 

 The infrastructures that are beneficial to student veterans are comprised of the efficiency 

of the school regarding the processing of military education benefits as well as having sufficient 

transfer credit for their military service. Jenkins said his school, “Had a veteran slash military 

specific office, so anything that I was dealing with, I would just reach out to that office 

specifically. And they handled all of the military community at the college.” When discussing 

policies designed to be conducive to the challenges of military service Jenkins said, “When 

you're pitching that you're a veteran or military-friendly college, and their online schooling is 

flexible and, military oriented and stuff like that. I think that you should have separate policies 

for the military members.” Among those that succeeded, even when they were faced with 

ignorance about their military service or education benefits, they found someone who could 

understand what they needed. Franks, an Air Force veteran, said that when she encountered 
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people within the school who were ignorant of her education benefits, she made sure she found 

someone who was educated on what she needed to succeed, “I wouldn't say that it caused any 

problems because then I feel like most universities now have military departments that are able 

to help out.”  

However, Davis, an Army veteran, pointed out that he among other veterans did not want 

to feel like they needed special treatment but rather a program that was flexible enough that they 

could get their degree while dealing with the challenges that came with being a non-traditional 

student, “Universities need to figure out how to accommodate those people, by not reducing a 

standard, but just creating, you know, flexibility and opportunity.” Irvin felt that flexibility was 

extremely important, “The biggest thing is the flexibility that it offered.” Kline felt that 

infrastructure and faculty knowledge of the military community would contribute to the success 

of student veterans, “I think it was a combination of the infrastructure in those programs and in 

policies in place, as well as the instructors seeming to be more informed about the military 

lifestyle.”  

Jenkins also wanted to choose a school that would credit him for his military service, 

“Because they were 100% online, but they also took the most transfer credits.” Irvin chose his 

school because with all of his military service he could complete a bachelor’s degree in only two 

years. “I wanted to hurry up and kind of get it done. It looked like a Bachelor of Science in 

Interdisciplinary Studies with a lot more credits for earlier graduation. So that's kind of what I 

did.” Similarly, Harris sought schools that would accept his military training as college credits 

and the reduction of the number of required classes as primary reasons for choosing that 

program. “Because they offered the –the program. Essentially, it cuts half my school out. So 

that's why I went there.” Veterans actively made decisions to choose a school that would aid in 
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their ability to successfully complete their degree which contributed to their ability to graduate 

with their bachelor’s degree.  

Minimal Impact of Interactions 

 

Student veterans also indicated that the interactions they had with faculty and other 

students were minimal. Even among the minimal interactions, there were a variety of 

experiences—some positive, some negative but mostly neutral. Among the positive interactions, 

there were indications that positive academic interactions were helpful but not significant in 

influencing the student veteran to successfully completed their degree. Connor had a professor 

that made an impact on him, “She taught me how to write. And the ability to write succinctly 

was a key attribute in getting through my undergraduate program and served me very well and 

right in grad school.” At first, Connor had trouble with said professor and her harsher critiques of 

his paper but after being able to speak with her he came to understand what she was trying to 

accomplish in improving his writing skills. However, the majority of student veterans did not 

have a significantly positive experience with the faculty during their program. Franks said, 

“Other than like in discussion forums and stuff, we wouldn’t talk to each other, but I don't think 

that there was, like—anything significant.” Most of the participants indicated that they never 

spoke to their professors outside of the minimal feedback they received on completed 

assignments. Even this feedback was found lacking. Harris spoke of how he would earn a grade 

on an assignment but then had no indication on how to improve on that grade. Many participants 

did report having a significantly negative experience though it did not ultimately impact their 

ability to be successful in completing their online, undergraduate degree.  
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Critique and Feedback 

The nature of online programs limits the interactions of students with both faculty and 

other students. Because of the limited interactions, it became evident that these student veterans 

were not significantly impacted by the interactions they had while getting their online degrees. 

Archer an Army veteran said, “In my undergraduate degree program for the bachelor's portion, 

from 2005-2007, there was little to no interaction unless mandated by assignment or asked 

questions.” Franks also reported very little interaction with any of her peers, “Other than like in 

discussion forums and stuff, we wouldn’t talk to each other, but I don't think that there was like 

anything significant.”  

 Student veterans had very little interaction with other students, yet there were still 

negative experiences. Davis recalled a particularly negative interaction with a student who was 

giving a speech and referred to those in the military as, “you people” which was interpreted as 

very negative and discriminatory towards service members. “She misunderstood the military. I'll 

just put it that way. And what we do and why, and you know, yeah, I remember her specifically. 

