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In 2010 the American taxpayers spent $697 million educating veterans under the 

provisions of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (commonly referred to as the GI Bill). 

Most veterans begin their college education at a community college. However, the number of 

veterans succeeding in community colleges is exceedingly low. Based on the percentage of 

veterans earning a degree, a professional certificate, or transferring to a four-year college, most 

estimates indicate that less than half will succeed. Four-year colleges, universities, and 

community colleges have undertaken a number of specific educational reforms and implemented 

multiple support activities that positively contribute to veterans’ education success. While some 

of the methodologies enhance veterans’ success, still too many veterans are not achieving their 

educational goals. Toward this end, additional educational approaches need to be identified.  

Thus, knowing the success veterans have experienced using a “team-centric” or cohort 

philosophy in the military, the purpose of this study was to examine veteran students’ 

perceptions of a cohort learning model as a potential positive contributor to their persistence and 

success at community colleges. 



 

  

 

The theoretical framework for this study relied upon self-determination theory in the 

context of veteran students’ team-centric military training experience. A major tenet of self-

determination theory asserts that satisfying the psychological needs of competence, autonomy, 

and relatedness lead to increased motivation and, ultimately, greater persistence and success. As 

such, these elements are inherent to the nature of a cohort model and traditional military training 

philosophy.  

This study used a qualitative approach with direct interviews of 17 veteran students 

enrolled in veterans’ specific cohort programs at two community colleges. The interviews were 

structured to identify which elements of the military’s team centric or cohort training model 

veteran students perceived transfer to their community college experience, and if implemented, 

could aid their efforts to persist and eventually succeed in their educational pursuits. Interviews 

were conducted using a semi-structured interview protocol. Veteran student responses were then 

transcribed verbatim and coded to identify categories supporting four overarching themes: 

 Motivation 

 Non-Traditional Students 

 Military Veteran Traits and Skills 

 Benefits of and Desire for More Veteran Cohort Classes 

 

The striking similarities in veteran students’ responses at both colleges were indicative of 

saturation and strongly favored the cohort model as a vehicle for their success. Thus, elements of 

increased motivation, self-confidence, competence, and autonomy were evident. Camaraderie 

and mutual support among the veteran students were the strongest data points from the 

interviews that supported the self-determination theory concept of relatedness as an enabler of 

motivation.  



 

  

 

Ultimately, veteran students believed that elements of their team-centric military training 

experience were transferrable to the academic environment via the cohort model and that this 

cohort approach helped them persist in community college. This research provides data for 

community college leadership to contemplate as they consider options to enhance veteran student 

success and validate the significant taxpayer investment in veterans’ education.  
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Chapter One: Focus and Significance 

In 2010 U.S. taxpayers spent $697 million to support GI Bill funding for 203,790 

American veterans to pursue higher education (at public or private institutions) to earn a degree 

or to receive professional training for selected technical career opportunities (Steinberg, 

Armstrong, & Zoli, 2011). The number of veterans who graduated with degrees or attained 

professional certificates has not been closely tracked; however, this percentage is generally 

thought to be exceedingly low. A report in the Huffington Post estimated dropout rates among 

veteran students at 88% (Wood, 2012). Additionally, U.S. News cited a report from a Colorado 

Workforce Development Council study that estimated only three percent of veterans attending 

U.S. colleges will graduate (Briggs, 2012). However, a collaborative study by Student Veterans 

of America, the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), and the National Student 

Clearinghouse reviewed over 800,000 veteran records between 2002 and 2013 and found veteran 

student completion rates to be as high as 51.7% (Zoroya, 2014). Despite the disparity in 

completion data, even a more substantial completion rate of 51.7% still lags behind the rate for 

traditional students of 59% (Zoroya, 2014).  

The Veterans Affairs Administration recognizes that the retention and graduation rates 

for veterans must be increased. In 2011, then Veterans Affairs Secretary Eric Shinseki spoke at 

Rhode Island Community College and stressed to the veteran students that their mission had to 

include graduation (Horton, 2011). The Office of Management and Budget (n.d.) reported in the 

fiscal year 2012 budget that over 500,000 veterans and their families were expected to receive 

almost $8.5 billion in tuition, fees, housing, and stipend benefits resulting predominantly from the 

Post-9/11 GI Bill. The enormity of this funding has increased pressure on the VA from both the 
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private and public sectors to provide increased accountability regarding the taxpayers’ return on 

its investment in veterans’ education. 

Colleges and universities are embarking on initiatives designed to increase veteran 

success on college campuses. The American Council on Education (ACE) (2012) developed a 

list of support activities that colleges and universities can establish to aid veteran students. The 

ACE research indicated that these initiatives are contributing to veterans’ success rates on 

college campuses (Carr, 2010; O’Herrin, 2011; Sander, 2012; Steele, Salcedo, & Coley, 2010; 

Zinger & Cohen, 2010). One of these initiatives is the development of “veterans only” courses or 

“cohorts.” This initiative is used as a means for easing veteran students’ transitions to higher 

education. However, a review of the literature on veterans’ cohort models yielded little research 

analyzing veteran students’ perceptions of the benefits and disadvantages with using a cohort 

model to enhance performance and completion at either four-year colleges or community 

colleges. Because so many veterans begin their college education at community colleges 

(Grasgreen, 2012), this qualitative study focused on the cohort model concept as an enabler to 

veteran students’ academic success at these institutions. For purposes of this study, success is 

defined by the student earning a degree, a professional certificate, or transfer to a four-year 

institution.   

This study utilized the tenets of self-determination theory in the context of the military 

“team-centric” training philosophy as a framework for understanding veteran students’ 

motivations and factors that enhance their performance and persistence at community colleges. 

Thus, self-determination theory was useful as a framework because it focuses on satisfying the 

psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness as contributors to improved 
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performance and success (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991; Ryan & 

Deci, 2000).    

The U.S. military has historically used, with great success, the team-centric or cohort 

model for training its members and continues to use this model today (U.S. Army Training and 

Doctrine Command, 2011). The elements of autonomy, competence, and relatedness as self-

determination theory components are common themes in the military training model. This study 

sought to understand how these elements, in the context of military training philosophy, could 

appeal to veteran students as a model for enhancing their success in community colleges via a 

veterans’-specific cohort approach to their learning. 

Definitions of Key Terms  

Cohort. Spaid and Duff (2009) identified a typical cohort as a group of 10–30 students 

who start an educational program at the same time and continue the pursuit of that program 

together in that same group. The cohort concept will be further elaborated upon in the following 

section. 

Veteran. The term “veteran” means, “a person who served in the active military, naval, 

or air service, and who was discharged or released therefrom under conditions other than 

dishonorable (38 U.S.C. § 101, 2009).” The VA relies on additional criteria such as length, time, 

and character of service to determine a percentage or full eligibility for veterans’ benefits and, 

most recently, includes provisions for National Guard and Reserve personnel (Szymendera, 

2012). This study considered the input from all veterans regardless of length of service or 

percentage of VA benefit eligibility.     
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Purpose of the Study 

The low success rates for veteran students pursuing higher education is a focus of 

extensive study, most notably since the implementation of the Post-9/11 GI Bill in August 2009 

(U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, n.d.-b). ACE has served as a leader in developing 

recommendations for veterans’ success on college campuses. In 2012 the council published its 

Toolkit for Veteran Friendly Institutions containing a collection of recommendations for 

veterans’ success on college campuses. These recommendations provide a baseline for 

understanding possible veterans’ success strategies on community college campuses based on 

select colleges’ preliminary research. The toolkit also outlines recommendations such as top-

down involvement, establishment of a veteran services officer and a dedicated veteran space on 

campus, faculty training, student veterans’ organizations, and mental health counseling as 

positive measures that institutions can implement to enhance veterans’ persistence and success 

(ACE, 2012). The concept of instituting specific classes (i.e., courses) for veterans is mentioned 

as an option only briefly, and few of the colleges ACE surveyed are instituting this practice. 

Even though few colleges are implementing this option, it is understood that traditional training 

for veterans during their service career emphasizes a cohort model.     

   Veterans undergo training using a cohort model from the beginning of their military 

careers (Faris, 2000). Thus, military personnel learn early that they are part of a team and that 

success is dependent upon their individual performance and relationship with fellow personnel. 

The team concept is the backbone of military operations, and that concept is germane to all 

facets of military training. Typically, if team members struggle with assigned duties and 

responsibilities, their fellow soldiers, sailors, airmen, or marines band together to enable 

completion of the mission (Perry, 1998). The strong focus on team concepts and group success 
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common throughout military training doctrine and philosophy serves as part of a theoretical 

framework for applying these same concepts to veteran students’ learning on community college 

campuses. Knowing that military personnel are trained using a cohort model underscores the 

importance of conducting research to examine if a cohort model is useful in promoting veterans’ 

overall success in community colleges.  

Because so many veterans begin their college experience at community colleges, this 

study examined veteran students’ perceptions of a cohort model that can enhance learning and 

contribute to their persistence and success. Toward this end, this qualitative research served to 

populate the literature on the cohort model as a potential best practice for veteran students and to 

inform community colleges of the value veterans place on this learning method.  

Research Questions 

 Self-determination theory focuses on satisfying competence, autonomy, and relatedness 

that are critical psychological needs to improving performance and success (Deci & Ryan, 2008; 

Deci et al., 1991; Ryan & Deci, 2000). The research questions used in this study were structured 

to address whether or not the team-centric or cohort method for training/learning familiar to 

veterans would satisfy those elements of self-determination theory. The research questions and 

rationale for selection were as follows: 

1. What elements of self-determination theory support the notion that a cohort approach for 

learning will enhance veteran students’ success in community colleges? 

Rationale: As a central tenet of self-determination theory, Deci et al. (1991) stressed that 

satisfying the psychological needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness is focal to 

improved performance and success. It was anticipated that the concept of relatedness, in 

particular, would likely appeal to veteran students as a preferred element for addressing the 
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challenges inherent in higher education. These elements of self-determination theory were also 

used to guide the data analysis gathered via student interviews. 

2. What elements of the military’s team-centric or cohort training model do veteran students 

perceive contributed to their psychological needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness? 

3. How can the elements of the military cohort training method that addresses the psychological 

needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness be transferred to the community college 

environment and, will this aid the veteran students’ efforts to persist and eventually succeed in 

their educational pursuits? 

Rationale: Throughout their military service, veterans’ training was predominantly cohort based 

where teamwork and mission accomplishment were routinely stressed. The tenets of self-

determination theory are central components of the military’s team-centric or cohort approach to 

training/learning. As such, a foundational element of this study was to determine whether veteran 

students believed this method was valued and desired when transferring to the community 

college environment.  

Significance of the Research 

This research was significant for a number of reasons. First, the United States needs 

workers, informed citizens, and leaders with sufficient knowledge and skills to address the 

challenges and opportunities inherent in a globally interconnected economy. In California alone 

veterans make up 42% of the community college population focused on learning these skills 

(Foundation for California Community Colleges, 2014). Nationally, veterans make up 4% of the 

total community college enrollment (American Association of Community Colleges, 2014). The 

veteran services officer at the pacific coast campus who participated in this study reported that 

220 veterans are using their GI Bill benefits on campus and estimated that 300-400 are not. The 
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current enrollment at this college is just over 16,000, so the veteran population is approximately 

3%. Second, given the level of resources provided by the American taxpayer for veterans’ 

education and the value community colleges bring to the community, a need exists to ensure that 

best practices related to veterans’ success in this academic venue are being examined. Third, 

there is a scarcity of scholarly work related to the cohort learning model as an enabler of 

veterans’ educational success in community colleges. Each of these reasons is discussed in 

further detail below. 

Need for knowledgeable workers. In a speech at the White House Summit on 

Community Colleges, Dr. Jill Biden stated the following:  

Community colleges are absolutely critical to reaching this goal [to lead the world 

in the percentage of our citizens with a college degree], and to ensuring our 

country’s economic prosperity in the future. That is why the President has also 

challenged all of us to graduate an additional 5 million community college 

graduates by 2020 (The White House, Office of the Press Secretary, 2010, para. 

10).   

 

Given the enormity of dedicated funding to veteran education programs, there is an inherent 

expectation that veterans are intended to compose a high percentage of these additional graduates 

to which the President referred. Community college enrollment nationally has been on a decline 

since 2010, but recent data published by the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center 

indicated that the overall enrollment decline at community colleges has begun a reversal from the 

low of 3.8% in spring 2013 to 2.7% in spring 2014. The enrollment for students over 24 years 

old for the same time period has continued to decline by 6% (Fain, 2014). However, largely as a 

result of the Post-9/11 GI Bill, enrollment data for veteran students have increased over the same 

period. Of 690 institutions surveyed, the average number of veteran student enrollments has 

increased from 156 in 2009 to 370 in 2012 (Grasgreen, 2012).   
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A data point with implications for the veteran population on community college 

campuses is that the United States will be short 1.5 million workers with bachelor’s degrees or 

higher-level work in 2020 (Manyika et al., 2011). In support of this requirement, the National 

Science Foundation (2013) conducted a workshop specifically focused on recruiting veterans for 

engineering and related career fields. Consequently, not only is it essential that veterans 

complete their associate degrees, but a high percentage of them need to continue on and earn a 

four-year degree as well. With this looming gap in educational competencies, continued research 

into best practices that support veteran student success will remain critical for the foreseeable 

future.    

Understanding return on education investment. The taxpayer has equity in the success 

of veteran education and training received from community colleges. The U.S. Department of 

Education’s National Center for Education Statistics (2008) reported that state and local 

government agencies are the primary funding source for community colleges, and in 2004-2005, 

38% of revenues came from state funding, 20% from local funding, 15% from federal funding, 

only 17% from student tuition and fees, and finally 10% from other sources. With such a high 

percentage of funding coming from the state and local level, coupled with federal funding 

supporting veterans’ education programs, taxpayers have an expectation that community colleges 

are employing the best practices to support veteran student success.   

Taxpayer funding that benefits veteran students attending community colleges is 

essentially an investment. In a report that analyzed the investment effectiveness of community 

and technical colleges, Robison and Christophersen (2004) found that, nationally, the economy is 

directly affected by the presence of community colleges via their day-to-day operations (i.e., jobs 

and earnings for the staff and faculty) and from the students who enter the workforce with 
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greater skills. This, in turn, equates to higher income, more consumer spending, and a higher tax 

benefit to the state, not to mention the immediate community. Robison and Christophersen 

quantified these effects and found that, when totaled, community and technical colleges added 

nearly $31 billion to the U.S. gross domestic product. These institutions also provided an 

associated social savings, as higher education typically leads to healthier lifestyles and less 

unemployment, from reduced welfare requirements, alcohol and drug dependency programs, and 

incarcerations totaling nearly $4.5 billion. When compared to the investment costs noted above, 

the economic benefit from community colleges to the community at large far outweighed the 

costs incurred. Additionally, a community college or technical college graduate (associate 

degree) will earn approximately $9K/year, more than high school graduates, and will typically 

enjoy improved health (Robison & Christophersen, 2004). With these statistics in mind, it is 

important for community colleges to ensure that they are providing the best possible 

opportunities for veteran students’ success on their campuses.   

Need for additional research. The literature is void of qualitative studies that evaluate 

veterans’ perceptions of a cohort learning model as an enabler for their success. By conducting 

in-depth interviews of veteran students enrolled in a veterans’ cohort program at community 

colleges, this study sought to enhance the available scholarship in this area and evaluate the 

results as a potential best practice for veteran education policy. This study also provided a 

starting point for further research regarding the cohort learning model as a contributor toward 

veterans’ success at community colleges.   

Chapter Summary 

 Despite the extensive taxpayer funding afforded by the GI Bill, success rates for veteran 

students in community colleges (measured by completion of a certificate program, graduation, or 



10 

 

 

transfer to a four-year institution) remain low. Thus, in order to meet the President’s goals for 

escalated graduation rates, veteran students need to increase their success rates at community 

colleges in particular. Toward this end, the purpose of this study was to examine veteran 

students’ perceptions of a cohort learning model as a contributor to their persistence and success 

at community colleges. The research questions for this study were as follows:  

1. What elements of self-determination theory support the notion that a cohort approach to 

learning will enhance veteran students’ success in community colleges? 

2. What elements of the military’s team-centric or cohort training model do veteran students 

perceive contributed to their psychological needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness? 

3. How can the elements of the military cohort training method that addresses the psychological 

needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness be transferred to the community college 

environment, and will this aid the veteran students’ efforts to persist and eventually succeed in 

their educational pursuits? 

This study is significant for the following reasons. First, the success rates for veteran 

students must increase, and determining what can enhance their success rates is a crucial 

question. Second, an abundance of federal funding is being directed toward veteran students via 

the GI Bill. Thus, it is imperative for community colleges to understand the veteran students’ 

perceptions of which programs or support initiatives offer them the best opportunity to persist 

and succeed. Third, there is an absence of scholarly literature that specifically addresses veteran 

students’ perception of a cohort learning model as an enabler of their success in community 

colleges. Several programs are being instituted at community college campuses that are tailored 

toward veteran students, but no research has been discovered that captures the veteran students’ 

sentiment toward the cohort learning approach. 
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The next chapter summarizes the existing literature as it relates to addressing the present 

study’s overall purpose and frames a response to the research questions.   
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature 

 The purpose of this literature review was to gain an understanding of the prevailing 

research and scholarship surrounding the impact of cohort learning on persistence and success 

for veteran students in community colleges. Additionally, this literature review provided the 

necessary foundation to address the research questions and guide the conduct of the actual 

research project. This chapter begins with a description of the literature review approach and the 

ensuing key focus areas this review uncovered. It also notes any exclusions to the literature 

review and expands upon the identified themes.  