I'll never forget her.” Davis also recounted a student he interacted with through a couple of group 

assignments that refused to do any work, “I met one of the social loafers from two of my classes, 

and he was graduating as well… was bragging when I finally met him in person, how he got 

through it and didn't do anything.” But Davis never let it impact his ability to get his work done, 

“I want to take him out to the parking lot, but you know, what do you do?” However, Jenkins 

said that they could find the other veterans in their courses and that would be with whom they 

tended to interact, “Whereas the military guys, you know, we, I guess you could say, we broke 

bread with talking some military stories, and then we quickly got the—whatever the task was 

done.” Connor also said he found the other veterans in his class, “As we were doing 
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undergraduate, undergraduate team, team assignment, they really saw how the military folks 

immediately bonded into a team.” This ability to team up came naturally to them after their 

military training, “We kind of stayed together. And why is that? Well, we're all military.” The 

shared military training made them bond and form a community, “You use your determination 

and perseverance that we all have in the military to your advantage you know, treat assignments 

like mission objectives, treat classes like mission objectives, and that's how you're going to 

succeed.”  

 The experiences with faculty were more frequent but also resulted in more negative 

interactions. Baker said, “I had one negative experience with a professor, but that wasn't based 

on me being a vet, it was based on him being a crappy professor.” Harris also had a very 

negative experience with a professor who did not understand many challenges regarding military 

service, and it negatively impacted some of his grades because the professor refused to learn 

more about the requirements of military service. “When I say exercise—like we're going to be 

playing war games. And so, I was just going back and forth with him about it. We're not going to 

cut a break for that stuff.” Even though Harris was required by the Air Force to be in the field 

conducting exercises without internet access, the professor wouldn’t believe that in the 21st 

century that Harris could be without internet access long enough to log into his courses. Harris 

was also frustrated by the overall lack of feedback from professors, “When you're submitting an 

assignment, and you're getting like, grades back, it's like this generic, great job. 84, well, we're 

what can I do to improve on the other 16 points?”  

In a different way, Jenkins felt it made things harder for him as a student veteran when 

the professor wanted more interaction, “He (the professor) wanted as much interaction as 

possible. And I'm like, that's not the premise behind online schooling. It's for the flexibility. If I 
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wanted to do in school in person, I would do in school in person.” Goode also experienced 

faculty who would not make the same effort to support online students in the same way that they 

supported the students who were attending residentially, “I don't think she was understanding in 

the aspect that I was military, not physically in Oklahoma.” Goode explained that his German 

professor had the residential students meet up once a week to work on their pronunciation. “And 

she kept trying to get me and my wife to fly from Washington, DC, every Thursday night, to 

meet up at the local Starbucks on campus.” Goode explained, “Because me and my wife are the 

only two people in that whole class that were not physically located on campus… she was 

offering services to those on campus that she did not offer to me, my wife.” 

Discrimination and Stigma 

Student veterans reported experiencing both discriminations as well as observing a 

stigma against the military during their interactions with civilians in an academic setting. Connor 

relayed that he had one professor by whom he felt discriminated against because he was in the 

military, “It's almost like we were held to a different standard by this one individual faculty. It's 

almost like the anti-war movement in Vietnam, where she was just very anti-military. She let that 

be known.” But Connor did not let that affect his success. Instead, he adopted a mentality of 

perseverance, “Keep your head down, avoid the line of fire. Just, let's just get through this 

course.” Likewise, Jenkins also had some negative interactions with professors who 

discriminated against the military, “He had no care for the military people. He thought that they 

believe they were special and got special treatment. And he didn't believe in giving anybody 

special treatment whatsoever.” Jenkins felt this was a prejudiced view. “He was very adamant 

that if you were going to pursue college at all, then you better make sure that you have the time 

and zero distractions for whatever time frame that class was six to eight weeks.” This kind of 



90 
 

 

 
 

expectation would eliminate any non-traditional student from being able to successfully take the 

course, especially student veterans. “I'm like, so military can never take your class because we 

have no, no knowledge of what's going to happen today, let alone tomorrow, let alone in six to 

eight weeks.” Though Jenkins was not the only student veteran who had an issue with this 

faculty member, “The ones (students) that weren't military said, now everything seems to be 

great with the professor, whereas the ones that were in the military said that they were getting a 

lot of kickback from the professor, lower grades than they were expecting.” Jenkins and Connor 

demonstrated that even when academic interactions were negatively impacting them they could 

still adapt and overcome whatever challenges they were faced with, even discrimination. Goode 

felt that the discrimination was also a result of an uneducated opinion about veterans with PTSD, 

“Then you have the literature that demonizes them back home, that turns around and says, 

they've been in combat, they're broken, there's a chance that they're going to snap in class.”  

Similar to discrimination student veterans reported that there was a stigma that student 

veterans were not good enough for anything else which is why they joined the military. Edwards 

said, “I think there's the stigma around the military in general, that it's for failures, or you only 

joined because you were doing something wrong in your life.” Connor also stated that he had 

experienced the same perception of student veterans, “Oh, you just joined the military? Because 

it was the easy way out.” Goode also spoke about the perceptions regarding those who went into 

the military, “You're joining for one of two things, family tradition or you're trying to get out of 

your situation.” Goode also went on to explain how the legal system appears to have impacted 

this perception, “You had a judge standing there saying, okay, Mister so and so, you're going to 

jail… or down over here to MEPS and you're going to enlist for four years.” Connor felt that the 

way to solve this stigma was to improve upon faculty awareness, “I would leave that with more 
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faculty awareness…I would at least assure the veterans that you're not a failure because you're in 

the military.”  

Adapt and Overcome  

Another aspect discovered was that student veterans felt that no matter what they 

encountered they would adapt and overcome, regardless of what challenges they faced in getting 

their degree. Davis said, “A sense of community wouldn't have wouldn't have made a difference 

to me…where there wasn't any I still thrive.” If there are issues at a school or with a professor, 

student veterans said they would transfer or find a different professor. Overall, they possessed 

the grit to overcome and endure. Edwards said, “I don't think had I not had that support that I 

wouldn't have finished just because that's my own personal drive. But I would have probably not 

finished at that school.” Likewise, Connor said, “You’re gonna suck it up and power through that 

one class with that individual… power through the one class knowing that I will go out of my 

way to make sure I never have to deal with that person again.” Connor also said, “There's that 

internal compass that says succeed, I am not going to fail, I'm going to succeed.” Even when 

they were being discriminated against, Jenkins felt this professor was unfairly targeting student 

veterans. “You could tell he was not very pro-military at all. He was more or less anti-military. 

And I ended up having to get his supervisor to grant me leniency.”  

However, these student veterans would not be deterred even by discrimination. Connor 

said, “Would I let them stop me, absolutely not, there is no way I'm going to let anybody push 

me to fail, I will find a way to aggressively succeed in the face of all obstacles.” While Archer 

said, “I felt like nothing was handed to me as a veteran… It's like it was pass or fail. You 

succeed or don't succeed. Whether you’re a veteran or not.” Morris, when discussing some of the 

challenges he encountered while trying to get his degree as a Marine veteran said, “Learn to take 
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obstacles in your life…sometimes you just got to run through them and obliterate them…I think 

a better way is to learn how to take them, turn them and…twist them to your advantage.” Morris 

also said, “I learned is that no one's going to give you anything. You got to go find out a lot of 

information on your own.” Veterans have a different mentality than many civilians, which aids in 

their success in higher education.  

Positive but Inconsequential  

 There were a few participants who stated that they had some positive interactions with 

faculty and their student peers. However, these positive interactions were not very meaningful in 

relation to their overall ability to succeed. Franks said she had a few faculty and student peers 

appreciate her service, “I have some overall very positive experiences, people would always like, 

you know, thank me for my service, or actually, I think that was really it.” Archer also said, 

“They say ‘Thank you for your service.’ But other than that, my military career service was not 

brought up.” Likewise, Jenkins said something similar, “A lot of them just said thank you for 

your service, you know…the generic thing, but nobody really addressed anything.” These 

interactions also seemed to be limited to the portions of the online classes where students would 

introduce themselves. Furthermore, these interactions were limited because veterans do not like 

to flout their military service. Baker said, “Professors reach out and say Happy Veterans Day, 

thank you for your service. I mean, that's amazing… But I was never the kind of guy that wanted 

any kind of preferential treatment.” The positive interactions were relayed with some discomfort 

as many student veterans appeared uncomfortable with having attention drawn to the fact that 

they are veterans but would prefer to be treated like any other student. Davis said, “I don't want 

anyone ever treat me—to lower a standard or treat me special because I'm a veteran, I'd rather 

they treat me well, because I'm, you know, a hard worker.”  
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Outlier Data and Findings 

 There were minimal outliers found during the course of my research. The outliers were 

participants whose perceptions were different from the other participants. While the majority of 

the student veterans interviewed for this study felt that the military helped them when it came to 

their academic pursuits, not everyone agreed. 

Kline felt that her military experience was mostly negative and did not help contribute to 

her educational success. “If you did the right thing you got in trouble. Or were looked at poorly. 

And then the minute you do something wrong. You're like, hung out to dry. That was my 

experience in the military.” Kline did not have the same perception of her military service as the 

rest of the participants because she was discharged due to being diagnosed with asthma during 

her service. She spent less time in the military than everyone else, but she was still successful in 

completing her online undergraduate degree. She also possessed a similar attitude and response 

as some other veteran participants such as Connor, but Kline said, “I think it was my 

determination to prove people wrong about me. And even myself, like… nobody believes I can, 

so I will.” Her military service still gave her education benefits to use towards her bachelor’s 

degree. Additionally, she desired to overcome her adolescent years and that pushed her to 

succeed, “Determination not to let high school follow me forever.” This outlier does not change 

the primary finding that academic interactions were insignificant for the participants in my study, 

however, it does differ from the other participants' perceptions that their military service and 

training were significant in helping them succeed in higher education.  