Approach to the Literature Review 

Throughout this literature review, the predominant source used was the Oregon State 

University Library 1 Search tool with peer-reviewed journals selected as a primary element of 

the search parameters. Also utilized were the ERIC database, Google Scholar, and EBSCOhost. 

The keywords used throughout the research were as follows: veterans’ education, veterans’ 

success, learning communities, cohort model for education, GI Bill, self-determination theory, 

and military training philosophy. Use of these keywords or combinations of them revealed that 

the majority of study into veterans’ education is fairly recent. Many of these studies focused on 

the utilization and administration of the GI Bill, to include relatively new practices and policies 

that are designed to support veteran students. However, no qualitative research was discovered 

that was dedicated to evaluating a cohort model for veteran students as an enabler for their 

persistence and success. The cohort concept is occasionally found bundled within these best 

practices for veterans’ success, but the cohort concept has not received specific attention. 

Conspicuously absent from the literature is any study of the veteran students’ own perceptions 

concerning the value of a cohort learning model. Consequently, it was anticipated that this 
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research would serve to add considerably to the available scholarship surrounding this method 

for veterans’ educational success at community colleges.    

Exclusions 

A natural consideration when contemplating veterans’ success rates at community 

colleges is the phenomenon of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and other psychological 

injuries incurred by many veterans after over a decade of conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan. As 

expected, a substantial portion of the literature pointed to these elements as considerable 

variables when attempting to measure veterans’ educational progression. While recognizing the 

obvious impact of these and other physical and emotional challenges, in order to specifically 

focus this study on the cohort model as a means to affect veteran student success, these elements 

were not included as part of the research project. 

Additionally, it was recognized that veteran students are non-traditional learners and tend 

to be older than their peers, married, and often with children (Murphy, 2011). The strains and 

pressures of marriage and child rearing are also recognized as elements that may inhibit the 

development of effective study habits and scholastic success. However, for similar reasons to 

those noted above, these elements were not considered in this study and therefore were not 

addressed in the literature review.      

Key Focus Areas 

Throughout the literature review, several key focus areas emerged which impacted this 

study. These key focus areas were veteran student characteristics and campus veterans’ 

organizations; success of learning communities or cohort models; impact of involvement or 

relatedness on student motivation and persistence; and the GI Bill. For the purposes of this study 

it is important to have an understanding of the GI Bill and its impact on veteran students’ 



14 

 

 

participation and success at community colleges. Toward this end, it is essential to note that there 

are actually two GI Bill variants currently in place: The Montgomery GI Bill and The Post-9/11 

GI Bill (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, n.d.-a). Although they are similar, there are some 

important distinctions between the two programs. 

History of the GI Bill. Originally titled the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, the 

GI Bill as it is known today provided educational benefits to millions of veterans returning from 

WWII. However, over time the benefit failed to keep up with changing veteran requirements. 

Throughout the 60s and 70s the benefit fell further behind the rising cost of college tuition. In 

effect, the program stagnated to the point where it was no longer a persuasive recruitment tool 

with potential enlistees. By the 1980s it was evident that a new bill was required, and Mississippi 

Congressman Gillespie V. “Sonny” Montgomery became the primary architect for the new 

version. From that point forward, the revised bill (enacted in 1984) was commonly referred to as 

the Montgomery GI Bill (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, n.d.-a). The Montgomery GI Bill 

requires buy-in from the service member of $100/month for 12 months and a minimum service 

time of three years. In some instances, this time may be reduced to two years of active service. 

This, in turn, provides funding for 36 months of education benefit used for degree and certificate 

programs, flight training, apprenticeship or on-the-job training, and correspondence courses. The 

benefit is paid in monthly sums that vary by type of training and time in service. For general 

institutional instruction, a veteran with a minimum of three years of service can receive up to 

$1,564 per month, but other factors may serve to modify this amount (U.S. Department of 

Veteran Affairs, n.d.-a). 

The alternative GI Bill program resulting from recent legislation is called the Post-9/11 

GI Bill (enacted in 2009), and it is available to service members who have served at least 90 days 
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after September 10, 2001. This program also offers a 36-month benefit to the service member 

and covers the same type of educational programs as the Montgomery GI Bill. The differences 

between the programs are that the Post-9/11 Bill requires no enrollment fee, the amount of 

funding is tied to the institution attended versus a flat rate, and perhaps, most importantly, the 

benefit is transferrable to the service member’s dependents. Generally, the veteran student can 

have all tuition and fees covered at any public in-state institution and up to $18,077.50 for 

private or foreign schools (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, n.d.-b). Additionally, the Post-

9/11 GI Bill pays a housing allowance (pro-rated based upon number of credits the student is 

pursuing) and a book stipend of $250 per term. It is this version of the GI Bill that has recently 

served as a catalyst for boosting veteran attendance at colleges and universities across the 

country. Steele et al. (2010) found that a large percentage of the subjects in their focus groups 

commented that if it were not for the Post-9/11 GI Bill, they would not be pursuing higher 

education. 

Also noted in the literature was veteran students’ frustration with the repeated 

burdensome bureaucratic process challenges and other complexities associated with GI Bill 

utilization. In a report prepared for the Rand Corporation, Steele et al. (2010) found that although 

there was great enthusiasm for the new Post-9/11 GI Bill, many veterans encountered difficulties 

with delayed claim processing, inaccurate accounting of their eligibilities, and an overall lack of 

understanding of how to properly apply and utilize their benefit. Thus, problems persisted with 

GI Bill administration even as recently as July 2012 when large administrative errors that 

affected thousands of veterans made broad headlines nationally (Maze, 2012).   

Fluidity of GI Bill administration directly impacts community colleges. Sewall (2010) 

found that “among the 15 institutions that enrolled more than 1,000 students who used the new 
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GI Bill's benefits from October to May, seven were for-profits and five were community 

colleges” (p. 1). Since such a high percentage of veteran students are choosing community 

colleges as their preferred education source, the community college’s ability to manage the 

intricacies associated with the GI Bill will continue to be a contributor to veteran students’ 

success and persistence rates.   

Summary. Two versions of the GI Bill (Montgomery and Post-9/11) exist. While both 

provide a finite benefit limitation of 36 months, veterans are not limited to which school they 

attend. However, the newer version of the bill (Post-9/11 GI Bill) will pay full in-state tuition 

rates while the earlier version is a fixed amount of funding. One advantage of the Post-9/11 GI 

Bill is that it is transferable to family members. Regardless of which GI Bill is being used, nearly 

half of the veterans utilizing the GI Bill are opting to attend community colleges. Hence, it is 

important for these academic institutions to offer an effective veterans’ support structure to assist 

these students with the administrative challenges inherent in GI Bill administration.   

Veteran student characteristics and campus veteran organizations. There are 

numerous reasons why young men and women decide to join the armed forces. Many feel a 

sense of patriotic pride and duty that drives them to a specific branch of service, while others are 

drawn by the potential adventure and excitement of doing something radically different from 

their current pursuits. Still others use military service as a means of escape from poor and often 

hopeless economic conditions. Also ranking high on the list of reasons for joining the armed 

forces is the benefit of education opportunities afforded by military service. Several military 

oriented websites (militaryspot.com, n.d.: Obrien, n.d.; USMilitary.com, n.d.) discuss the top 

reasons individuals join the military, and educational opportunities rank high on these lists. Also, 

of the 10 veteran students Zinger and Cohen (2010) interviewed for their qualitative study, half 
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of them reported that funding for college was the main reason they enlisted in the military. 

However, as noted previously, the great majority of these students fail to complete their intended 

educational pursuits, and the educational benefits they qualify for under the GI Bill have finite 

limits. Often, aggressive recruiting campaigns by some schools lure veteran students into 

programs for which they are not well suited. This, combined with the culture shock of being part 

of a college campus, can produce a volatile mix for under-prepared students, many of whom 

ended up dropping out and wasting their benefit (O’Herrin, 2011; Zinger & Cohen, 2010).   

 In response to the numerous claims of unscrupulous recruiting efforts and 

misrepresentation of benefits and educational costs by some for-profit institutions (U. S. Senate, 

Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee, 2010), President Obama signed Executive 

Order 13607 which placed stringent restrictions and requirements on schools competing for 

veteran students and their accompanying federal funding (Executive Order No. 13,607, 2012). 

An important element of this Executive Order was the requirement for the Secretaries of 

Defense, Education, and Veterans Affairs to develop a strategy to track veteran student outcome 

measures across federal, military, and veterans’ educational benefit programs, including the GI 

Bill. For the first time, there was a federal mandate to track veterans’ outcome measures (i.e. 

success, as defined in this study), and to report the different success rates at institutions within 

the same category (e.g., community colleges, four-year public universities, private colleges, for-

profit institutions). Analysis of this data and accompanying trends will be critical to 

understanding veterans’ success in their post-secondary educational pursuits. Since success rates 

are now required to be tracked by Executive Order, it is reasonable to anticipate that follow-on 

directives may require examining contributing factors to higher levels of success at some 
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institutions and the lack of success at others. The data collected in this study will be seminal to 

that effort.      

Much of the literature reviewed for this study pointed to the phenomenon of campus 

veterans’ organizations as a catalyst for veteran student retention and success (American Council 

on Education, 2012; Carr, 2010; O’Herrin, 2011; Steele et al., 2010). In an article describing the 

challenges veterans face as they transition from the battlefield to the classroom, Marklein (2012) 

noted that the majority of veteran students interviewed stated that the camaraderie that comes 

with a veterans’ organization on campus is the biggest difference between graduating and 

dropping out. Zinger and Cohen (2010) echoed this sentiment and further recommended a one-

stop shopping approach to veteran support on campus where veterans can solve administrative 

challenges associated with VA bureaucratic requirements as well as receive appropriate 

counseling and advising all at the same location. Yet, despite the fact that virtually all studies 

that examined the effects of veteran organizations on college campuses praised these efforts, a 

survey by the ACE found that only half of the institutions across the country actually provide 

veteran organizations such as these (O’Herrin, 2011). These veteran services organizations 

provided a framing consideration for this study. When coupled with the implementation of a 

cohort learning model, they offered a potentially powerful methodology for promoting veteran 

student persistence. In a meeting with the Deputy Commissioner for the State of Oregon’s Office 

of Community Colleges and Workforce Development, this researcher was strongly advised to 

investigate the efficacy of veteran services organizations in the study. The Deputy Commissioner 

anticipated the research would reveal that these campus veteran organizations are essential to 

improving veteran success rates.   

.   
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 While the majority of colleges and universities welcome veteran students on their 

campuses, it is important for these institutions to understand the unique characteristics of this 

student group if they are going to provide effective support for their educational pursuits. By 

definition, veterans are non-traditional students who tend to be older than their collegiate peers, 

often have completed college credit at other institutions during their military careers, and have a 

wealth of life experience far beyond that of other students on campus (O’Herrin, 2011). 

Furthermore, 15% of veteran students are women, and this number is growing. Citing research 

conducted by Horn (1996), the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 

Statistics (2002) identified the following criteria to define non-traditional students: 

 Delay enrollment (do not enter postsecondary education in the same calendar year that 

they finished high school)  

 Attend part time for at least part of the academic year 

 Work full time (35 hours or more per week) while enrolled 

 Are considered financially independent for purposes of determining eligibility for 

financial aid 

 Have dependents other than their spouse (usually children, but sometimes others) 

 Are single parents (either not married or married but separated and have dependents)  

 Do not possess a high school diploma (completed high school with a general education 

development or other high school completion certificate or did not finish high school) 

It is likely that many veterans will satisfy multiple criteria from this list, and Horn (1996) 

categorized any student who meets at least four of these conditions as highly non-traditional. 

O’Herrin (2011) noted in her study that 43% of veteran students attend public two-year 

colleges, which illuminates the criticality of understanding veteran requirements at the 

community college level. Also of note was that depending on age, military rank, or length of 

service, many veterans experienced culture shock when transitioning from the structure and 
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regiment of military life to the more lax and relatively low level of regulation in civilian higher 

education. Toward this end, high attrition rates are common among non-traditional students, and 

the inability to successfully integrate into the college environment was the leading reason for this 

phenomenon (Kenner & Weinerman, 2011). In essence, the challenges and atmosphere of the 

college campus has become the new “front line” for returning veteran students (Zinger & Cohen, 

2010).  

Carr (2010) noted that academic advisors and counselors are the first to greet veteran 

students on community college campuses and that these student services personnel need to be 

prepared to help veterans assimilate from day one. To best serve veteran students, these advisors 

and counselors must be well-versed in earned student benefits and how best to gain credit for 

prior learning through their military careers. Also important for counselors to know is the 

existence of programs that directly enhance veteran students’ chances for success at the post-

secondary level. One such program is Veterans Upward Bound, which is part of the TRIO grant 

program that is designed to assist veteran students with counseling, mentoring, and instruction 

that can better prepare them to enroll and complete post-secondary education (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2016). 

In addition to the requirements placed upon advisors and counselors, O’Herrin (2011) 

noted some common themes from other studies regarding veteran-specific needs. Specifically, 

institutions should: 

 Create a campus working group for veterans that spans departments 

 Collaborate with community and other veteran organizations to provide comprehensive 

services 

 

 Ensure veterans receive a thorough introduction to the institution through an orientation that 

highlights veteran-specific services 
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 Provide a veteran friendly campus environment by establishing a student veterans’ group, 

educating faculty and staff about veteran-specific issues, and by creating a veteran-specific 

resource center or designated space 

 

 Consider creating veteran-specific learning communities on campus 

 Streamline disability and veterans’ services 

The Veteran’s Administration (VA) has recognized some of these factors contributing to 

veterans’ success and has initiated a pilot program (Vets Success on Campus) that assigns VA 

counselors to veterans attending school in an effort to ensure that veterans' health and 

educational benefit needs are met as they transition from active-duty military service to college 

life (“VA Announces Expansion of VetSuccess on Campus Pilots”, 2010). While the VA has 

expended great efforts to expand this program, sometimes it is the energy and dedication of a 

handful of people on campus that make a difference. For example, one program worth 

mentioning is called Combat2College, which is a program developed by two health care 

administrators that focuses on providing enhanced support for veterans without a significant 

financial burden to the institution. Montgomery College in Maryland adopted the program and 

hired a former marine and his wife to administer it. They have taken a personal approach and 

have sought out veterans on campus in order to further a network of mutual support among this 

group, which has enhanced the belongingness for many of the 300 plus veterans on campus 

(Sander, 2012). 

 In a case study chronicling veterans transitioning to community colleges as first-time 

students, Wheeler (2012) cited seven risk factors (delayed entry, financial independence, part-

time enrollment, full-time work, dependents, single parenthood, and lack of a high school 

diploma) that contributed to non-completion of a degree program. The study also noted that 

typically a quarter of all veteran students relate to at least four of these factors. Wheeler’s study 
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focused on the transitioning process for veterans and how their enrollment in community 

colleges was impacted by their particular stage of transition. Noted in this study was how veteran 

students missed the cohesion and order of military service and how that was difficult to replace 

on a college campus. One other significant point in this study was the level of intolerance that 

veteran students typically expressed for their college peers. Specifically, these veteran students 

took offense at what they perceived as other students’ lack of respect for the instructor, flippant 

approach to classwork, and overall lack of dedication to the educational mission.   

 Wheeler’s (2012) study concluded with a series of recommendations to better facilitate 

veteran student success at community colleges, and chief among these recommendations was the 

requirement for a veteran services officer on campus. Veteran services officers are a valuable 

resource, not only for benefit management, but also as a support element to assist veterans with 

the often complicated VA interactions they encounter. Wheeler also suggested that veterans 

should have the ability to speak with counselors who are experienced with the challenges veteran 

students face and who can also offer counseling to families who do not understand the 

foundational issues that may plague the veteran student. Probably the most significant 

accommodation colleges can offer veterans is a way to meet with other veterans through 

veterans’ clubs and other similar organizations. In Wheeler’s study this was viewed as the most 

critical part of enhancing veteran participants’ college life. Additional recommendations 

included providing training for faculty and staff regarding veteran-specific needs, increasing 

efforts by the college to involve students in campus activities, and providing veterans-only 

orientations. These orientations, Wheeler noted, should be focused on the benefits and support 

staff available for questions veterans have and problems they may encounter on campus versus 

more generic tours of the college campus with groups of recent high school graduates. Although 
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this study highlighted the importance of veteran-to-veteran support and the benefit of a veterans-

only orientation, it did not investigate the option of veterans-only cohorts as enhanced learning 

models.         

In a similar study, which relied on a series of structured interviews with individual 

students, Zinger and Cohen (2010) found that the majority of the veteran students interviewed 

experienced difficulty readjusting to family and friends upon return from their deployments to 

Iraq and Afghanistan. Common problems among those surveyed were anger, feelings of isolation 

and not belonging, and an inability to reconnect meaningfully with previous friends. These 

feelings, which were also noted in Wheeler’s (2012) study, transfer to community college 

classrooms as well. Most of the veterans interviewed encountered difficulty establishing 

friendships and exhibited limited patience with their college peers who did not seem to take 

school seriously. As one veteran student stated, “I have associates at school but my closest 

friends are from the military. The bonds that were formed through the blood, sweat and tears that 

were shared with my military brothers can't be reproduced with anyone else” (Zinger & Cohen, 

2010, p. 45). 