Research Question Responses  

This section will address the central research question and the two research sub-

questions. The 13 participants provided a broad spectrum of variations of the experiences of 
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student veterans in online, undergraduate programs. These experiences helped shape our 

understanding of what contributes to the success of student veterans and what impact academic 

experiences have on online student veterans’ success. While answering the research question, 

three major themes were uncovered during the research (a) success stimulators, (b) infrastructure 

over interactions, and (c) minimal impact of interactions.  

Central Research Question 

The central research question was, “What influences the success of online student 

veterans in completing their undergraduate degrees?” Internal and external influences as well as 

the infrastructure of the school were revealed as significant influences on the successful 

outcomes of student veterans. The internal success stimulators were found when the veteran has 

something inside themselves that is driving them to succeed, whether that is overcoming the sub-

standard performance in high school or some other experience. The common factor is the need to 

be successful and it drives them to overcome their challenges. The veterans rarely attributed one 

singular source that assisted them in succeeding but rather a combination of internal and external 

supports.  

The external factors that affected the success of veterans included a person that supports 

and helps the students succeed as well as military training. Davis when discussing his ability to 

be successful said it was, “My wife…she saw the potential in me, wanted me to keep 

going…She’s the number one contributor to it.” This was a positive success contributor but 

sometimes a negative stimulator impacted success such as in the case of Harris who was pushed 

to succeed after a supervisor told him he was passed over for a promotion because he did not 

hold a degree. Harris said in regards to where he found his drive to succeed, “It was the 

motivation that I felt like I needed…It affected my promotion… Just all over prove a group of 
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people wrong about me going to school.” Some of the participants in my study cited the military 

training and mentality of treating their college courses like objectives in a military mission. 

Connor said, “Treat assignments like mission objectives, treat classes like mission objectives, 

and that's how you're going to succeed if you approach assignment like you would a military 

objective.” That military and mission mentality was cited as a reason many student veterans 

found success.  

Another factor that impacted the success of student veterans was the school’s policies and 

infrastructure that were conducive to student veterans’ success. The participants cited that they 

sought after schools that met their needs regarding cost, transfer credit, and support systems. 

When facing barriers to success in one school, student veterans were willing to transfer to 

another school that would meet their needs. Many of the participants had attended multiple 

educational institutions to meet their needs during the course of pursuing their bachelor’s 

degrees. Connor said, “That was definitely the primary factor. It was it was accessible, and it was 

affordable…it took into account military benefits.” 

Sub-Question One 

The first research sub-question was, “What are veterans’ academic interactions with non-

veteran faculty on the way to successful degree completion?” The interactions were minimal 

between student veterans and faculty members while veterans were obtaining their online, 

undergraduate degree. Student veterans did not consider their interactions significant to their 

ability to succeed. The majority of the academic interactions that were reported by student 

veterans were negative and were experiences that veterans had to overcome rather than a factor 

that would contribute to their success. However, student veterans appeared to have many 

challenges to overcome, and these negative interactions were just another one of the challenges 
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that they did not let interfere with their determination to succeed. However, some interactions 

were positive when faculty members provided substantial feedback that assisted them in their 

ability to do well in college. Connor said one professor had a positive impact on his ability to 

overcome the challenges he was facing, “The professor…she taught me how to write…was a key 

attribute in getting through my undergraduate program.” However, Connor said, “We have this 

wiring in his DNA to succeed. We're not gonna whine about it. We're gonna put our heads down, 

and we're gonna do it.” While positive interactions can be helpful, they were not imperative to 

their success.  

Sub-Question Two 

The second research sub-question was, “What are veterans’ academic interactions with 

non-veteran students on the way to successful degree completion?” The interactions were limited 

to discussion posts and the few group projects that were required by some courses. Student 

veterans did not seek out additional opportunities to interact with their fellow peers and only 

interacted when it was mandated by their college course. The interactions were insignificant and 

varied with some positive and some negative interactions. Ultimately, student veterans felt that 

their fellow peers had no significance on their ability to be successful.  

Summary 

This chapter allowed the student veterans who were participants in my study to tell their 

experiences regarding their ability to complete an online, undergraduate degree successfully. The 

participants were varied providing a more extensive scope of perceptions relating to the student 

veteran experience of obtaining their bachelor’s degree. These perceptions showed that veterans 

had influences on their success that were both internal and external. The perceptions also showed 

that schools could influence success by having a conducive infrastructure in place to assist in that 
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success. Ultimately, the study showed that veterans did not find their academic interactions, 

whether with faculty or student peers, to have any significant impact on their success.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION 

Overview 

My qualitative study was conducted with 13 student veteran participants who 

successfully completed their online, undergraduate degrees. This study was designed to give 

student veterans a voice to articulate what they felt contributed to their success. This chapter 

discusses the findings of the study and how those findings should be utilized within the policies 

and practices of higher education institutions. Next, I discuss the theoretical and empirical 

implications of my research as well as the limitations and delimitations of my study. Finally, I 

conclude the chapter by discussing my recommendations for future research and addressing gaps 

in our understanding of student veteran success and academic interactions.  