In addition to these feelings of not belonging and isolation, a majority of the veterans in 

Zinger and Cohen’s (2010) study reported extensive challenges with the administrative process 

of receiving their military benefits at their college. Thus, delays in payment of benefits, difficulty 

with filling out paperwork, and general lack of awareness of financial aid availability can make 

the transition to the classroom a frustrating ordeal. One student in that study noted that he 

experienced continual difficulty getting his school schedule to align with his National Guard 

duty schedule, and still another indicated that he dropped out because his military service was 

not being respected by some of his instructors.   
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Similar to the Wheeler (2012) study, a common theme that Zinger and Cohen (2010) 

uncovered in their study was the benefits derived from veterans helping veterans and the value of 

veteran organizations on campus. One of the pivotal recommendations of their study was to 

encourage colleges to develop veteran centers to serve as a single source for veteran information 

and support that would be manned by counselors and other veterans with experience in 

completing required forms and interfacing with the VA. Additionally, Zinger and Cohen placed 

great emphasis on the counselors’ cross-cultural competency and ability to effectively work with 

veteran students. As a last measure, the study mentioned the benefit of providing sensitivity 

training to faculty and students on campus in an effort to facilitate better relationships between 

veteran and non-veteran students throughout the college and to promote greater faculty 

awareness of the possible sensitivities with their spotlighting veteran students in class.     

Persky and Oliver (2010) conducted a mixed-methods study to determine veteran student 

requirements at community colleges and the programs and services that colleges need to match 

those requirements. Their study resulted in five specific themes that community colleges need to 

consider in order to properly support veteran students in their post-secondary educational 

pursuits: (a) credit award (i.e., credit for prior learning through military experience); (b) 

streamlining of programs and services; (c) faculty, advisor, and counselor training; (d) 

knowledge of common difficulties encountered by veterans; and (e) greater understanding of 

factors that constitute a veteran friendly campus.    

Receiving credit for prior learning was viewed as a sign of respect for veteran students 

from the institution. Similarly, streamlining programs and assignments by veteran-savvy 

counselors fostered feelings of belonging and camaraderie among the veteran students (Persky & 

Oliver, 2010). Difficulties encountered by veterans in this study mirrored the issues uncovered 
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by Wheeler (2012), Zinger and Cohen (2010), and others prominent throughout the literature: 

namely, the intolerance of perceived immature and trivial attitudes by non-veteran college peers 

and disrespect from faculty members. As part of their recommendations from this study, Persky 

and Oliver (2010) corroborated Wheeler’s (2012) findings regarding the benefit of a veteran- 

only orientation program and they further supported the idea of a veterans’ cohort approach to 

community college learning, especially in the first year.  

Other notable recommendations from Persky and Oliver’s study (2010) suggested that 

colleges seek grant funding from programs such as Veterans Upward Bound and Troops to 

Teachers programs which the literature revealed have shown great success. However, among all 

the recommendations contributing to the concept of a veteran-friendly institution, the participants 

of this study ranked the concept of a veterans’ center as the most important element for aiding 

their success on campus. Such a center, they posited, could serve as a one-stop opportunity for 

veterans to service all their needs and requirements, including GI Bill funding, VA bureaucratic 

challenges, and even health benefit support. It was also recommended that a veterans’ center 

include private rooms for counseling and serve as the site for the campus veteran services 

official’s office and any supporting staff.     

Similarly, at one of the ACE (2012) veteran information sessions, participants voiced 

their strong support for the establishment of veteran centers on campus and echoed the 

requirement for a one-stop office that can meet all the previously identified needs and 

recommendations. The ACE Toolkit for Veteran Friendly Institutions (2012) encouraged high-

level officials to develop top-down task forces consisting of department leaders accessible to 

veterans, including the veterans’ school certifying official, academic affairs, student services, 

admissions, bursar, counseling, financial aid, and disability services. The toolkit also noted that 
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veterans who feel supported on campus tend to receive better grades, show higher completion 

statistics, and, consequently, go on to become more dedicated alumni. The ACE Toolkit for 

Veteran Friendly Institutions also made specific mention of the advantages gained by conducting 

veteran-specific orientations. The purpose of these sessions, ACE notes, should not be to 

segregate veterans but rather to demonstrate that the school recognizes veterans’ special needs. 

Such recognition can provide a clear indication of the institutions’ level of support and 

dedication to veterans. Some institutions also offered veteran students online orientations, which 

the ACE noted also appealed to some veteran students. 

Summary. The studies presented in this section indicated that the support programs and 

services offered by academic institutions are making a difference to the veteran students and 

their potential for achieving their academic goals. Common throughout these studies was the 

concept of camaraderie among veteran students and their preference for veteran programs and 

organizations on college campuses. Although the concept of a veteran cohort program received 

only minor attention (American Council on Education, 2012; O’Herrin, 2011; Persky & Oliver, 

2010), the common support for veteran-specific programs and policies indicated that this would 

be a desirable option among the majority of veteran students.   

Success of learning communities or cohort models. A third key focus area which 

emerged from this literature review was the persistently positive results of learning communities 

or cohort models that have been employed in higher education. Vansteenkiste, Lens, and Deci 

(2006) professed that, as an element of self-determination theory, socialization fuels the human 

psychological needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness that, in turn, enhance 

performance and persistence in all activities. The opportunity for socialization in the cohort 

learning model is perhaps one of its strongest advantages over the standard approach to college 
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education. This should be particularly relevant to veterans because military training essentially 

involves a “cohort based” approach through which veterans also learned to function 

autonomously and lead, often under dire conditions.  

Wathington, Pretlow, and Mitchell (2010–2011) noted that a cohort is not simply an 

assignment of students to sequential classes but is instead a close knit and common purpose 

group that supports each member by creating a positive climate that enables individuals as well 

as group learning. Tinto (1997b) described learning communities as a system of block scheduling 

that allows students to link two or more classes together that are frequently organized around a 

central theme or major. But Tinto is also quick to note that learning communities are more than 

just a grouping of students co-registered around a certain topic; learning communities change the 

way students are educated.   

  A high-performing cohort will develop a personality all of its own and will reflect the 

level of cohesiveness that its members have developed since their first interaction together. A 

common attribute of cohorts is their shared efforts to accomplish assigned tasks and to develop 

social interactivity both in and out of the classroom (Wathington et al., 2010–2011). Lawrence 

(2002) amplified this assertion by noting that a distinct advantage of cohort learning is that the 

group’s cohesiveness will compel an individual to persist even when experiencing difficult 

periods. In their study, Wathington et al. (2010–2011) observed that cohort students acted as 

academic resources for each other. This peer support provided additional assistance with certain 

assignments and, thus, helped members keep one another on track toward completion. The 

structural nature of the cohort model, as well as the resulting social development that emerged, 

fostered greater cohesion and commitment to both individual and group educational goals 

(Wathington et al., 2010–2011). Lawrence (2002) similarly noted that a distinct advantage of 
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learning in a group was that there is less chance an individual will give up when going through a 

difficult period and also that the relationships forged in these cohort groups tend to last beyond 

the completion of college.  

Buch and Spaulding (2008) conducted a study of a learning community approach of first 

year psychology students and compared the learning group students to a control group of 

students who approached their curriculum via conventional stand-alone courses. Upon 

completion of the program’s first year, grade point averages were compared in which the 

learning community group showed a dramatically higher average (3.07) than the conventional 

student control group (2.60). Buch and Spaulding concluded that learning communities can 

significantly impact student development, academic performance, and other desired college 

outcomes, including higher grades and persistence rates, along with greater levels of intellectual 

and social development. Beachboard, Beachboard, Li, and Adkison (2011) conducted research 

using self-determination theory to study cohorts and how learning communities affect 

educational outcomes. Their study revealed that participation in a cohort increases feelings of 

relatedness and ultimately enhances academic development and job preparation. Tinto (1997b) 

noted that students from learning communities reported higher satisfaction with their first-year 

experience and were, consequently, more likely to persist beyond the first year - as much as 25% 

more than traditional students taking stand-alone courses.  

It is recognized that the collaborative environment common in learning communities 

serves to enhance the learning experience (Tinto, 1997b), and perhaps one of the stronger 

contributors to this resultant is the psychological safety students experience in these cohorts.  

Because students in cohorts tend to develop friendships and social relationships beyond the 

classroom (Lawrence, 2002), they are typically more at ease in expressing their opinions and 
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challenges to other students in their cohort as compared to the conventional classroom 

environment. Considering that one of the prevailing characteristics of adult learners is that they 

will resist any actions perceived to be challenges to their competency (Wood & Thompson, 

1980), the safety of the cohort model tends to relieve this anxiety and builds self-confidence 

without worry about competency judgments from fellow students. In their study, Wathington et 

al. (2010–2011) noted that students and faculty alike praised the positive climate that the cohort 

model enabled. They further commented that the familiarity and comfort developed between the 

students facilitated risk-taking and mutual support. In addition to the element of psychological 

safety that is gained in the cohort environment, an element of social justice was also served by 

this model. Tinto (1997b) commented that “collaborative experiences teach students that their 

learning and that of their peers are inexorably intertwined. They learn that regardless of race, 

class, gender, or background, their academic interests, at bottom, are the same” (pp. 56–57). 

Learning communities or cohorts closely mirror the concept of learning organizations 

that are finding prevalence in many of today’s leadership training literature and programs. Senge 

(2006) defined a learning organization as “organizations where people continually expand their 

capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new patterns of thinking are nurtured, 

where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning how to learn 

together” (p. 3). Senge further noted that team learning produces superior results and that the 

growth experienced by team members is dramatically accelerated beyond what they would have 

experienced individually. As more and more organizations adopt the learning organization 

construct, the cohort learning model as a mirror serves to better prepare students for success 

beyond graduation and into their intended field.   
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Although learning communities or cohorts can be applied to multiple disciplines at any 

stage in an educational evolution, they are typically employed to support first-year students due 

to the historically low retention rates experienced by these students (most notably adult learners) 

who are trying to assimilate into the college environment (Buch & Spaulding, 2008). The 

National Center for Education Statistics reported that nationally, 23% of first-time community 

college students failed to persist into their second year, and only 55% remained enrolled or 

completed a degree program after three years (Horn, 2009). For veteran students, retention data 

was not easily identified. In a recent study it was discovered that 68% of 275 colleges surveyed 

stated that they do not track veteran student statistics separately, and only about 10% of these 

institutions could reliably state what the first-year retention rates were for their veteran students 

(Fain, 2012). However, a targeted study commissioned by the Pat Tillman Foundation found that 

select colleges that offered robust veteran support programs realized a 94% first-year retention 

rate among veteran students (Lang & Powers, 2011). Although this study was limited in scope (7 

four-year institutions), it demonstrated the impact of targeted veteran support programs on 

veteran’s success; and one should consider what implications these programs may have for 

community colleges as well as four-year institutions.  

Considering that a high percentage of community college students tend to be commuters 

who often have families, jobs, and tight schedules, it would seem counter-intuitive that a cohort 

program would have much chance for success. However, Wathington et al. (2010–2011) found 

that the cohort model served to fill a social void for these students, and the friendships and peer 

support gained in the learning community environment served as a significant enabler for 

helping students integrate into the college environment. Similarly, the concept of cohort models 

supporting online education programs may seem untenable, but there are successful models 
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exploiting this method in the cyber environment. Stanford-Bowers (2008) conducted a study of 

persistence rates in online courses and found that building online-learning communities was a 

critical element to student persistence. This study details how the same elements of the physical 

cohort model are possible and, in some cases, more easily developed in the online community 

(Stanford-Bowers, 2008).  

The Institute for Learning and Teaching at Colorado State University (2010) sponsored a 

student veterans’ task force that produced a study detailing common recommendations for 

improvement of veteran student performance on campus. In the executive summary of their 

report, they called for the creation of veteran-only orientations and, additionally, recommended 

the creation of veteran-only sections of baseline courses as a means to assist veterans in their 

assimilation to the campus and development of successful academic practices. In the appendix of 

this same study, the task force provided a list of ongoing efforts by other institutions to support 

veteran students, and the concept of veteran cohorts appeared in the best practices of Auburn 

University and Sierra College of Northern California. Considering that veteran students 

conducted this study, it provides credibility for the cohort concept that is gaining favor among 

veteran students on community college campuses as well.  

Summary. The literature surrounding cohort or learning community models shows 

generally positive results for this approach, with several studies documenting improved academic 

development and  grade  point averages, higher persistence rates, greater social adaptation to the 

college environment, and higher autonomy for learning in cohorts versus conventional methods 

of instruction (Beachboard et al., 2011; Buch & Spaulding, 2008; Tinto, 1997b; Wathington et 

al., 2010–2011). These same studies also highlighted the prevalence of mutual support within 
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cohort models that enabled student success, notably for those who may have otherwise dropped 

out due to strenuous academic challenges.  

Impact of involvement or relatedness on student motivation and persistence. A final 

key focus area from this literature review was the impact of involvement in student organizations 

and campus activities on student motivation, persistence, and success. Tinto (1997a) noted that 

the level of students’ involvement with their college, along with associated activities, directly 

enhanced their persistence, knowledge acquisition, and skill development. Astin (1999) posited 

that student learning is a function of the amount of involvement both academically and socially 

that students invest in their collegiate experience. A foundational contention of this study was 

that the concept of involvement or relatedness enhances student motivation that provides the 

foundation for success in the cohort learning model. 

The central tenets of self-determination theory propose that motivation is directly 

enhanced by satisfying the psychological needs of competency, autonomy, and relatedness and 

that it is self-directed or intrinsic motivation, that serves as the catalyst for enhanced 

performance (Deci et al., 1991). Intrinsic, or autonomous motivation, refers to satisfaction of 

self-fulfilling or internally-driven activities, whereas extrinsic motivation is related to external 

achievement or recognition not directly tied to the actual learning itself (awards, grades, status) 

(Vansteenkiste et al., 2006). Externally-based motivation is typically not considered viable as a 

means for underpinning effective learning. Deci et al. (1991) noted that consistent memorization 

and retention of facts and data do not equate to quality education. Rather it is the students’ 

motivation and autonomous pursuit of self-generated learning needs combined with their 

attunement with their social surroundings that comprise the elements of quality learning. Self-

determination theory also focuses on the inter-personal and social environments of the classroom 
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or learning facility. Toward this end, the research found that more autonomous environments 

directly led to more autonomous motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2008). The autonomous nature of the 

cohort learning environment may, therefore, directly enhance veteran students’ motivation for 

attending community college.  

In a study intended to measure the effect of involvement on student motivation, Stefanou 

and Salisbury-Glennon (2002) analyzed the pre- and post-test Motivated Strategies for Learning 

Questionnaire scores for six separate undergraduate learning communities and found that 

increased involvement significantly impacted student motivation. Of note was that these 

increases applied to extrinsic as well as intrinsic motivation for these students. Similar to 

Vansteenkiste’s et al. (2006) definitions of motivation, Stafanou and Salisbury-Glennon 

described the different motivation types as follows: “Intrinsic goal orientation refers to engaging 

in a task for internal reasons such as challenge, curiosity, or mastery. Extrinsic goal orientation 

refers to engaging in a task for external reasons such as grades, evaluation by others, or 

competition” (p. 85). Although the corresponding increase in extrinsic as well as intrinsic 

motivation was an unexpected result, the researchers concluded that this phenomenon indicates 

that the students’ motivation was impacted by both intrinsic- and extrinsic-related feedback 

regarding not only what, but how they were learning (Stefanou & Salisbury-Glennon, 2002). 

Deci and Ryan (2008) similarly noted that extrinsic motivation that is internalized (i.e., the 

students have identified with an activity’s value and have integrated it into their approach to 

activities such as learning) also shows the capacity to be autonomous in nature and contributory 

to enhanced performance. 

In Maslow’s (1943) classic discussion of the hierarchy of needs as a foundation of human 

motivation, it is interesting to note that the cohort learning model exhibits influence in four of the 
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five levels of the renowned hierarchy pyramid. Beyond the foundational level of physiological 

needs, the remaining layers of safety, belongingness, esteem, and self-actualization (Maslow, 

1943) are all serviced by the cohort or learning community approach to education. Both Knowles 

(1979) and Lawrence (2002) noted how the learning community environment contributes to 

students’ psychological safety. The link to belongingness is apparent in the studies that herald 

the contributory effects of involvement and relatedness on student performance (Astin, 1999; 

Tinto, 1997a; Vansteenkiste et al., 2006). From their discussion of self-determination theory, 

Vansteenkiste et al. (2006) and Ryan and Deci (2000) discussed how satisfying the psychological 

need of relatedness serves to promote intrinsic motivation. This can be closely associated with 

esteem and, ultimately, self-actualization that Maslow (1943) described as “a desire for self-

fulfillment” (p. 412). Because involvement or relatedness serve as the backbone of the cohort 

model, it is reasonable to assert that involvement directly impacts student motivation or self-

actualization. Acknowledging the close association of involvement and motivation, Astin (1999) 

actually used the terms synonymously but preferred involvement because it more readily 

described the behavioral aspects that students display. Additionally, Astin encouraged educators 

to dedicate less effort to resources and their personal teaching practices and to instead place more 

emphasis on students’ motivation, encouraging them to increase the level of effort they apply 

toward their learning, i.e., involvement.   

Astin’s (1999) research, however, painted a daunting picture for student success on 

community college campuses. Based upon the common circumstance that many community 

college students are commuters and work at off-campus jobs, the opportunity for involvement is 

significantly hampered. While it is difficult to argue with this challenge, it is worth noting that on 

most community college campuses, the growth of virtual college and distance education 
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programs are providing opportunities for involvement electronically. Social media sites and other 

technological advances are providing forums for students geographically separated to form 

similar bonds to those common to the physical cohorts. In a quasi-experimental study Moller, 

Huett, Holder, Young, Harvey, & Godshalk (2005) found that these online group or learning 

community environments directly enhanced student motivation when compared with the 

conventional autonomous electronic or e-learning approach. Because many veteran students 

completed college credit while on active duty via distance learning, it is probable that they will 

be comfortable with these virtual cohorts.   

Astin’s (1999) bleak forecast for community colleges points to the importance of student 

engagement (involvement) for enhancing veteran students’ motivation and academic success. 

According to Astin’s theory of involvement (1999), the veterans’ organizations referred to earlier 

in this study, along with cohort learning models, must play a defining role in countering the poor 

persistence rates in community colleges. Reflecting on the need for students’ active involvement 

in their own education and related activities, Knowles (1979) commented on the transition from 

a period of stability in the 19th century to the modern environment of instability observed today 

that is characterized by accelerated change. He suggested that the requirement for survival in this 

unstable environment is the ability to build organizations and systems that not only accept 

change, but embrace it. When contrasting the learning environments between the two periods, 

Knowles noted that in the earlier era learning was characterized by a formal classroom with the 

teacher transmitting instruction. In the modern era, Knowles (1979) espoused the learning 

community approach and encouraged an environment more conducive to adult learning as “one 

that is characterized by mutual respect, trust, warmth, supportiveness, collaborativeness, safety, 

and openness” (p. 38). Knowles highlighted the requirement for adults to recognize that they 
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must actively engage in their own learning and the organization sponsoring the educational 

opportunities.  

Herzberg’s (1968) seminal work on human motivation compared the concepts he labeled 

“motivators” and “hygiene factors” as elements affecting motivation and performance. His 

premise asserted that the factors contributing to satisfaction (motivation) are separate and distinct 

from those leading to dissatisfaction. His theory was focused on performance and motivation in 

the workplace, but there appears to be utility for education as well. For example, Herzberg 

considered the hygiene factors as an expectation in the workplace so that a lack of these factors 

would lead to dissatisfaction, whereas no measure of increase of these factors would increase 

satisfaction (motivation). The factors Herzberg termed as motivators were also considered 

intrinsic and, thus, included achievement and the recognition of achievement, responsibility, and 

growth. The non-motivators or hygiene factors included administration, policy, salary, status, 

and security. If these concepts are considered in terms of the cohort learning model, it is 

reasonable to associate relatedness or involvement with the motivators which Herzberg 

identified. Involvement or relatedness leads to better grades or achievement (Beachboard et al., 

2011; Buch & Spaulding, 2008) and also contributes to both academic and social growth (Tinto, 

1997b; Astin, 1999; Wathington et al., 2010–2011). The cohort model encourages and often 

requires students’ responsibility for their own learning that also supports alignment with 

Herzberg’s (1968) theory and description of motivating factors. These considerations serve as 

further corroboration of the positive impact that involvement has on motivation. 

Summary. The research provides validation of the positive impact that both social and 

academic involvement in the college and the learning process have for students. Tinto (1997a) 

and Astin (1999) both noted that student involvement directly contributes to their enhanced 
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knowledge, persistence, and overall learning. The central tenets of self-determination theory 

propose that motivation is directly enhanced by satisfying the psychological needs of 

competency, autonomy, and relatedness and that it is self-directed or intrinsic motivation, 

serving as the catalyst for enhanced performance (Deci et al., 1991). In a study intended to 

measure the effect of involvement on student motivation, Stefanou and Salisbury-Glennon 

(2002) analyzed the pre- and post-test Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire scores for 

six separate undergraduate learning communities and found that increased involvement 

significantly impacted student motivation. Additionally, Beachboard et al. (2011) conducted a 

study that specifically analyzed the component of relatedness from self-determination theory as it 

applied to student performance and found that increased relatedness enhanced academic 

development and job preparation. As more colleges focus on virtual- or distant-learning 

strategies, it was shown that learning communities can be developed in the cyber environment 

and that these e-learning communities also contribute to student motivation (Moller et al., 2005).   

Involvement also has implications for motivation when viewed through the lens of 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Maslow’s (1943) famous pyramid formed the foundation of human 

motivation, and this study illuminated how involvement or relatedness have tangency to all but 

the most basic level (physiological needs) of the triangle. Similarly, Herzberg’s (1968) famous 

study of motivation in the workplace was also shown to have implications for education, and, 

thus, demonstrating how involvement enhances the motivators documented in Herzberg’s theory. 

Knowles (1979) stressed the importance of students’ involvement in their education and the 

activities of the institution. Collectively, these studies serve to validate the concept of 

involvement or relatedness as a contributor to student motivation and persistence. 

Chapter Summary 
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The purpose of this literature review was to gain an understanding of the prevailing 

research and scholarship surrounding the impact of cohort learning on persistence and success in 

higher education and its implications for veteran students in community colleges. Although there 

is abundant study regarding practices and policies to support veteran students, conspicuously 

absent from the literature is a study of veteran students’ own perceptions of the value of a cohort 

learning model. Consequently, it was anticipated that this research would serve to add 

considerably to the available scholarship surrounding this method for veterans’ educational 

success at community colleges. Although it was recognized that PTSD and other impacts 

resulting from combat experiences affect veteran student performance, these factors were 

excluded from consideration by this study. The review of the literature revealed four key focus 

areas: veteran student characteristics and campus veterans’ organizations; success of learning 

communities or cohort models; impact of involvement or relatedness on student motivation and 

persistence; and the GI Bill. 

The following chapter details the methods employed by this research, including the 

interview strategy, questions, population, and sampling. Self-determination theory in the context 

of military training philosophy is further explored and utilized in this study’s data coding and 

analysis.  
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Chapter Three: Methods 

Introduction 

Veteran student success in community colleges (defined as having graduated with a 

degree, attained a professional certificate, or transferred to a four-year institution) has not been 

closely tracked; however, this percentage is generally recognized as being exceedingly low. The 

purpose of this study was to examine veteran students’ perceptions of a cohort learning model as 

a contributor to their persistence and success at community colleges. This qualitative study 

utilized a semi-structured interview protocol to conduct direct interviews with students at two 

community colleges. This chapter will describe the process by which the data was collected, 

transcribed, coded, and analyzed which ultimately provided a response to the research questions 

which were described in chapter one (pp. 5-6). This research is significant because the specific 

support activities contributing to veteran’s educational success need to be identified to inform 

institutional efforts aimed at improving veteran success rates at community colleges.  

Literature Gap, Study Contributions, and Theoretical Perspectives 

The literature is replete with studies of differing veteran support services at community 

colleges and corresponding claims of improved results. However, limited research exists on the 

impact of a cohort model of instruction as a contributor toward veterans’ success. The ACE 

(2012) noted that some institutions are offering veteran-only courses designed to enhance veteran 

success, but, to date, limited qualitative data exists that describe the veterans’ perspective of 

these initiatives. Hence, this study served to significantly advance the available literature 

regarding veterans’ success as a component of a cohort learning model and provide foundation 

for further study. This research was also guided by the tenets of self-determination theory as 

considered in the context of military training doctrine.  
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Author’s Positionality and Frame of Reference 

As a veteran, throughout my career the Navy has provided me with multiple educational 

opportunities. My two graduate degrees were sponsored by the Navy and my most recent 

educational pursuits were funded by the Post-9/11 GI Bill. I, therefore, have a broad and 

functional understanding of the GI Bill process and the potential administrative challenges that 

accompany its use and implementation. For the academic portion of my doctoral work, I was 

enrolled in a cohort-based learning program. The many positive outcomes of this method have 

served to strengthen my desire to understand if this might be a strategy that community colleges 

can pursue to enhance the success of veteran students. I am also a firm believer in the merit of 

lifelong learning, and maintain a great enthusiasm for education as both a discipline and a 

profession. Throughout my research with veteran students, I had to remain mindful not to project 

my motivation onto their lives and assume that they shared my sentiment for education.   

As a retired senior ranking naval officer, I recognized that my military rank may have 

served to intimidate some of my interviewees who were predominantly coming from the enlisted 

ranks. Although I am retired from military service and most of my subjects have also left the 

military, we tend to informally retain our military ranks in the civilian sector when interfacing 

with fellow veterans. The difference in rank had potential to impede candid conversation during 

the interview process, so it was imperative to establish a safe environment for the students during 

these interviews in order to obtain objective data. This was accomplished by beginning each 

interview with a relaxed and casual discussion of prior military service and comparing common 

deployment sites and challenges. 
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Philosophical Approach 

This research was underpinned by a post-positivist theoretical perspective and 

recognition of possible researcher biases. From the post-positivist philosophical viewpoint, all 

measurement is fallible (Trochim, 2006). Consequently, this study served to contribute to the 

existing scholarship regarding cohort learning for veterans but, ultimately, requires continued 

future study. Trochim (2006) also noted that the post-positivist perspective recognizes the 

inherent reality of researcher bias developed over time through individual experiences. As a 

retired naval officer and veteran, I am aware that I have developed certain biases about fellow 

veterans based upon their military occupational specialty, branch of service, and terminal rank. I 

remained aware of my biases throughout my research. Additionally, Trochim explained that the 

post-positivist perspective supports the concept that evidence is based on observations and that 

common sense and scientific reasoning are similar in scope. I approach most challenges and 

inquiries from a common sense perspective. Consequently, this study is a practical analysis of a 

cohort approach to veteran students’ success in community colleges based upon direct interview 

data and personal interaction with veteran students. While the post-positivist approach dominated 

my research philosophy, elements from other paradigms such as pragmatism have also 

influenced my perspective.     

Guiding Theoretical Perspective 

In order to consider the efficacy of a cohort model of education for veteran students, it 

was important to understand the theoretical foundation that tended to validate this assumption. 

When considered in the context of the military’s team-centric or cohort-based training 

philosophy, the tenets of self-determination theory provided an appropriate theoretical 

framework to help guide the study and, ultimately, analyze the data. 
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The concept of teamwork is stressed early on in military training (Recruit Training 

Command, n.d.). Instances where teamwork is essential to success appear across a broad 

spectrum of missions and functions ranging from first aid training for an injured sailor to keeping 

a fellow shipmate awake during classroom training. The team concept for training and mission 

accomplishment directly relates to the element of relatedness found in self-determination theory 

and is fundamental to the majority of military training programs. Thus, the principles of this 

common military training method for veterans are the cornerstone to analyzing a cohort-based 

approach for enhancing veteran students’ success in community colleges.        

Self-determination theory specifically addresses the energizing of human behavior by 

focusing on the innate psychological needs of competency, autonomy (or self-determination), 

and relatedness as elements of the conditions that support motivation, performance, and 

development (Deci et al., 1991). Student success in education is largely a function of individual 

motivation levels. Toward this end, Deci and Ryan’s study (2008) revealed that autonomous 

(intrinsic) motivation strongly affects performance and leads to greater long-term persistence and 

healthier behaviors. An even more directly-related element of self-determination theory to the 

cohort learning concept is the theory’s focus on relatedness as a factor for enhanced 

performance. Ryan and Deci (2000) described relatedness as “the need to feel belongingness and 

connectedness with others” (p. 73). It was anticipated that this concept of relatedness would 

resonate well with veterans who have relied on camaraderie and teamwork throughout their 

careers and, thus, will welcome the cohort learning model.   

Beachboard et al. (2011) conducted a study that applied self-determination theory and the 

element of relatedness to the learning community or cohort model. Their research revealed that 

participation in learning communities is a high impact activity in the overall educational 
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environment. Their study hypothesized that cohort participation enhances student feelings of 

relatedness, which leads to improved student motivation and educational outcomes. Thus, the 

link between relatedness and student motivation is an essential element in this study. It was 

anticipated that veteran students would perceive a cohort learning model, comprised of other 

veteran students, as a contributor to a reduced stress environment. Furthermore, there would be a 

corresponding increase to their self-confidence and motivation and, in effect, improve their 

chances for success. Lawrence (2002) found that a distinct cohort learning advantage is that there 

is more of a chance that an individual will persist through a difficult period. Beachboard et al. 

(2011) proposed that cohorts provide learning environments that increase students’ feelings of 

relatedness that, in turn, serve to enhance academic performance. It was presumed that, similar to 

the training they experienced in the military, veterans will help other veterans by pushing and 

supporting each other to reach their educational goals. 

Data Sources and Description of Data 

This research employed what Merriam (2009) terms a “basic qualitative study” (p. 22) in 

that the overall purpose was to understand veterans’ perceptions of their learning environments. 

The data for this study was collected via semi-structured interviews of students at two separate 

community colleges who are participating or have participated in existing veteran cohort 

programs. The data was subjected to several layers of analysis to provide response to the 

research questions and, ultimately, derive conclusions. 

Institutional review board. Prior to data collection, the research design, method, 

protocol, and research questions were submitted to the Oregon State University Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) for authorization to conduct research involving human subjects. The 

submission to the IRB included the following documents: an application form, an explanation of 
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the research, a participant recruitment letter, an informed consent letter, an outline of the study 

protocol, a local informants’ letter, a list of the interview questions, and a data analysis plan. A 

description of the research protocol noted that the research would be conducted at two 

community colleges that were a considerable distance from the researcher’s location. The 

research could not be conducted at any of the sites in the researcher’s home state due to a 

regulation prohibiting human subject research by anyone not directly affiliated with one of the 

state’s colleges or universities. Consequently, when the IRB approved this study, a signed 

consent waiver was granted to conduct interviews via telephone or email, if required, without a 

signed informed consent document from the interviewees. However, this waiver was not 

executed because all students who participated in this study signed an informed consent form.  

Data collection site. The selected data collection sites were two community colleges that 

currently have active veteran cohort programs. Also driving site selection was community 

colleges that have been highlighted in the literature as military friendly institutions (Military 

Friendly, 2015). These two community colleges will be referred to by the pseudonyms Atlantic 

Community College and Pacific Community College. The researcher and primary professor are 

the only individuals who know the actual names of the institutions that served as the data 

collection sites for this study. However, as the pseudonyms indicate, one school is from the East 

Coast and one is from the West Coast of the United States. Atlantic Community College offered 

only a single course that was exclusive for veteran students, whereas Pacific Community College 

offered a yearlong program that gradually reduced the veterans’ cohort classes from four to three 

to one across the three terms of the student’s first year.  

With IRB approval, electronic letters were sent to the presidents of both community 

colleges (Appendix A). These letters outlined the study’s intent and method including a risk 
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assessment for those who agreed to participate. The risk assessment outlined the means by which 

student identities would be protected and held confidential during and after the study. Both 

presidents supported the research and forwarded the proposal to their IRBs for review and final 

authorization. After following the IRB application protocol and submitting all required 

documents, both the Atlantic and the Pacific Community Colleges found the study to be exempt 

from IRB review. 

Human participant confidentiality. Participants were informed that their identity would 

remain confidential and not purposely disclosed. The recorded interview data and transcripts will 

continue to be kept in a secure location and password protected file for a minimum of seven 

years post-study. When referring to comments from the interview sessions, the participants were 

referred to by an alpha-numeric designation. The researcher is the only one who knows the 

correlation between these alpha-numeric designations and the actual participants’ names. 

Additionally, the researcher completed CITI training with the record of that training on file with 

the IRB at Oregon State University.  

Unit of analysis/unit of observation. For this study, the unit of analysis was the cohort 

learning model while the unit of observation was the veteran students. More specifically, the unit 

of analysis was the veteran students’ perception of the cohort model for enhancing their success. 

Participant selection criteria. The primary criterion for participant selection was the 

student’s status as a veteran. In some cases, identifying veteran students on campus can be a 

challenging endeavor. For a variety of reasons, many veterans do not want to acknowledge their 

veteran status (ACE, 2012). However, for this study veteran students were chosen who were 

already in or had previously participated in a veteran-only cohort. Consequently, their status as a 

veteran was not concealed. Another consideration in selecting study participants was their stage 
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of progress through the college. Buch and Spaulding (2008) noted that the predominance of 

learning communities (cohorts) are focused on first-year students as a result of their historically 

low retention rates and challenges with college transition. However, for the purposes of this 

study, it was desirable to garner students’ input at different intervals in their college progression. 

The perceptions of a cohort education model from seasoned veteran students were deemed just as 

valuable as those from new students who were just beginning their college careers.   

Veteran students are recognized to be predominantly non-traditional adult learners 

(O’Herrin, 2011) and, despite age differences among the cohort of veteran students, they were all 

similarly categorized and acceptable informants for this study. It was recognized that many 

veterans may be unknowingly suffering from PTSD, but despite the impact that this condition 

has to academic performance, this was regarded as an acceptable risk.  

Sample size. Merriam (2009) indicated that there is no definitive answer to the question 

of how many subjects are required to make up an appropriate sample size for a qualitative study. 

Rather, the answer has more to do with data saturation than actual hard and fast numbers. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested that sampling is complete when reaching a point of data 

saturation and redundancy. Creswell (2008) also noted that the exact sample size required for a 

qualitative study is not finite and further warns that excessive sample numbers may cause the 

data to become unmanageable, thereby leading to more superficial perspectives. The initial 

planning target was set at five to ten veteran students from each of the community college 

campuses participating in the study with the final number determined when saturation was 

achieved.  
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Recruitment strategies. 

Sampling. Creswell (2008) drew distinctions between quantitative and qualitative 

sampling and noted that the intent of qualitative research is not to generalize the findings but 

rather to learn or better understand the central phenomenon. Accordingly, participants were 

intentionally targeted whom offered rich data to the study’s focus as opposed to random selection 

that is prevalent in quantitative research. Creswell noted that this type of sampling is termed 

“purposeful sampling” (p. 214). Consequently, since this study did not attempt to generalize its 

findings so as to assume applicability across academia, a purposeful method for sampling was 

employed. Merriam (2009) described the types of purposeful sampling, including typical, 

unique, maximum variation, convenience, snowball, and theoretical sampling. The participant 

selection criteria previously discussed in this study indicated a typical sampling method since all 

veterans have been categorized as non-traditional adult learners, regardless of their age, so, 

essentially, any veteran student was an acceptable participant for this study. In terms of the 

selected institutions, a maximal variation sampling technique was employed. Creswell (2008) 

defined maximal variation sampling as a purposeful sampling technique where the researcher 

samples sites or individuals that differ in some characteristic. Since both sites were well 

represented in the literature and had existing veteran cohort programs active, the variation was 

geographically focused between the East Coast and West Coast of the United States. 