Discussion  

 By understanding what contributes to student veteran success those in academia can 

examine whether or not the factors contributing to success are missing from the 28% of student 

veterans who are not successful in completing their degrees (Cate et al., 2017). Because 72% of 

student veterans are successful, I focused my research on discovering what student veterans 

attributed to their success (Cate et al., 2017). Since the Post-9/11 GI Bill can offer full tuition 

coverage depending on the eligibility of the veteran, the potential payout per veteran could 

exceed $200,000 (Castleman et al., 2019). Considering the amount of money invested in military 

education benefits, higher education institutions should ensure they have policies and programs 

in place that are conducive to their success.  

 The participants in my research represented the student veteran population that graduated 

with an online undergraduate degree. Some of the participants were still on active duty when 

they completed their degrees, while other participants finished their degrees after they completed 
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their military service. The participants in my study revealed the factors that contributed to their 

success which can be used by colleges and universities when designing military-friendly 

policies.  

Interpretation of Findings 

During my research, I interviewed 13 participants from 12 different colleges and 

universities. While their perception of their success alluded to elements that contribute to helping 

student veterans succeed, academic interactions were reported as having a minimal effect on 

their ability to graduate. The participants in my study felt their internal drive to be successful as 

well as external stimulators and college infrastructure supports were cited as helpful for 

supporting their success. Academic interactions were significant for my participants because they 

experienced negative interactions through discrimination and an overall lack of feedback from 

professors. Clearly, these academic interactions, with both professors and peers, did not 

influence veteran success.  

Summary of Thematic Findings 

  During the data collection, I interviewed 13 participants and conducted two focus groups 

to gather information regarding the student veteran experience of an online undergraduate 

program. The interviews and focus groups were transcribed while using the data management 

and initial coding procedures and data reduction recommended by Coffee and Atkinson (1996). I 

then reviewed the transcript and used the open coding methods before I went into descriptive and 

interpretive coding (Saldaña, 2021). The codes fell into several categories: (a) internal factors, 

(b) external factors, (c) school support, (d) military training, (e) negative interactions (f) positive 

interactions (g) lack of interactions. I took these categories and organized them into three 

themes: (a) the success stimulators, (b) influential infrastructure, and (c) minimal impact of 
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interactions. Many of the categories that I found fit under more than one theme and they 

intermingled.  

 The three major themes of my research support the validity of Vacchi’s Conceptual 

Model of Student Veteran Support (Vacchi, et al., 2017). Where Vacchi found four significant 

elements, my research uncovered only three factors that impacted success. I also followed the 

scholarship of Bean and Metzner (1985) and Weidman (1989), as did Vacchi, making the 

horizontal axis the more significant elements of student veteran success.  

Figure 5 

Verlander’s Conceptual Model of Online Student Veteran Success 
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obstacles they faced. This insinuates that there are internal factors that successful student 

veterans may possess which aid them in being successful more than any other external factor 

either negative or positive. As Davis said the sense of community can be established through 

positive academic interactions, which was ultimately unnecessary because he would have thrived 

regardless. Similarly, Edwards said that it was her personal drive that made her finish school. 

Connor felt his internal drive would allow him to power through any situation and he would not 

let anyone stop him from finishing his degree. These testaments are an indication of an internal 

drive and grit that allows student veterans to power through their circumstances whether positive 

or negative in order to achieve their goals. The participants showed they could adapt and 

overcome regardless of their academic interactions; if they were focused on finishing their 

undergraduate degree, they would find a way to accomplish it and be successful.  

The external success stimulator most often cited by the participants as significant was 

their military training. The participants felt their military training had provided them with a 

mission focus that allowed them to treat their courses like missions in order to successfully 

complete them. Davis said, “planning backwards and, you know, figuring out your timeline and 

figuring out when you can't do things and making up for it, you know, just in your own schedule. 

That's a mission-oriented approach.” Edwards stated something similar, “the military, they 

really, like, train you to be mission-minded. Um, I think I would really tell them to kind of think 

of it as a mission like, hey, you've got you got stuff to complete, complete it.” The military 

training they received gave them the tools they needed to be successful in an online 

undergraduate program. Additionally, some participants felt they had a person who stimulated 

their success such as a spouse or family member. Student veterans perceived these as significant 
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enough in contributing to their success and when asked what they felt influenced their success 

they listed these internal and external factors.  

Military Friendly Infrastructure. When higher education institutions have policies in 

place designed to attract and assist student veterans, it can impact their ability to be successful 

and reach their undergraduate education goals. Schools that offer transfer credit for military 

service and training and offices that have trained personnel and are equipped to process the 

military education benefits can impact student veteran success. These were important 

infrastructures that student veterans sought before choosing a school to attend. My research 

upheld a previous study showing that the students enrolling in online programs often seek 

flexibility and convenience (Pastore & Carr-Chellman, 2009). The research indicates internal and 

external factors as well as sufficient infrastructure can provide a combination of factors 

necessary to build a successful framework necessary for veterans to succeed. Participants 

indicated their desire to find programs that were conducive to their success and attributed more 

significance to the infrastructure than the academic interactions. However, as mentioned 

previously by Edwards and Connor, if they found that the school they were attending did not 

have the infrastructure they desired, then they would transfer to a school or program with 

sufficient infrastructure.  

Academic Interactions. The research indicated interactions between student veterans, 

civilian faculty and peer students were minimal and had no significant effect on their success. 

Academic interactions had some impact on the student but not to the extent that it impacted their 

ability to succeed. Whether the interactions were negative or positive the student veterans were 

going to succeed regardless. The interactions are still significant since discrimination can often 

have other negative effects on veterans (Alshuler & Yarab, 2018; Borsari et al., 2017; Graf et al., 
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2015; Kato et al., 2016; McAndrew et al., 2019; Starr-Glass, 2013; Vest, 2013). While veterans 

like Davis and Jenkins experienced negative academic interactions and endured discrimination, 

they did not let it impact their ability to be successful. Edwards and Connor spoke directly about 

the issue of negative academic interactions. They stated they would transfer to another class with 

a different professor or even a different school if they needed to in order to graduate.  

Students like Harris experienced professors who had negative and inaccurate perceptions 

of military service and the requirements of that service. Occasionally, these professors allowed 

those negative perceptions to influence their academic interactions, which would not have kept 

Harris from graduating. However, it made his experience more difficult. “They couldn't hurt me 

anymore because I was determined already (to succeed).” Even when the professor’s ignorance 

and intolerance for military service impacted his grades, it did not impact his ability to succeed. 

In contrast, Connor also had a professor who ultimately had a positive impact on him and helped 

him improve his writing skills. Even with the positive interactions from professors granting 

extensions and assisting them, student veterans did not attribute that assistance to influencing 

their ability to succeed. While fewer participants reported having positive interactions most 

interactions were neutral and therefore not instrumental in their ability to graduate with their 

degrees. 

Implications for Policy or Practice 

 The research conducted in my study is beneficial and necessary to the field of academia 

in order to provide a clearer picture of online student veteran success and the factors that 

influence their ability to graduate. Education benefits for service members have encouraged 

nearly 70% of veterans to use their education benefits to achieve an undergraduate degree (About 

GI Bill Benefits, 2020; Vacchi & Berger, 2014). While reports are inconsistent, one study has 
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cited nearly 90% of student veterans attend online or hybrid programs (Bailey et al., 2019). With 

the majority of student veterans attending online programs and a significant amount of the 

research conducted on student veterans focusing on those in residential programs, it was 

necessary to examine exclusively online students. A better understanding of the factors making 

online undergraduate student veterans successful can help those within academia understand and 

improve existing policies and practices, creating a more conducive environment for student 

veteran success.  

Implications for Policy 

 The implications of my research are instrumental to helping higher education institutions 

apply meaningful and effective programs to help online, undergraduate student veterans be 

successful. The policies that are implemented by the school are significant in whether a student 

veteran chooses that school to attend. Student veterans indicated that part of their ability to be 

successful was based on the choices they made in choosing a school and a program. Veterans 

indicated they sought a school aligning with their education goals. The student veterans in my 

study were searching for schools offering course credit for their military training and experience 

as well as a school with supporting departments trained to process military education benefits. 

My study implies educational institutions can make an impact on online student veteran success 

by providing programs and policies that are designed to meet the needs of online student 

veterans. While some colleges and universities may provide a variety of policies designed to help 

student veterans be successful, veterans participating in my research indicated only a few 

policies contributed to their ability to be successful. The policies my participants indicated as 

beneficial were transfer credit for their military service, offices or personnel sufficiently trained 
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in working with their education, and the ability to submit coursework early or late due to the 

requirements of military service or the nature of being a non-traditional student.  

Implications for Practice 

 The schools may implement policies and enforce practices conducive to student veteran 

success, but many educational institutions still leave a significant amount of control over the 

student’s success to the professors. Students reported avoiding professors who were ignorant of 

the military requirements which made their educational experience more difficult. Educating 

faculty on the challenges and needs of student veterans could prevent some of these negative 

interactions. Professors who create their own rules regarding when work is accepted and who 

tend to refuse extensions and early work due to scheduling conflicts, is a practice contributing to 

more obstacles for a student veteran to overcome in order to complete their degree. Additionally, 

higher education institutions should have policies and practices in place showing how to report 

and discipline professors who are defying the previously established military-friendly policies 

founded by the school or university.  