Additionally, while Atlantic Community College was a large multi-campus institution, Pacific 

Community College was a smaller single-site campus.  

Access. Access to the appropriate gate keepers at both institutions was accomplished via 

a networking relationship within academia. However, the challenge of identifying willing 

participants for the study still remained. A local informants email (Appendix B) from the IRB 
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submission was forwarded to the veteran service officer on one campus and a primary program 

professor at the other in an attempt to gain their support and sponsorship. After gaining their 

confidence and support, a participant recruitment letter (Appendix C), explanation of research 

letter (Appendix D), and an informed consent form (Appendix E) were forwarded for distribution 

to past and present veteran cohort members that summarized the intent/merit of the study and 

solicited volunteer participants. No compensation was offered for participating in this study. At 

both institutions, the point of contact offered to canvass the veteran students who were 

participating or had participated in the veteran cohort program in order to identify volunteers. 

This effort yielded a total of 10 students at Atlantic Community College and 10 students 

identified as volunteers at Pacific Community College; however, only 7 participated for a total of 

17 between the two institutions.  

Data collection method. The primary means of data collection for this study was 

personal interviews with veteran students at the selected community colleges. Merriam (2009) 

noted that interviewing is the most common method of data collection in qualitative studies, 

although Creswell (2008) indicated that observation is just as popular as a method. Creswell 

noted that there are essentially four types of interviews: one-on-one, focus group, telephone, and 

electronic mail. All of the interviews were conducted in person in a one-on-one environment. 

Fritz, Brown, Lunde, and Bansel (2000) noted that between 75% and 90% of all information 

received comes via non-verbal channels, so there was potential for a dramatic loss of valuable 

data without being on-site to conduct face-to-face interviews. The researcher traveled to Atlantic 

Community College in September 2015 and conducted interviews with 10 veteran students over 

the course of three days. In November 2015 travel to Pacific Community College was conducted 

for interviews with seven veteran students over the course of two days.  
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Interview questions and protocol. The interview questions were developed to provide 

the data that would enable a response to the research questions and evaluate self-determination 

theory as a means for understanding the value of a cohort approach for veteran student success. 

An Olympus WS-822 digital voice recorder was used to record the interviews with veteran 

students. These interviews were then transcribed verbatim into separate Microsoft Word 

documents. Although transcription can be tedious and time consuming work, the process enables 

an intimacy with the data that affords better analysis in the end (Merriam, 2009). The approach 

was to use a semi-structured interview that afforded flexibility during the interview process and 

maintained a pre-ordained structure and focus (Merriam, 2009). An interview protocol based 

upon the example Creswell (2008, p. 234) provided and originated by Asmussen and Creswell 

(1995) was developed. The protocol included header information, description of how the 

interviewee’s confidentiality was protected, reminders to check the functioning of the digital 

recorder and have the interviewees sign the consent form, and the list of interview question 

grouping. A line for the interviewee’s email address was also included so member checking, and 

any required follow-up, could be employed. Lastly, margin space was added into the design in 

order to record the non-verbal communication noted during the interview. Prior to conducting the 

actual interviews with the study participants, the interview questions were submitted to the 

research committee for their review in order to reduce any possibility of bias that may have been 

unintentionally introduced. A copy of this interview protocol is provided in Appendix F.   

Interview questions and rationale. 

1. What service did you belong to and what was your military occupational specialty? Favorite 

assignment? The purpose here was not so much for data collection as it was for starting a 

conversation and setting a relaxed atmosphere. 
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2. What course of study are you pursuing? This question was intended to develop some 

discussion regarding what courses within their curriculum they find most daunting that may be 

good courses for inclusion in a cohort program schedule.  

3. Why are you starting/returning to college at this point? Follow on question: Are you attending 

full time or part time? The intent here was to try to understand the motivation behind the 

student’s efforts at this stage in his/her life. Per self-determination theory, intrinsic motivation is 

a critical component for persistence and success. 

4. Describe any prior college experience you may have had. The intent of this question was to 

gain an understanding of previous routines/discipline associated with attending college. Prior 

experiences may provide insights into residual biases that may affect participation in a cohort 

program. 

5. Did your college award you credit for your military service? If so, can you provide some 

specifics, and also tell me whether or not you were satisfied with the amount of credit you were 

awarded? Follow on question: Have the college’s policies regarding recognition of your military 

experience affected your motivation toward your studies? If so, please tell me a bit about that 

effect. Recognizing the sensitivity veteran students have regarding award of college credit for 

military experience, the intent of this question was to determine if this affected their level of 

effort and attitude toward participation in the cohort program. 

6. What are the administrative challenges that you have encountered with the implementation of 

your GI Bill benefits at this college? This needed to be part of the analysis in order to look for a 

general souring of student attitudes and motivations as a result of excessive challenges 

implementing their GI Bill entitlements. 
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7. Were or are there any factors that intimidated you, or were of particular concern to you, as you 

were thinking about starting or returning to college? It was anticipated that this would be a 

critical element of whether or not a student may prefer a cohort model for veteran students. As 

discussed in the literature review, establishment of a safe environment serves as an enabler for 

student confidence and ultimately their persistence. 

8. How would you describe your level of academic readiness or competence in preparation for 

successfully engaging in and eventually completing a college program? This question directly 

addresses the major tenets of the cohort model. Veterans are accustomed to being supported by 

those they train with so they may value the same level of team support available through a 

veterans’ cohort program. Additionally, one of the principles of self-determination theory 

directly link the psychological need for competence with success.   

9. Tell me about how you have connected (or not) with other students on campus. Have you 

established study partners? Friendships outside of class? With veterans and/or non-veterans? 

Follow-on question: Could you talk a little about those relationships and any connection they 

may have had to your academic work and progress? The literature revealed that many veteran 

students have difficulty establishing relationships with non-veteran students. This question 

sought to establish whether or not the cohort program contributes to their social ease at their 

institution and if the veteran students have been able to develop positive relationships that 

contribute to their academic success outside of the cohort program. 

10. What elements of your team-centric military training experience transfer well to the 

academic environment? This question sought to identify specific tenets of the military training 

philosophy that directly contribute to supporting the cohort concept. 
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11. Why do you think a veterans’ only cohort model will or will not enhance your ability to 

persist and eventually complete your selected program? This question was intended to identify 

the specific attributes of the veterans’ cohort model that contribute to enhanced veteran student 

success.  

Follow on question: What courses do you think are suitable for the veterans’ cohort 

environment? The intent of this question was to determine if there is some level of consensus 

among the veteran students regarding which courses are best suited for the cohort model 

environment. 

12. How does participating in a veterans’ cohort affect your motivation toward your other 

studies? 

13. Are there any other comments you would like to offer regarding your experiences in a 

veterans’ cohort program? 

Timing. Due to the practical matter of geographic distance, only one opportunity to visit 

each campus was possible. Consequently, the veteran students the college sponsors were able to 

assemble were the ones who were interviewed without regard for their current timing within the 

cohort program. For Atlantic Community College, all 10 students were at various stages through 

their degree programs and all had already completed the single veterans’ cohort course. At 

Pacific Community College, seven students agreed to be interviewed: three were currently in the 

veterans’ cohort program and four had already completed it. The three students currently 

enrolled in the veterans’ cohort were in week seven of their first term. 

Analysis 

This study employed what Merriam (2009) termed a “basic qualitative study” (p. 22). 

This type of study essentially strives to understand how people make sense of and interpret their 
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experiences. The study gathered data from personal interviews in an attempt to analyze the 

outcome of interest that, in this case, was veterans’ perceptions of the value of a cohort learning 

model. Thus, the interview questions were driven by the military training philosophy’s 

overarching theoretical framework coupled with a major tenet of self-determination theory that 

identifies the satisfaction of three psychological needs (competence, autonomy, and relatedness) 

as elements of persistence and success (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Deci et al., 1991; Ryan & Deci, 

2000). The interview data was transcribed verbatim, and then member checking was employed to 

ensure an accurate representation of the participants’ comments.  

Both Merriam (2009) and Creswell (2008) emphasized the requirement to analyze the 

data concurrently with data collection; consequently, the analysis took place as the data were 

gathered and the constant comparative method for qualitative data analysis was utilized. The 

constant comparative method was originated by Glaser and Strauss (1967) as a means for 

developing grounded theory (Merriam, 2009) but has cross-discipline applicability. The general 

premise is to break down the data into pieces, and to find themes or categories that cross-cut the 

data and lead to theories or models that explain the phenomenon and, ultimately, provide 

answers to the research questions (Merriam, 2009). Bogdan and Biklen (2003) concluded that the 

constant comparative method is complex, but it is an effective method for controlling the 

accumulation and interpretation of data and for identifying the theoretical relevance of multiple-

site studies.   

Since the interviews took place within two to three days at each college, there was no 

time available to transcribe each interview before proceeding to the next, as is optimum in the 

constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Merriam, 2009). However, at the end of 

each day the recorded interviews were chronologically replayed and compared against the next. 
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Therefore, each day at the interview site, as the data was gathered, it was being initially coded as 

part of the analysis in an attempt to identify bits of information that appeared to have relevance 

to the outcome of interest. Personally transcribing the interviews provided an opportunity to 

further detect pieces of data that began to have increased relevance. Each transcript was read a 

minimum of four times to ensure thorough comprehension of the interviewee’s responses to the 

questions and grasp of the essential data points.  

This process served as the baseline for the first step of the analysis process known as 

open coding, which is a broad review to group segments of the data into initial codes that 

appeared with some frequency in the interview transcripts or showed particular relevance to the 

research questions. The initial codes were again subjected to the constant comparative process as 

the analysis progressed toward a more analytical phase of axial coding, thus, moving from an 

inductive to a more deductive posture (Merriam, 2009). As categories were developed from 

analysis of the initial codes, these categories were again compared, analyzed, and refined to 

arrive at broader themes that would ultimately frame a response to the research questions.  

The coding process was completed manually using an Excel spreadsheet and an approach 

adapted from Henderson (2013) of Gly Solutions. Essentially the spreadsheet was created with 

the numbered interview questions along the left margin and highlights from the student 

responses captured underneath each question. From the compiled student responses, codes were 

identified and listed adjacent to the student responses. The list of codes was further compared 

and analyzed based upon commonality and frequency in responses. This resulted in the 

identification of more broad categories that were also captured on the spreadsheet. Finally, these 

categories were further analyzed and condensed to the themes that addressed the research 
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questions. The codes and categories were color coded to reflect alignment with a particular 

theme. A sample section of the coding spreadsheet is provided in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Sample of coding spreadsheet. The colors represent the different themes derived from 

the preceding codes and categories.  

  

CODES CATEGORIES THEMES

and do you attend full or part time?

Respondent # Response

A1 (36, 41, 51) Wife influenced, Contracted for a 

year after Army , didn't want to be away from 

wife and family. Attending full  time, changed 

majors
Changed majors x5, attended full  

time (all)

Intrinsic 

Motivation/Attend 

full time

A2 (33-34) It seems to be the thing you need to go 

further in your career.  You need the degree to 

be successful. Attended ful time Degree required for success, 

changed majors All attend full  time MOTIVATION
A3 (29-30) Dad worked for DEA, wanted to follow 

in his footsteps; attends full  time Intrinsic motivation/ 

Attend full time
A4 (105-108) Wants to work for a defense 

contractor and give back to those stil l  serving, 

full  time, switched major
Wants to give back to those stil l  

serving

A5 (33-36) Wants to earn a bachelor's degree, 

undecided major.  Attends full  time
Forthcoming about TBI and 

mental health treatments Disabilities

Minimal academic credit 

for mil svc but no effect 

on motivation
A6 (31-42) Doesn't want to sit behind a computer 

forever - looking for another career. Changed 

majors, Full  time

A7 (45-51) Lost civil ian job, stuck in a downward 

spiral and had a love for music; attended full  

time
Pay it forward Desire to give back No challenge with GI Bill

A8 Although making good money, wanted a career 

he would enjoy vs working 70-90 hrs/week for 

the big money. Atends fulltime wanted a career not just a job x3

A9 Medically retired, passion for history, personal 

challenge - was told he couldn't complete 

college because of his TBI and he wanted to 

prove them wrong.  Attends full  time Personal challenge

Increased sense of 

academic autonomy
A10 Trying to get into a new career field

P1 Finally got access to GI Bil l , wants to stufdy 

computer science. Attends full  time
1st term

P2 (72-73) I want to use that experience and I just 

need the academics to back it up so that was a 

major motivation factor because I make myself 

more marketable to any agency. Attends Full 

time 1st Term
need academics to complement 

experience

P3 (38) - wanted a different career path
NON-TRADITIONAL 

STUDENTS
P4 (85) Need a career, I don't want another job. 

Changed majors, Attends full  time 

P5 (35-36) went to CC right after Marines but 

wasn't metally ready.  After several jobs he is 

now ready for school
1st Term

Veterans have unique 

challenges, often have 

disabilities

P6 (29-30) The plan was always to go to school but 

it was…I don’t know; getting the courage to 

actually start to go you know, I haven’t been in 

13 years. Full  Time Post-service jobs didn't work out

P7 Job after Coast Guard didn't work out.  Attends 

full  time

  Q1: Why are you returning to college now 
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Validity and Reliability  

In a qualitative study, validity and reliability become complicated concepts because they 

cannot be specifically tested, as is the norm of quantitative research. However, the validation of 

the level of rigor incumbent to the work must be substantiated if the study is to have value. 

Merriam (2009) noted that ethical conduct underpins validity and reliability in qualitative 

research, and while this is a correct sentiment, there remains a requirement to provide more 

concrete elements that will convince the reader of the study’s merit in the associated scholarship. 

One of the criterion that Merriam offers to test qualitative research is to ask, “If somebody else 

did the study, would they get the same results” (p. 212)? This simple but very pertinent question 

is a logical approach but not very scientifically oriented. Hinds, Scandrett-Hibdon, and McAulay 

(1990) noted that many researchers view the validity and reliability of qualitative research with 

skepticism and warn that this skepticism may lead some scholars to ignore valuable and relevant 

research. Hinds et al. further offered a method to validate qualitative research that involves the 

appointment of a panel of subject matter experts to explore the data derived from the research 

and essentially answer Merriam’s question: Do they arrive at the same conclusions? 

 Creswell (2008) offered a similar approach known as an external audit where an industry 

scholar from outside the project reviews the work and drafts a written evaluation of the research 

noting its strengths and weaknesses. Lincoln and Guba (2000) noted that researchers should have 

the sufficient confidence in their study to establish public policy or legislation based on the 

results. For this study, the practical and persuasive nature of triangulation and member checking 

(Merriam 2009; Creswell, 2008) as a method for assessing reliability and validity were the 

primary techniques utilized. These methods combined the necessary rigor to provide validity and 

reliability for the study and to strengthen the results of the work. 
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Triangulation consists of using multiple methods or multiple data sources in an effort to 

cross check the results and corroborate the findings (Merriam, 2009). The data for this study was 

collected via direct semi-structured interviews of veteran students conducted at two different 

institutions from two different geographic locations. Atlantic Community College was a large 

multi-campus institution whereas Pacific Community College was a smaller single-site college. 

The students who participated in this study were a mixture of those who had completed the 

veterans’ cohort class or program and those who were currently active in it. Additionally, these 

students represented all branches of military service and included both male and female 

members. Merriam (2009) noted that because human beings are the primary means of data 

collection and analysis, the direct interview itself strengthens the results of a qualitative study. 

As such, no other instrument or translation comes between the researcher and the subject. A 

further breakdown of student demographics is provided in the next chapter.  

Member checking was also employed as a means to further contribute to the rigor of the 

study. Member checking essentially consisted of taking the findings and analysis results back to 

participants in the study and asking them to validate the data (Creswell, 2008). Maxwell (as cited 

in Merriam, 2009) stated, “This is the single most important way of ruling out the possibility of 

misinterpreting the meaning of what participants say and do and the perspective they have on 

what is going on” (p. 111). This method was utilized on two separate occasions. In the first 

instance, students were sent a copy of the complete interview transcription and were asked to 

validate the text. As a follow-up, they were sent a copy of the themes and categories that resulted 

from the coding and analysis and were offered an opportunity to provide any comments or 

challenges to the produced summary. With the exception of minor administrative errors (e.g., 
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misspellings, acronym definitions), no substantive change recommendations were offered by the 

participating students.  

Limitations 

The study was limited by an inability to generalize the results based upon the relatively 

small population sample. Although the accumulated interview data from two separate colleges 

provided compelling data to support the efficacy of a veterans’ cohort program, these results 

could not be directly translated to all academic institutions. Also, no attempt was made to 

compensate for underlying psychological and physical factors and pressures on some of the 

participants such as PTSD, traumatic brain injury, and family requirements/responsibilities that 

may impede students’ persistence and success in their academic pursuits. It was recognized, 

however, that these conditions and circumstances might directly impact a student’s attitude and 

motivation for attending college in any capacity, which may also impact that student’s perception 

of the potential value a veteran’s cohort program offers. Additionally, the sample population for 

this study was self-selecting, that is they wanted to be in this cohort program and to participate in 

the study. Students from outside the veterans’ cohort were not considered for participation. 

Finally, researcher bias is a persistent risk when interpreting interview data. Although every 

effort was made to remain neutral and non-judgmental of the data accumulated through 

interviews, the researcher remained cognizant of the possibility that personal opinions had the 

ability to influence the study’s conclusions. One method for countering this phenomenon was to 

begin the interviews with more casual discussion of more enjoyable memories of military 

service. This enabled a more personal association with the participants that helped minimize any 

institutional viewpoints surrounding branch of service or occupational specialty that may have 

been unintentionally introduced. 
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Chapter Summary 

The purpose of this study was to examine veteran students’ perceptions of a cohort 

learning model as a contributor to their persistence and success at community colleges. A basic 

qualitative study was conducted using purposeful sampling from veteran students at two 

community colleges that offer veterans-only cohort programs. The data for this study were 

gathered via semi-structured interviews with veteran students who are or have previously 

participated in a veterans’ specific cohort. A detailed analysis using the constant comparative 

method was employed simultaneously with the data collection. Data was coded and categorized 

and underpinned by a major tenet of self-determination theory, which theorized that satisfying 

the psychological needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness leads to persistence and 

success (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Deci et al., 1991; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Themes were identified as a 

result of the data analysis and used to frame responses to the research questions. Triangulation of 

the data sources and member checking were employed to strengthen the validity and reliability of 

the work. As such, member checking was conducted in two phases. In the first phase students 

were provided with verbatim transcription of their interview sessions. In the second phase 

students were offered an opportunity to review and provide comment on the resulting themes and 

categories from the extensive analysis. The study was limited by an inability to generalize the 

results based upon the small population sample. Additionally, no attempt was made to 

compensate for underlying psychological factors and pressures on some of the participants such 

as PTSD, traumatic brain injury, and family requirements that may impede persistence and 

success in their academic pursuits. Finally, researcher bias is a persistent risk when interpreting 

the interview data.   

Analysis of the findings from this study are detailed in the following chapter.   
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Chapter Four: Findings 

The purpose of this study was to examine veteran students’ perceptions of a cohort 

learning model as a contributor to their persistence and success at community colleges. This 

qualitative study utilized a semi-structured interview protocol designed to address the three 

research questions outlined in chapter one (pp. 5-6). A brief summary of the methods for the 

study is provided in order to frame the findings this study produced.  

Overview of the Data Collection and Analysis 

This research employed what Merriam (2009) termed “a basic qualitative study” (p. 22) 

in that the overall purpose was to understand veterans’ perception of their learning environments. 

The local contacts at two community colleges identified a total of 20 students to participate in the 

study. A semi-structured interview protocol was developed (Appendix F) before conducting on-

site interviews at the two colleges. The constant comparative method (Creswell, 2008; Merriam, 

2009) of data analysis was employed and personal transcription of all of the interviews afforded 

an even deeper identification and understanding of the data.  

Two rounds of member checking were employed in order to validate the transcribed data. 

Participants received a copy of their interview transcripts to review in which only minor edits 

regarding spelling errors and acronym identification were recommended. After thorough analysis 

of the interview data, four themes were derived: motivation, non-traditional students, military 

veteran traits and skills, and the benefits and desire for more veteran courses. Member checking 

was then employed for a second time and all the veteran students who participated in the study 

also reviewed the themes and categories (Figure 2). Each student was asked to examine the 

analysis, and each student was offered an opportunity to provide comments or recommendations 

for any changes. The responses were all positive with no recommended changes.    
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Data collection sites. Two community colleges identified as veteran-friendly institutions 

with active veteran cohort programs were selected for the study. The two colleges were assigned 

pseudonyms: Atlantic Community College and Pacific Community College. Atlantic Community 

College is located on the East Coast and is a large, multi-campus college. Pacific Community 

College is a smaller single-site institution. Ten veteran students from each of the sites 

volunteered to be interviewed for the study; however, only seven from the Pacific Community 

College actually participated for a total of 17.   

Data collection. The interviews at the Atlantic Community College were conducted from 

September 28–30, 2015, and at the Pacific Community College were conducted from November 

12–13, 2015. Each interview site provided private space in an existing conference room for the 

duration of the research. This accommodation provided confidentiality for the veteran students 

and an informal discussion environment. The interview protocol (Appendix F) included margin 

space for recording any non-verbal communication or points of emphasis that might be noted 

during the discussions. In addition, the margin space also afforded an opportunity to note specific 

topics that were observed during previous interviews, thus, better enabling the constant 

comparative analysis method. The semi-structured nature of the interviews afforded the veteran 

students an opportunity to expand on key points they felt strongly about with the average 

duration of the interview sessions lasting 28 minutes. Those expanded comments are discussed in 

the Themes and Categories section. A summary of the participating student demographics is 

provided in Table 1. The veteran students that were interviewed for this study had either 

previously completed or were actively participating in the veterans’ cohort program at their 

respective colleges. Those who were actively participating were in week seven of their first term. 

As a means to ensure continued confidentiality throughout the discussion of the results from this 
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study, the students are referred to via alpha-numeric code. “A” represents students from the 

Atlantic Community College and “P” the Pacific Community College. The accompanying 

number indicates the sequence in which the students were interviewed.   

Table 1 

Summary Table of Student Demographics and Education Gaps 

Name Gender Service Years since last  
attended school 

Time since leaving the 
service and starting school 

Current enrolled or 
completed cohort 

A1 M Army 16 1 year Completed 

A2 M Army 7 (est.) 3 months Completed 

A3 M USMC 6 (est.) 2 months Completed 

A4 F Army 8 6 months Completed 

A5 M Army 6 (est.) Attended CC sporadically 
throughout service 

Completed 

A6 F Army 8 2 years Completed 

A7 M Army 16 7 years Completed 

A8 M USMC 19 14 years Completed 

A9 M Army 9 3 months Completed 

A10 M USMC 2 (est.) Attended other CC 
after leaving USMC 

Completed 

P1 M Air Force 7 6 years (medical release) Current 

P2 M USMC 14 5 years Current 

P3 F Air Force 6 2 years Completed 

P4 F USMC 13 3 years Completed 

P5 M USMC 14 6 years Current 

P6 M USMC 13 5 months Completed 

P7 M Coast Guard 13 1 year Completed 

Themes and Categories  

Using the constant comparative method (Creswell, 2008; Merriam, 2009), the data 

collected from the interviews at both colleges were coded and repeatedly analyzed, resulting in 

the identification of categories and themes that served to collectively group and sort the data sets. 

The resultant themes provided the necessary material and evidence to answer the research 

questions. Each of the themes and their associated categories (Figure 2) are discussed throughout 

the remainder of this chapter.  
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VETERANS COHORT PROGRAM THEMES AND CATEGORIES 

 

MOTIVATION 

 Intrinsic motivation/ Attend full time 

 Minimal academic credit for mil svc but no effect on motivation 

 No challenge with GI Bill 

 Increased sense of academic autonomy 

 

NON-TRADITIONAL STUDENTS 

 Long gap between high school and college 

 Large age difference when compared to other students  

 Lack of other college experience 

 In general, not academically ready, Math anxiety 

 Fear of starting college 

 Veterans have unique challenges, often have disabilities 

 

  MILITARY VETERAN TRAITS/SKILLS 

 Mutual support and Teamwork 

 Veteran Culture 

o Structure 

o Use of offensive language (swearing) 

o Camaraderie 

 Leadership, Discipline, and Time Management skills 

 

BENEFITS OF AND DESIRE FOR MORE VETERAN COHORT CLASSES 

 Repeated calls for more veterans’ classes 

 Safe Environment, Eased transition 

 Strong relationships built within the cohorts  

 Enhanced confidence and academic competence 

 Impact of teachers 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Resulting themes and associated categories from data analysis.  

Theme one: Motivation. All the interviewed veteran students indicated that their 

motivation for succeeding in their academic pursuits was enhanced by participation in the 

veterans’ cohort at their particular college. From the data coding and analysis, four categories 

were identified that comprised the theme of motivation. Those categories are identified and 

discussed in greater detail in the following paragraphs. 
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Category one: Intrinsic motivation. The interviews revealed a strong level of intrinsic 

motivation among the veteran students. Deci et al. (1991) equated intrinsic motivation to that 

which is self-directed. Despite the challenges of family obligations and work schedules, all of the 

veteran students from this study attend college full time. The pursuit of a career and not just a job 

was a common sentiment from the interviews as evidenced by this participant’s response:  

What the hell is $11,000/month good for if you’re not able to spend it because 

you’re working 80-90 hours, 7 days a week and don’t see your family? It’s kind 

of pointless. I’m far happier now than I was then and some people when I tell 

them that they say, how is that possible? You were making over $100,000/year? 

Money’s not everything. But being that I think I’ve found a career path where I 

can make money and truly thoroughly enjoy it, that’s priceless (Student A8). 

 

 Student A3 is attending Atlantic Community College specifically so he can follow in his 

father’s footsteps and become a Drug Enforcement Administration agent. Student P4 lamented 

about the series of thankless jobs she has had and finally determined, “So I need a career; I don’t 

want another job.” This comment was repeated by several other veteran students who were 

interviewed. Student P2 was a marine who had spent the majority of his service time with the 

military police. He commented that his goal was to gain the academic competencies to parallel 

his extensive experience in order to be more marketable to the myriad law enforcement agencies 

he is interested in joining. This is a common condition for veteran students. Many have extensive 

field experience but lack the academic credentials to earn certifications, licenses, or the requisite 

level of education demanded by many employers. 

 Several students indicated that their motivation to succeed also stems from a desire to 

continue to support their fellow soldiers, sailors, airmen, marines, and coast guardsmen still “on 

watch” or in transition to civilian life. Student A4 specifically noted that she was determined to 

earn a position with a defense contractor so she could stay abreast of the latest challenges from 
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the front and earn enough money to help support those still deployed. Student A7 is currently 

employed with the VA in a work study position at his college and stated that “I’m able to have 

that mindset to pay it forward and help transitioning veterans, and it feels great.” Student A7 also 

felt fortunate to have the opportunity to study something he loves: music. He is excited about the 

opportunity to pursue this as a career field. As noted in the comment from student P4, most of 

the veteran students were pursuing their studies at a community college in an attempt to find a 

rewarding career as opposed to only earning a larger paycheck. However, for many of the 

veteran students, the right career fit for them has proven to be somewhat elusive. At Atlantic 

Community College five out of the 10 students interviewed had changed majors at least once and 

similar numbers were observed at Pacific Community College as well. 

Category two: Minimal academic credit for military service but no effect on motivation. 

All 17 participating students shared a common experience regarding award of academic credit 

for their military service: essentially they received minimal to no credit. The one subject area 

where they did receive credit for their military experience was physical education. Persky and 

Oliver’s (2010) study revealed that veteran students viewed the award for military service credit 

as a sign of respect. Consequently, it was possible that the lack of credit received from the two 

community colleges in this study might have had an impact on the students’ motivation to 

persist. However, even though some of the students expressed anger and some level of 

resentment for this lack of awarded credit, there was no evidence that this detracted from their 

motivation to complete their studies. As an example, student A10 was particularly disgruntled 

about the lack of academic credit he received:  

I’ve taken all my math in the military, but they won’t take them so I have to take 

them over again which is crap. I took principles of leadership, accounting, 
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everything like that, and they won’t accept them over here, even though they’re 

accredited, and I can use them at any other university. 

 

Although genuinely irate about what he perceived to be inappropriate treatment of veteran 

students and their experiences, he also stated that this did not affect his motivation to complete 

his studies. Only one student (A3) indicated that the lack of awarded credit affected his 

motivation to continue at the college. When asked if he was close to dis-enrolling because of it, 

he nodded and indicated that it was all “pretty discouraging.”  

On the contrary, however, several students specifically indicated that they did not want to 

receive any credit from the college and preferred to take all the courses in their program to 

ensure they had a good baseline understanding of the subject matter. Student P5 stated, “To be 

honest with you, I kind of want the whole school experience. I’m actually not just here to get a 

job—I like the education part so…” Student P2 stated that he is in beginning math and beginning 

writing classes, but academically that is exactly where he should be and, therefore, is not at all 

bothered by the lack of academic credit for his military service. 

Category three: No challenge with the GI Bill. Although the review of the literature 

revealed some significant complications associated with administration and execution of the GI 

Bill benefit that directly affected student motivation/persistence (Maze, 2012), there was no 

evidence of any significant problems encountered by any of the students from this study. The 

only challenge or annoyance with the utilization of the GI Bill was reported by student A10. In 

his case his GI Bill eligibility expired, and he was angered that no one from the VA called him 

directly to inform him. To reiterate, the current GI Bill benefit is limited to 36 months (U. S. 

Department of Veteran Affairs, n.d.-a).  
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The predominance of student experience with the GI Bill has been mostly very positive. 

Student A3 noted, “The GI Bill has been amazing; it’s probably the biggest blessing that I’ve 

ever had. It helped me so much.” There were also comments from veteran students who went out 

of their way to assist other veteran students with their GI Bill benefits as evidenced by student 

A4: “We help them, we're veterans so we know how hard it was that first semester trying to get 

all your paperwork together. We don't let them give up.” Similarly, student A1 noted, “We help 

them, coach them, and pretty much walk them through the entire process so they’re not doing it 

by themselves.” 

Category four: Increased sense of academic autonomy. The interviews revealed an 

element of academic autonomy that was accommodated through participation in the veteran 

cohort classes. Student A1 remarked that as a result of being in the veterans’ cohort class, he felt 

more in control of his own learning. He contrasted this to his time in the military where his 

actions were more regimented and dictated. Student A6 concurred stating the following:  

It [veteran cohort class] definitely motivated me to push harder and be more 

accountable for what I did here at school. It makes you feel as if you can do 

better, you can do more, you can push, and get what you want done. 

 

Student A9 likened his veteran cohort class instructor to the leadership structure he experienced 

while in the military and the drive he had to always achieve higher goals: “We feel like he’s our 

First Sergeant or something or our commander and we’re his grunts, we’re his soldiers. Like we 

want to meet his standard, but if we can, exceed it." Students P4 and P6 both expressed that 

being in the veterans’ cohort motivated them to expand their academic horizons beyond what 

was required of assigned class work. Student A3 found that the veterans’ cohort class propelled 

him to figure things out for himself that he did not previously know (autonomous learning) as 

opposed to just ignoring it and moving on. Student A5 now uses the resources on campus he was 
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previously unfamiliar with to craft his own learning and improve his learning experience. 

Student P1 concluded that in a conventional class he would not be asking as many questions, but 

in the veterans’ class he asks more questions in pursuit of deeper learning.  

Several students also noted that participation in the veterans’ cohort classes directly 

improved their performance in their other classes as well. Student P1 commented that the 

confidence he gained from the veteran's cohort math class is rolling over to other courses. He is 

ahead on assignments and had not “been that competent in the past.” Student P8 agreed that the 

veteran cohort class aids performance in other classes if for no other reason than the shear 

competitive nature of veteran students: “You know that veterans are on average very competitive 

and of course you always talk about grades.” 

 Many of the students’ comments regarding academic autonomy reflected a close 

association with a general increased feeling of personal motivation as a result of participating in 

the veterans’ cohort class. Student P7 stated, “I’ve never been so motivated as I was the semester 

I took that veterans’ speech class. I’ll tell you my whole morale, that whole semester because of 

that one class, was through the roof.” Student P3 stated, “I was more motivated in the cohort 

classes than I was in any of my other classes." In addition, student P4 described the increased 

motivation level as a result of being part of something bigger than yourself while student A8 

stated, “I think that this class solidifies that aspect of wanting to always give 100% and not 

graduate but graduate at the highest level you possibly can.” The desire to exceed expectations 

was a common sentiment among the majority of the students’ comments regarding personal 

motivation and academic autonomy. Of the 17 students interviewed for this study, only three 

responded that the veterans’ cohort program did not enhance their sense of academic autonomy.  
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 Theme two: Non-traditional students. The second theme revealed via analysis of the 

interview data was the characteristics and challenges veterans face as non-traditional students. 

O’Herrin (2011) noted that, by definition, veterans are non-traditional students, who tend to be 

older than their collegiate peers, often have completed college credit at other institutions during 

their military careers, and have a wealth of life experience far beyond that of other students on 

campus. Through the coding and analysis of the data, six categories were identified that align 

with the theme of non-traditional students. These categories are discussed in the following 

paragraphs. 

Category one: Long gap between high school and college. As identified in Table 1, the 

veteran students who participated in this study had varying gaps in time between completion of 

high school (or earning a GED) and the start of college. The average gap in time was 10.4 years, 

with the longest being 19 years. The students in this study separated from their branch of military 

service for varying reasons. Some started in college soon after their discharge from the service 

while others chose to begin working immediately after leaving the military. Students A2, A3, 

A4, and P3 all started at their community colleges within six months of separating from the 

service. Several of the students were married with children and two students identified 

themselves as single parents. These factors influenced the expediency with which some of the 

students returned to school. Thus, the challenge of raising a family and the financial burdens that 

accompany caring for children have a direct impact on a veteran students’ ability to attend 

college. Student P4 noted, “I have three kids, so I have daycare. I have home costs, and I have 

bills to pay, so going to school was a big jump.’’ 

Category two: Large age difference when compared to other students. The majority of 

veterans are significantly older than the average students that attend community college with 
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them. Previous studies (Wheeler, 2012; Zinger & Cohen, 2010; Persky & Oliver, 2010) noted 

that the difference in age and life experience between veteran students and the general population 

of students on campus created some tension. The veteran students were intolerant of the younger 

students’ lack of respect for authority figures at the college and their lack of dedication to their 

academic pursuits. This study revealed similar findings. When asked what factors intimidated 

him about returning to school, student A2 stated the following: 

I’d say being 30 years old and surrounded by children. I guess that was my 

biggest fear. Their maturity level and mine are on two different levels. So I’m in a 

classroom full of teenagers, and I don’t know, they annoy me. 

 

Likewise, student P3 noted that her biggest fear in returning to college was the age difference she 

would encounter. She currently has some students in her classes that are 16 years old. Student P7 

also found the age difference to be an issue of concern when he was contemplating returning to 

school: 

Going to school with a bunch of kids that are my kid’s age. That kind of stuff is a 

little disconcerting. Sitting in a math class not being able to figure out the problem 

and then the 17 year old kid sitting next to you is just whizzing through it like 

you’re not even there.  