 Furthermore, the participants in my study reported a negative interaction resulting from 

minimal feedback from their professors when they desired more from them. This contributed to 

student veterans feeling frustrated and lacking knowledge on how to improve. Higher education 

institutions need to set clear policies on practices for professors to ensure they provide ample 

quality feedback to students. Better quality feedback ensures students have clear expectations 

and instructions regarding the expectations for them during their coursework. Previous research 

has indicated the importance of feedback in improving student performance in online programs 

(Wang et al., 2022). Without sufficient feedback, students are left unsure of ways in which they 

could improve their performance. Military service provides veterans with clear indicators of 
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service members’ performance and ways they need to improve (Caforio, 2006). It is beneficial 

for all online learners of higher education institutions to implement practices requiring quality 

feedback for all online students.  

 As I have indicated previously, there are obstacles to conducting more research on 

student veterans due to a lack of data capture from higher education institutions. Practices 

moving forward could change and improve the field of academia by expanding the information 

gathered on their student veterans. This would allow researchers to utilize the quantitative data to 

understand more about student veterans and their successes within higher education. 

Furthermore, additional data could provide individual institutions with the ability to design 

programs, both online and residential, better suited to their student veteran population.  

Theoretical and Empirical Implications 

Both Schlossberg (2011) and Tinto (1975) felt that academic interactions were a crucial 

aspect of success for non-traditional students in particular, student veterans. My research 

contradicts the assertions previously proposed by Schlossberg (2011) and Tinto (1975) because it 

demonstrates that community and academic interactions were not vital in order for online student 

veterans to be successful. While Vacchi’s research shows that academic interactions hold more 

significance in residential programs my research has demonstrated that online student veterans 

did not feel as though the academic interactions impacted their ability to be successful. During 

my research, I asked them specifically what they felt had an impact on their success, and they 

attributed their success to internal factors and external influences, but they did not attribute their 

success to academic interactions. One participant, Edwards, said, “I wouldn't say there wasn't 

like something that was…you know, this is awesome. This is great. This is a great connection. 

This is a mentor, future mentor, etc. So neutral.” Furthermore, when asked specifically about 
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academic interactions the majority of my participants felt they were overall negative because 

they experienced either discrimination or an overall lack of interactions with their professors. 

Many of the veterans I interviewed stated that these interactions while minimal and infrequent, 

were not a priority because my participants did not have the time to invest in those interactions 

as they were already struggling to find the time and balance their jobs, families, and schoolwork.  

My research works in conjunction with Astin’s I-E-O model (1984) and Vacchi’s 

Conceptual Student Veteran Support Model (2017) despite my focus on online student veterans 

as opposed to residential students, which were the focus of Astin’s and Vacchi’s research. My 

research fills gaps in the existing literature regarding student veterans by focusing exclusively on 

successful online undergraduate veterans. Vacchi’s research showed that student veterans 

perceived a significant impact by academic interactions in a residential program, whereas my 

research shows that academic interactions have a minimal impact on overall success in online 

programs. Because I narrowed my research to only online student veterans it provides additional 

empirical implications because academic interactions had minimal impact on their success 

whereas previous research has indicated that they were more impactful in residential programs 

(Vacchi et al., 2017).  

It is evident from these research studies that there are differences between online and 

residential students and the factors facilitating their success. Questions remain whether the needs 

are different because of the individual or the program. More research is needed in order to fully 

understand the differences between residential and online programs and the correlation to 

academic interactions. The variation of impacts of academic interactions demonstrates that a 

perfect formula for student success does not exist but rather lies in a framework that is tailored to 

the needs of the individual students.  
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My research supports Astin’s I-E-O model because it reinforces the theory that there are 

internal inputs contributing to a successful outcome. The research I conducted fits within Astin’s 

model and is demonstrated in the figure below. My research found a combination of factors 

contributing to a successful outcome. The inputs were the participants’ own internal drive and 

grit combined with the environmental impacts of the external stimulators of their military 

training along with the school’s infrastructure that pushed them to a positive outcome.  

A noteworthy finding in my research was the difference in the perceptions of academic 

interactions for online students as opposed to residential students. There are more academic 

interactions in a residential program than in an online program. Goode relayed how he noticed a 

difference between the academic interactions with residential and online students and felt they 

were different because the faculty were more willing to mentor those who were enrolled in a 

residential program. Goode said, “You're no longer being treated the same and that aspect of it 

because you don't have that mentor relationship that you that most traditional students end up 

getting through their traditional time on campus.” Consequently, both online and residential 

student veterans have been studied independently, however, more research will be necessary to 

completely understand the different dynamics of academic interactions between online and 

residential programs.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

 My qualitative phenomenological study had limitations and delimitations. The limitations 

were weaknesses in my study that were impossible for me to control. A limitation of my study 

was the small sample size. There were only 13 participants with 12 different educational 

institutions represented as schools the student veterans graduated from with their online 

undergraduate degrees. My study does not encompass the experiences and perceptions of all 



109 
 

 

 
 

online student veterans who successfully completed their undergraduate degrees. My research 

was also limited by the academic institutions represented as they do not represent the experiences 

of student veterans who attended different academic institutions.  

 The delimitations were the decisions I made with the purposeful intent to limit my study. 

A delimitation I chose focused on online student veterans instead of student veterans who 

attended a residential program. I purposefully decided to limit my study to online students 

because more student veterans attend online programs than residential programs (Bailey et al., 

2019). Another delimitation was the focus on student veterans who successfully completed their 

degrees as opposed to those who were not successful in completing their degrees. I purposefully 

chose this delimitation since most student veterans successfully completed their undergraduate 

degrees, which gave me a broader pool of participants (Cate et al., 2017).  

Recommendations for Future Research 

The information from the student veteran participants in my study revealed a gap in the 

literature regarding the experiences of successful online undergraduate students. However, my 

study also discovered additional literature gaps needing to be addressed in future academic 

studies. More research is necessary to understand whether the motivators of student veterans who 

attend online are significantly different from veterans who attend residentially and whether this 

impacts their success. If the motivations for attending online compared to residential are different 

it could indicate why academic interactions impact differently between residential and online 

students.   

Another focus for future research should be on whether the quality of academic 

interactions impacts student veterans who have not been successful. All of the participants in my 

study reported that interactions were minimal. However, could improving and increasing 
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interactions impact student veterans who otherwise would not have succeeded? More research is 

needed to determine what kind of impact academic interactions have on student veteran success. 

Since most of the interactions were negative and my participants were ultimately able to succeed, 

my research leaves the question as to whether some academic interactions could be a barrier to 

success for the 28% of veterans who fail. The student veterans I interviewed were going to be 

successful as a result of the combination of external and internal influences along with a school 

with sufficient infrastructure for their success. Also, do hybrid programs provide more tools by 

providing the flexibility and convenience of some online courses and the more impactful 

academic interactions in the residential courses? More research is necessary to provide more 

information regarding the factors in which online and residential programs differ and how they 

ultimately impact student veteran learning and overall success.  

  Another focus for future research could be a meta-analysis of the existing transcripts 

collected by researchers that were not used for published research. The extraneous data that has 

been unused could provide a plethora of information regarding the experiences of student 

veterans. Much of the data I collected was unable to be used in my study but holds interesting 

information regarding veterans’ experiences in online undergraduate programs. Furthermore, 

future studies could utilize the notes and memos written by the researchers to explore 

information used in the published studies. Finding participants for research studies can be 

difficult (Ellard-Gray et al., 2015). However, during this phase of my research, I was able to 

gather participants quickly and had no issue finding veterans willing to participate in the study. 

The veterans were also open and responsive to the questions. Further study could examine 

whether there is a lack of connection among veterans once they leave the military community 

and re-enter civilian life. There needs to be an examination of whether veterans feel they lack the 
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connection they experienced in the military community which could indicate something veterans 

may want or need but struggle to obtain in a civilian community.  

 Furthermore, it is worth noting that veterans sought out programs with an existing 

infrastructure conducive to facilitating their success. Future research should include a study 

examining the success rates among online student veterans in various of colleges and 

universities. This would explore the different infrastructure and policies in place for veterans and 

how it affects their success. However, these studies could be complex considering many 

institutions do not capture some of the data necessary to conduct this type of study. The gap in 

literature could be addressed by finding student veterans who did not successfully complete their 

online undergraduate degree and determining what infrastructure support systems were not there, 

which could have potentially helped them be successful. Additionally, more data capture could 

provide more information on whether student veterans who attend residential programs are more 

successful than veterans who attend online programs.  

Conclusion  

 The goal of my research was to discover additional information as to what contributed to 

the success of student veterans in online undergraduate degrees. After interviewing 13 veterans 

of varying genders, ethnicities, and branches of the military I discovered that my participants 

attributed their success to their internal grit and personal drive to be successful, as well as their 

military training and family support. The internal and external motivators, combined with a 

conducive infrastructure at a college or university provided the framework necessary for that 

veteran to be successful. While I inquired about their academic interactions, I found they were 

minimal and often discriminatory. However, student veterans were able to adapt and overcome 

and be successful in completing their degrees. More research is needed to completely understand 
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why student veterans find minimal impacts of academic interactions whereas residential student 

veterans felt it was more significant. My research study was conducted in hopes that more 

understanding of student veteran success would be used by academia to better serve those who 

served our country.   
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