 

When referring to some of his younger classmates, student A9 stated the following:  

It’s the lack of discipline that I still have to hold myself on…They don’t even raise 

their hands. They just say, “hey” or they are talking in the back of the classroom. 

I’ve had to get on a couple of kids a couple of times. 

 

These tensions reduced the opportunity for the veteran students to establish personal 

relationships and more easily assimilate into the college. Of the 17 students interviewed, not one 

indicated that he or she had developed friendships of any merit outside of the veteran cohort. 

Category three: Lack of other college experience. Although O’Herrin (2011) found that 

veteran students typically had taken some college courses at other institutions throughout their 
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military careers, this was not the predominant case with the students interviewed for this study. 

Only three of the 17 students interviewed indicated that they had taken some college courses 

while in the military. Two others attended other community colleges, but this was after they had 

left the service. Most of the students blamed operational tempo for their inability to take courses 

during their time in the military. Student A2 was deployed for a significant portion of his 

military service, so by the time he had an opportunity to attempt a college math course, he was in 

need of refresher courses that were not available to him. Student A6 stated, “I did try when I was 

deployed…and then I ended up having to drop because it’s hard, it’s too much.” Student A8 

often worked 16-hour days since the mission always came first. He also indicated that “our 

squadron was kind of synonymous with not being a very conducive atmosphere to get your 

schooling accomplished so it was pointless.”      

Category four: In general, not academically ready for college, math anxiety. Only six 

of the 17 students interviewed indicated that they felt somewhat or mostly academically prepared 

to start college. Without exception, the students who participated in this study required remedial 

math. Student A2 stated that he “was terrified” to start college, and student A4 said she felt not at 

all prepared and was “scared” to start. Student P2 also indicated that he felt his academic 

preparedness was very low. Student A9 actually withdrew from his first term because of his lack 

of preparedness, but he has since returned and is performing much better. 

Math was the biggest challenge to the students in this study. Even those who considered 

themselves academically prepared to begin school expressed concerns and fears about taking a 

math class. Student A3 commented that “every single veteran in this school has had problems 

with math.” Student P7 stated that he was “deathly afraid of math.” Pacific Community College 

offers a veterans’ cohort class for math. The availability of this class made a tremendous 
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difference to the students returning to school after an extensive absence. The value of the 

veterans’ cohort for math will be discussed in greater detail in a latter section.       

Category five: Fear of starting college. Often the longer one is away from school, the 

harder it is to return. When asked what factors intimidated the participants about returning to 

school, the most common responses were related to the length of time they had been away. 

Student A1 emphasized that it had been 16 years since he had been in school, and he was 

definitely apprehensive about starting again. Student A6 echoed this same concern and added an 

additional factor of caring for her young child as an intimidating factor. Student P1 was 

concerned about his time management skills, and student A3 voiced concern about the extensive 

time since he had been in school and how that would impact his ability to develop good study 

habits.  

Other students experienced anxiety about returning to school for more veteran-specific 

reasons as noted by the following response:  

Thirteen years out of school was kind of the big thing, but also I was, I had a 

PTSD service dog you know, and I didn’t like being around people you know. It 

was kind of one of those things that I was really nervous about: how I was going 

to interact with people. (Student P6) 

 

Student P4 was concerned about how she would be able to act surrounded by lots of people all 

the time and large crowds. Student A5 suffers from traumatic brain injury, and he has a very 

visible twitch and his hands shake uncontrollably. His biggest fear was “my disability and sitting 

around regular people." P2 stated, “I absolutely dreaded enrolling. When I was in high school I 

was kind of a delinquent, so I didn’t have the best academic background, so it was definitely 

intimidating and nerve racking.” As noted previously, all of the students also experienced some 

degree of math anxiety that further contributed to their fear of starting college. English was 
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another subject of concern for some of the returning veteran students but it did not carry the 

same fear factor as math. 

Category six: Veterans have unique challenges, often have disabilities. Veteran students 

often face different challenges than other adult learners. Student P4 captured an interesting point 

when discussing her academic preparedness to start college: 

Veterans have unique challenges: It’s like how are you going to deal with the 

times when you’re up all night because you have nightmares or you have sleep 

apnea or insomnia where you can’t sleep, and you have class in the morning. 

 

Two of the students in this study disclosed that they were suffering from traumatic brain injury 

(TBI). Student A9 openly discussed the challenges related to his disability: 

I actually got told when I was going through the medical discharge board process 

to give my GI Bill to my daughters or my wife because my TBI was so bad. My 

PTSD was diagnosed as a chronic disability, almost bipolar, that they didn’t know 

if I would be able to function in class.  

 

He is also trying to overcome acute alcoholism and the psychological impacts of his wartime 

experiences that cause many veterans to feel disassociated and very much alone (Bustamante, 

2014). Several of the other students interviewed suffer from the effects of PTSD, which also 

directly impacts their ability to focus academically.  

 Theme three: Military veteran traits and skills. The third theme to arise from the data 

analysis was the personality and behavioral traits and different skill sets common to veteran 

students. This theme was supported by four categories that are discussed below. 

Category one: Mutual support and teamwork. Overwhelmingly the most common trait 

identified with veteran students in this study was the unwavering support that they extend to each 

other and the reliance on teamwork as a first choice solution to all challenges. In some cases, 

students from different service branches almost competed with each other to determine which 
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service branch was more supportive and exhibited a stronger brotherhood. This was evident in 

one student’s specific response: 

There’s always that veteran “thing” that you can see, especially with the Marines; 

it’s very synonymous with them. If someone just mentions they’re in the Marines 

it’s just a different ballgame altogether, and you’re already at that—OK, if you 

need something. I’ve got you if you need something. (Student A8)  

  

When considering the support received from the veteran cohort class, student A6 commented, “I 

knew that if I needed any help with anything, they would step up.” He tied this support concept 

back to his military roots and noted that when he was in the Army “…it didn't even matter that I 

didn't know you. If I needed help, you would help. It's like this unspoken thing.” The interview 

data is replete with comments from nearly all students heralding the mutual support concept. 

Phrases such as, “I’ve got your back,” “That’s what veterans do; we help each other,” and 

“We’re here for you if you need anything” were common among the majority of student 

comments. There were also instances where the veterans’ cohort collectively convinced other 

veteran students not to drop out when they were particularly discouraged: 

…that has happened with a couple of the guys and one of the girls that works with 

us. She thought about quitting, and we kind of motivated her and helped her out. 

She just was in the wrong program, and she was trying to make something happen 

that wasn’t for her. So we kind of got together, and we sat her down, helped her 

figure something out, so she’s doing another program now, something that she 

really does enjoy. (Student A1) 

 

Student P3 recalled a similar experience in the veteran cohort at her college: 

We had some people like that actually were just struggling because of PTSD and 

because veterans understand or come from a little more understanding view point, 

even if they’ve never had it, they feel for that person and say hey, we’re going to 

help you. We’re basically going to bend over backwards and do whatever we can 

so you can pass this class. I saw it happen in our cohort class. 

 



75 

 

 

Student A5 noted that if they (the veterans’ cohort) observed someone struggling, “We would go 

police them up, do what we had to do to motivate them, and we always made sure that no one 

failed … and that no one walked out of the door feeling like a loser.” 

Student A2 also provided comments that illustrate the mutual support concept among the 

veterans’ cohort: 

Yes, we work together to help each other out. We all work as a group, like if we 

had trouble when we’re doing homework at night, there’s always someone who 

knows it better than you do, so you’ve got the strength and weaknesses building 

on each other. 

 

Student A6 noted that the veterans’ cohort class helped take him out of his shell. He further 

commented that because of the veterans’ cohort class, “I’ve made friends that help me, push me, 

and motivate me to do better. I think that has been the reason for my success here at Atlantic 

Community College.” Student A7 echoed these same sentiments: 

With veterans there’s something unspoken like I’ve got your back; you’ve got 

mine. The whole idea is how we’re trained—you never leave a buddy behind. If 

I’m working towards an “A,” hell, I want you to get an “A” too. So whatever it is, 

we’ve got to do to get it, you know, let’s do it.  

 

 Discussion of teamwork and team building were almost as prominent in the veteran 

students’ interview comments as the mutual support concept. Student A8 discussed a class 

project, being led by two 19-year old students, that was failing and how he stepped in to facilitate 

an appropriate solution to the existing challenges: 

And none of it is a testament to me. It’s more of a testament to that whole team-

building process that I learned in the Marine Corps. Veterans know how to work 

in teams, whether it be at the leadership role or just to be a good troop and do 

their part.  

 

When responding to a question regarding the efficacy of the veterans’ cohort concept, student A2 

specifically related it to the teamwork concept common to the military: 
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It's good because veterans usually motivate each other, so someone who requires 

that type of motivation might require that to move forward. So moving forward as 

a group gives you that teamwork aspect, and that’s great for more team building. 

 

Student A7 noticed that he would always find himself being the one to get everything organized 

and to assign tasks, meeting times, and things of that nature. As a direct result of his leadership 

and team building experience in the military, it was just something he was accustomed to doing. 

He further commented: “I love group projects because now you can share ideas, hear different 

suggestions, opinions, and just you know, at the end of the day come up with something that 

works for everybody.” 

Category two: Veteran culture. When considering the value of the veteran cohort toward 

its ability to help veterans persist and eventually succeed in their academic programs, several of 

the students provided comments that collectively fell under the header of “veteran culture.”  

Student P6 commented, “Veterans are a culture. We basically have our own way of doing things, 

our own way of talking. It doesn’t matter the service. You’re more comfortable around other 

veterans.” Some of the more commonly referenced components of the veteran culture that arose 

in the student interviews were comments about structure, use of offensive language (swearing), 

and camaraderie. The skills of leadership, discipline, and time management also appeared with 

significant frequency. 

Structure. The veteran students exhibited a desire to seek structure in their lives and their 

academic environment. The organizational structure that they experienced in the military became 

a mindset that they sought to apply to their education as well. Student P5 commented that the 

regimentation and the structure that he was used to has helped him a lot. “I’ve been able to 

budget my time by kind of even using reverse planning which is something I learned in the 

military.” Along the same lines, student P1 noted that unit structure was one of the skills that he 
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thought transferred well from his military experience into the academic environment. Student A5 

also stated that the structure he was accustomed to in the military helped lead the way for 

structure in his education as well. Specifically, when the veteran students referred to structure, 

they meant how to be productive, respectful, responsible, punctual, and take pride in themselves 

and their learning tools such as their books. Student A9 believed that creating structure in his 

academic environment will further enable his chances for success. He commented the following:  

It's like when you first learn how to fire a weapon or move down range or actions 

on contact, you go over it again so many times in your head, everything that you 

need to do. You don’t even think—it just goes. 

  

He believes that by maintaining a firm structure in his academic pursuits, he will develop good 

study habits and learning behaviors similar to the muscle memory common to his military 

training. Student P7 also described an interesting observation regarding a desire for structure 

among veteran students: “I know we’re all supposed to think for ourselves and have leadership 

qualities and all that kind of stuff, but at the same time, we’re all used to having direction too, 

You know what I mean.” 

 Use of offensive language (swearing). Other students echoed student P6’s comment about 

veterans having their own way of talking and indicated that the ability to speak in class with ease 

and without fear of reprisal from the instructor was an enabler for their academic success. When 

questioned about the psychological safety of the veteran cohort classes, student P3 responded as 

follows:  

I think it was because we could all be ourselves. There was never a filter put on 

us, and you’re never looked at funny or odd because a lot of veterans, they cuss 

and the teacher was OK with it. They were comfortable, and I felt it makes it a 

better learning environment when you’re comfortable. 
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Similarly, student A3 noted that in the veterans’ cohort class he could say whatever he wanted 

and talk the way he wanted without being judged and this greatly enhanced his comfort level and 

ability to adjust to the college environment. Student P7 also remarked about the environment in 

the veteran cohort classes serving as an enabler to his learning: 

The big difference was maintaining that military feeling in the classroom. Being 

able to just curse and being able to loudly blurt something out if it pops into your 

head without everybody thinking you’re a schizoid in the back of the class. 

 

Student A9 stated that his swearing is not meant to be offensive. It’s just the way he talks. He 

sees it as an advantage in the veterans’ cohort class to be able to use swear words without the 

class getting disrupted. Student P6 elaborated further on the culture concept: 

It just sets you at ease being around them [veterans] and all going to core classes 

together. The one thing they teach you when you get out is to stop cussing and 

that’s real hard for a lot of people, but the teachers don’t care. You know it’s just 

things they understand. You’re not offending anyone. It’s just like-minded people 

and you’re with your culture, and it allows you to ease into this different culture. 

Being in the military was a way of life; it wasn't a regular job. 

 

The discussion about psychological safety in the veterans’ cohorts elicited some of the strongest 

student responses. As such, the concept of psychological safety for veterans is elaborated upon 

further in the discussion of category two of theme four. 

 Camaraderie. The camaraderie exhibited between veterans is a difficult concept to 

articulate, but it is one of the more powerful components of the veterans’ cohort concept for the 

participating students in this study. When asked what elements of their military training 

experience transferred well to academic environment, camaraderie was one of the most common 

responses. From the interview data it was apparent that this sense of camaraderie was the 

primary catalyst behind the mutual support and teamwork concepts discussed previously. Student 

P2 commented that there is something special about having “chewed the same dirt as each other” 
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and that is probably one of the principal elements that give veterans their own identity on 

campus. Student A9 captured the magnitude of the camaraderie concept by relating his 

experience with other veterans on the battlefield: “I mean you are willing to die for some of 

those guys, and you had just met them in the last month or the day before you left.” For the 

majority of veterans, that sentiment about camaraderie is extremely strong and is slow to erode.  

Student P7 was the lone student whose enthusiasm for the veteran’s cohort was 

somewhat mediocre. He was a coast guardsmen and felt that his fellow veteran’s did not 

recognize the Coast Guard as a legitimate military service. He self-admittedly said he had a “chip 

on his shoulder” about that and tended to be somewhat standoffish with the veterans in his 

classes. However, even he recognized that the camaraderie he did experience was very helpful 

for his academic pursuits. Student A2 commented that “the veterans’ only class is the only thing 

that made me feel like I was in the right place,” and further noted that he has built life-long 

friendships with his fellow veterans. Student A3 followed with a similar comment equating being 

with the veterans with being at home: “We would always stay together. We would go out to eat 

on the weekends and stuff like that, so that class became more like a small little family.” Student 

A7 also stressed the unique advantages that the camaraderie between veterans provides and 

commented: “Just being in that atmosphere of veterans, there are no words to describe it. It is 

just an awesome feeling.”     

Leadership, discipline, and time management skills. Despite their status as non-traditional 

students and historical challenges with assimilating into college, veteran students bring a lot of 

skills to the academic environment. Most prominent among them are leadership, discipline, and 

time management. When responding to questions regarding the elements of military training that 

transfer well to the academic environment, leadership rivaled camaraderie as the most common 
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response. The advantages of having learned self-discipline and time management skills while in 

the military were also viewed as a contributor to academic success. Student A1 highlighted the 

point that his military leadership training facilitated an ability to organize study groups, support 

mechanisms, and social events. Similarly, student A3 commented that “leadership, discipline, 

and teamwork, the Marine Corps instilled that in my mind.” Student A7 noted that it was 

predominantly the whole discipline aspect of being in the military that helped him most 

academically while student A3 remarked that the leadership and regimentation she learned in the 

military made her more organized which transferred directly to the academic environment. 

Student P4 echoed these comments with a similar response: 

If you kept a lot of the military things that have kind of been engrained in us, it 

really does help. Time management, being able to get in and get stuff done. You 

know, being able to say, no, I’m not going to go out tonight. I’ve got this, this, 

and this to do. It really helps with the success rate. 

 

While addressing the same question regarding the elements of military training that transfer well 

to the academic environment, student A2 concurred that the elements of leadership and discipline 

that he was required to exercise in the military definitely helped him in the veterans’ cohort 

classes. However, he further noted that he made no efforts to employ any leadership skills in 

other classes: “Yes, in those cohort classes for sure but in the Criminal Justice class I’m just off 

on my own doing my school work.”  

 Contrarily student P5 commented that he shies away from leadership opportunities in his 

college. He attributes this to a desire to put that part of his life (the military) behind him and also 

to allow some of the younger students to have those opportunities. Student P7 maintained a 

similar attitude and also commented that he avoided leadership roles in his classes. These 
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comments were interesting but anomalous in comparison to the other student interview 

responses.  

Theme four: Benefits of and desire for more veteran cohort classes. This was the 

strongest of the four themes identified from the data analysis. The predominance of the veteran 

students’ comments from the interview sessions were focused on the beneficial aspects of the 

veterans’ cohort class/program and the many advantages it offered them. Based on the initial 

interview questions, it was apparent that there would be considerable favor for the veteran cohort 

concept. The responses from these students confirmed that they felt strongly about the veteran 

cohort model. Without exception and to varying degrees, all 17 students participating in this 

study indicated that the veteran cohort had a positive influence on their academic success and 

probability to persist. From the data analysis, five categories were discovered that contributed to 

this theme regarding the benefits and desirability of veteran cohort classes. These categories are 

addressed throughout the remainder of this section.      

Category one: Repeated calls for more veterans’ classes. As mentioned previously, 

Pacific Coast Community College maintains a veterans’ cohort program that comprises 

commonly attended core courses conducted throughout the year. Atlantic Coast Community 

College, however, offers only one veterans’ cohort course. Consequently, the predominance of 

comments calling for more veteran cohort classes came from Atlantic Coast Community 

College. Student A1 offers an interesting observation: 

I think every college should have a veteran cohort program, at least for the first 

year. We don’t start at the same level as the high school kids. There is a different 

way of teaching veterans and some of the professors, even here at Atlantic 

Community College, don’t quite get it yet. We get stuck in classes with a bunch 

of 18, you know I’m 36 years old, and I’m in a class full of 18 and 19 year olds, 

and here’s the professor calling us a bunch of kids—it’s definitely a little hard on 

us. 
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In Persky and Oliver’s (2010) study, faculty training was specifically highlighted as a contributor 

toward veteran student success and student A1’s comments serve to corroborate that 

recommendation. Student A7 had a positive experience in the veterans’ cohort class and 

questioned why there were not more opportunities for this: “One of the two best classes I've 

taken at Atlantic. I always wondered why there wasn't more classes along that line where 

veterans can come together in a setting that we know is comfortable.” Student A8 also supported 

expanding the veteran cohort concept at Atlantic Community College and noted the following: 

If you can get those student veterans into the veterans-only classes where they at 

least get two semesters knocked out, then I think it would be very unlikely that 

they wouldn’t complete at least that AA degree… I can only imagine what it 

would have been like, how awesome it would have been, to have four classes of 

nothing but veterans. I mean that would just, I’d be jacked out of my mind to 

attend every day. 

 

Students A1 and A3 both expressed a desire to see more veteran cohort classes at Atlantic 

Community College noting that the one available class helped them get back into that school 

mentality. Students A1 and A3 specifically cited the advantages a veteran cohort class could 

offer for math success at Atlantic. Student A1 mentioned that the Student Veterans Association 

has been trying for about a year now to get more classes like the existing veterans’ class, 

specifically a math class.  

  Student A8 noted that, along with the academic boost that the veteran cohort classes 

offer, the bond of veterans really coming together and keeping each other from failing would be 

magnified if there were additional classes. Student A10 commented, “I myself would jump all 

over that program if we had one. And I could see myself going all the way through with the same 

determination I have now knowing that it’s a classroom full of veterans or retirees.”  
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Student A2 recommended using the veterans’ cohort for core classes and then tapering 

the veterans' cohort classes off in order to better integrate veteran students into the general 

college population. He also believed that the veterans’ class helps build baseline academic 

routines, which should contribute to higher success rates. Student P6 concurred with the gradual 

reduction of veteran cohort classes: “Luckily the transition from the veteran cohort happened real 

gradually. It wasn’t like you were with all veterans and then just stopped. It turned into half 

veterans and then it kind of faded away which was really nice.” When discussing unique 

challenges that veterans experience, student A3 commented that “every veteran has a problem, 

no matter what it is. Some people don’t understand that, so I feel that a veteran cohort program 

for classes would be amazing for this school.” Student P3 recommended having veteran students 

enroll in cohort classes for at least one year. She believes there will be a psychological advantage 

leading to better success rates: “First year down and you’re good to go. That’s probably more 

than some of us thought we were ever going to be able to complete.” Student P6 concurred and 

believes that with at least one term in a veteran cohort, success will skyrocket. 

Category two: Safe environment, eased transition. As noted previously, there were 

many strong comments from the students regarding the psychological safety of the cohort 

classroom. The ability to feel comfortable and at ease in the veteran cohort classroom was 

advantageous to the students and significantly aided the transition to college which some found 

unnerving. Student P2 is in his first year at Pacific Community College and had been in the 

veteran cohort for seven weeks at the time of the interview. He stated the following: 

It makes the transition a lot easier for going back to school. Meeting a group of 

guys like the guys I’m with right now gives me more confidence in the work that I 

do and the stuff I’m producing, and it just made the transition for coming back to 

school a lot easier.  
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Student P3 agreed and also noted how the cohort program helped her transition: “I think it helped 

me transition better into the college environment because it was one class that I would look 

forward to going to because of the relationships I was building.” Student P4 noted, “I think the 

veteran cohort will help any veteran that joined it because of having that stable, structured 

environment plus that core group to help push them through when they feel like giving up.” 

Student P5 also felt strongly about the advantage the veteran cohort brings to the transition 

process:   

This is good, especially for veterans who are just getting out and transitioning. 

This is a good, for lack of a better term, socialization for people to get back into a 

school environment or even into the civilian populace as a whole. So I like that 

part about it, and if I were putting it out to other schools, I would emphasize that 

as a success path for continuing students. 

 

Student A1’s comment regarding the comfort of the veterans’ cohort class environment is 

reflective of similar points of emphasis from the majority of the students from both schools: 

“Even after the first day you felt like you knew everybody so nobody was nervous about asking 

questions or telling jokes. It was definitely a different environment, a much better environment 

for us.” Student A6 noted that she was initially somewhat shy and reserved in her classes: “It was 

always difficult because I always think everybody is judging me; everybody is looking at me...” 

She went on to attest: “I am no longer scared or uncomfortable because of that class—definitely 

felt a lot safer.” In common with other students, Student A9 believed the psychological safety of 

the veterans’ cohort class is derived from an atmosphere where he felt free from judgment:  

It’s a break from all my other classes because I can be in a class where I’m not 

judged because I’m with people that I served with. It's the fear, like we are not 

afraid if we are going to be wrong because nobody in there is going to judge you. 

 

Student P4 continued along these same lines of concern and remarked that the veteran cohort is a 

much safer environment, and there is no fear of being ridiculed or judged: “I think that’s the 
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hardest part about school is because you’re with these young kids who are looking at you and 

saying you’re 31 and just now going to school?” Student P6 suffers from PTSD and initially used 

a service dog when coming to school. The veterans’ cohort program was of tremendous 

assistance to him. He stated that it was a much safer environment:  

You know because there’s me with a PTSD service dog, and no one cared and 

you’re with this group of people with who you don’t feel weird. Like I found 

myself having to keep my opinions to myself in some of my other classes. 

 

Not all of the students felt intimidated about asking questions and offering opinions in the 

conventional classes they attended. For example, student A7 noted, “…personally I don’t give a 

damn about what some 18- or 19-year old kid says about me anyway. I’m here to learn and 

whatever questions I need to ask to learn, that’s what I’m going to do.” Student A8 expressed a 

similar comment:  

I just don’t care, and I know that when I raise a question in the math class which 

is not a veterans’ class that I’m raising a question that four or five other people in 

this class have. They just don’t have the guts to raise their hands and ask it in the 

first place. So I just don’t care, and I have no ego to bruise or anything anyway, so 

you can call me the dumb old guy. I’ll get an “A” in the class and walk away so 

that’s the way I look at it. 

 

However, they also agreed that the environment in the veteran cohort class more aptly facilitated 

their learning.    

Category three: Strong relationships built within the cohorts. The relationships between 

veterans are often born of common experiences that in many cases occurred under very dire 

circumstances. As noted previously, some of the students mentioned that “veteran thing” that 

served to unite them in the veteran cohort classes. During the data analysis it became apparent 

that the relationships these veterans built became very strong and somewhat fraternal that 

extended beyond the campus and into the social spectrum. Student A1 expressed the following:  
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The camaraderie and the friendship that you build in that class carries over. I still 

take classes with those guys, and I work with a lot of them and a lot of those guys 

I still see on our off time. 

 

Student A5 also noted, “They're all my buddies you know, and even after work hours we have 

potlucks, hang out or whatever.” Although only in his first term, student P2 noted that the 

veteran's group is already getting pretty close. He further stated the following:  

I’m going to keep on taking them [veterans’ courses] as long as they’re offered. 

It’s kind of like going to boot camp or MOS [military occupational specialty] 

school. You start with a group of guys, and you want to finish with that same 

group of guys.  

 

Student A4’s husband was deployed overseas when she arrived on the East Coast to start school 

at Atlantic Community College. Although initially very lonely and isolated, she found a link with 

her fellow veterans: “Meeting people my age with similar experiences in the veteran's class 

definitely helped me cope.” Student A6 remarked: “We would always stay together. We would 

go out to eat out on the weekends and stuff like that, so that class became more like a small little 

family compared to all of my other classes.” Student P4 noted extensive social engagements in 

her cohort:  

With our cohort class we got together a lot. We did BBQs, you have people over 

your house, and you get together at the bar. If we would have this math quiz 

coming up, let’s come over to my house and study, and we’ll drink beer and stuff 

like that.  

 

Student P4 also noted that when the veteran cohort ended, and she stopped taking classes with 

other veterans, it was hard—harder to succeed. This tends to support the advantage of tapering 

off the veteran cohort classes after one year. Additionally, there could be instances where 

veterans may develop an over-reliance on the cohort and experience challenges assimilating into 

the civilian workforce at a later time.  
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Category four: Enhanced confidence and academic competence. As noted previously, 

the majority of veteran students expressed a great deal of apprehension and, in some cases, fear 

about starting college after a prolonged break. As a foundational element of self-determination 

theory, satisfaction of the psychological needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness serves 

as a prime enabler for persistence and success (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Deci et al., 1991; Ryan & 

Deci, 2000). The interview data from this study revealed that 14 of the 17 students proclaimed to 

have enhanced self-confidence and competence as a result of having participated in the veteran 

student cohort. This increased sense of confidence and competence served to erode veteran 

students’ fear and apprehension about attending college as noted by student P3: 

Oh it was very encouraging, yes. It [the veterans’ cohort] makes me feel more 

confident about the transition back into school. And you know what, I didn’t think 

like, I wasn’t sure I could do this when I started, but I’m positive I can do it now. 

 

Responding to a question about whether the veterans’ cohort increased his self-confidence or 

sense of competence, student P6 responded, “Absolutely, 100%. You’re not so nervous because 

you realize that these people haven’t been in school for a while either.” Student P6 continued 

noting the following:  

…my biggest fear coming out of the military was that I’m not going to be able to 

do anything else. You feel worthless, and then you come here and you succeed 

and you’re like, “Oh man, I can do things. I can do things other than war—wow. 

  

Responding to the same question, student A6 commented that she strongly believed that being in 

the veterans’ cohort class has helped her succeed in other classes as a result of increased 

confidence. Student P1 also acknowledged an increase in self-confidence from participating in 

the veterans’ cohort class. He specifically noted that the confidence gained from the veterans’ 

cohort math class is rolling over to other courses. He is ahead on most assignments and has not 

been that competent in the past. After contemplating the question for a moment, student P5 also 
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concurred that being in the veteran cohort program has boosted his confidence level. Student P4 

provided an account of one veteran student who no longer required the use of his PTSD service 

dog after being in the veteran cohort because he is now comfortable enough with the people that 

he has befriended in that cohort, so he is not nervous about attending class.   

Category five: Impact of teachers. At Atlantic Community College the instructor for the 

veterans’ cohort class is a retired Army Captain and leads many veteran programs at the college. 

He is an exceptionally dedicated teaching professional who is a role model and motivator for the 

students at that college. At Pacific Coast College, the veteran service officer personally recruits 

the instructors for the veterans’ cohort program and, by all accounts, he has identified the right 

level of teaching talent that has direct impact to the students. Nearly all of the students provided 

some level of comment regarding their respect and admiration for the teachers in their programs. 

At Pacific Community College the math teacher was repeatedly praised: “I thought math was 

going to be the worst class this term, next term, and throughout my college career. But thus far 

it’s been the best class, the most exciting” (Student P2). Student P7 also commented positively 

concerning the math course: 

It was nice taking my first two terms with nothing but veterans, and in a way it 

was helpful. It was nice with the instructors knowing that and almost tailoring the 

class for that. We had a math instructor with no relation to the military 

whatsoever, but somehow she managed to let the room operate like a military 

training program would.  

 

When commenting about the math teacher for the veteran cohort, student P4 remarked, “I think 

if it wasn’t for her, I probably would have quit school because it was just so hard.” Several of the 

students also commented that even after they had successfully passed the math class, that teacher 

would contact them just to check in and see if they needed any help. 
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 Similar praise was heralded for the instructor of the veterans’ cohort class at Atlantic 

Community College. Student A5 stated, “Being in a class like his was a morale boost for 

whatever crap I had to deal with that was outside his class...He deserves about 5 raises.” Students 

A9 and A10 both named that instructor, above all others, when asked about friendships 

developed on campus. One student, A1, noted that the instructor’s status as a veteran was 

particularly important to the veteran students: “Yes, yes absolutely. He’s done it himself. You 

know he’s a retired captain. He’s a veteran and got out and went back to school and now he’s 

teaching. It definitely helps.” Student A3 commented that the instructor motivated students to be 

more and to believe more in themselves, which resonated with their performance in every other 

class as well. Student A5 noted that through that instructor, he was able to network with other 

extensions of the Wounded Warrior program and Fairways for Warriors: “So much good came 

from just that one veterans’ class.” Student A8 also remarked, “I have to admit that even though 

I thought I did pretty well, he had so much more to teach.”  

The studies conducted by Persky and Oliver (2010) and Zinger and Cohen (2010) 

highlighted the importance of properly trained faculty for teaching veteran students. When 

contemplating program expansion, such as these for inclusion at other community colleges, the 

value of employing the “right” instructors in these programs cannot be overstated.  

 Additional discovery. Although not a theme identified as part of the data collected from 

interviews, it was noteworthy that several students were thankful for this research being 

conducted. They believed so strongly in the value of the veteran cohort program that they were 

excited to learn that the program is receiving external attention. Student A5 specifically 

mentioned that he was glad to be a part of this research. Student A8 remarked, “I think what 
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you’re doing and the thesis is a phenomenal subject, and I think this information needs to find its 

way out there.” 

 An additional point of interest from the data collection was that although the feedback 

from the students at both schools was overwhelmingly positive, the programs are actually poorly 

attended by the veteran population writ large. At Atlantic Community College, the veteran 

services officer reported that for the fall 2015 term, there were 1,047 registered veteran students, 

but only 23 enrolled in the veterans’ cohort class. Comparably, at Pacific Community College 

during the fall 2015 term, the veteran services officer reported 204 registered veteran students, 

but only 14 registered in the veteran cohort program. Informal discussion of this phenomenon 

with the veteran students revealed schedule conflicts and work/family obligations to be the 

primary cause of the low participation rates, along with a desire for anonymity among some 

veteran students. Also interesting was that neither school advertises the program in any location 

on the colleges’ websites or publications. Program recognition comes almost exclusively through 

word of mouth from the veteran students who have been previously enrolled. While not directly 

a part of this study, the low participation numbers and restricted program advertising warrants 

future research.  

Chapter Summary 

The purpose of this study was to examine veteran students’ perceptions of a cohort 

learning model as a contributor to their persistence and success at community colleges. This 

qualitative study utilized a semi-structured interview protocol for data collection via interviews 

conducted of 17 veteran students at two separate community colleges. This chapter briefly 

reviewed the study’s method and reported the interview findings and analysis.  
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The interviews were recorded and then personally transcribed verbatim and sent back to 

the students for validation of their comments. The constant comparative method of data analysis 

was employed to code the data and eventually derive four major themes supported by 18 

categories, all designed to provide responses to the three research questions identified. The four 

determined themes were motivation, non-traditional students, military veteran traits and skills, 

and benefits of and desire for more veteran cohort classes.  

Motivation. All 17 students attended full time and were generally intrinsically motivated 

with definitive career plans and academic goals. Neither college offered the veteran students 

substantial credit for their military service, but this presented little to no effect on their 

motivation levels to succeed. Also, although the literature review revealed some instances where 

GI Bill administrative complications caused frustration and served to de-motivate many students 

in the past, no substantial challenges were identified with student GI Bill utilization. 

Non-traditional students. A large age gap was evident between veteran students and the 

general campus population. Similarly, the time between attending their last formal school 

(usually high school) and starting at a community college was also extensive. The average gap 

was 10.4 years with the longest being 19 years. Contrary to what the literature review revealed 

about non-traditional students, the veteran students that participated in this study had almost no 

previous college experience before starting at these schools. Consequently, the majority of them 

did not feel academically prepared to start college and all expressed math anxiety. In fact, all 17 

students wound up enrolled in remedial math classes. As anticipated, the interviews revealed that 

some of the veteran students experienced unique challenges, and chief among those were both 

physical and mental disabilities.  
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Military veteran traits and skills. Generally, the military traits that were common to 

veteran students in this study were mutual support and teamwork, as well as the identification of 

a veteran culture. The most common trait identified with veteran students in this study was the 

unwavering support they extend to each other and the reliance on teamwork as a first choice 

solution to all challenges. Interview data analysis also identified the concepts of structure, 

common use of foul language, and camaraderie as elements of a common veteran culture. As 

anticipated, the camaraderie among the veteran students was strong. Also identified during the 

data analysis was the skills veteran students brought to the academic environment, specifically 

leadership, discipline, and time management. 

Benefits of and desire for more veteran cohort classes. One of the two schools that 

participated in this study did not offer a full veteran cohort program, but instead offered a single 

veteran cohort class. The majority of the students interviewed from that college strongly desired 

additional veteran cohort classes that could extend throughout the students’ first year at college. 

Students from both colleges felt that the veteran cohort provided a psychologically safe 

environment that served as an enabler to their college transition. This environment further 

cultivated the growth of strong personal relationships in these cohorts that branched out beyond 

the campus. The students also thought that participation in the veterans’ cohort classes elevated 

their own levels of self-confidence and competence. Finally, there were many comments from 

students praising the efforts of the instructors assigned to the veteran cohort classes. There are 

special considerations and trainings that teachers should possess prior to being assigned classes 

made up exclusively of veteran students. The impact that the appropriate teacher can have on 

veteran student success cannot be overstated. 
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The next chapter further analyzes the findings from this study and formulates responses 

to the research questions. Conclusions and recommendations for further study are also provided.   
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations for Further Study 

 The purpose of this study was to examine veteran students’ perceptions of a cohort 

learning model as a contributor to their persistence and success at community colleges. This 

qualitative study utilized a semi-structured interview protocol to gather data from 17 veteran 

students at two community colleges who had participated or were currently participating in a 

veterans’ cohort program. Data analysis resulted in the identification of four central themes with 

a total of 18 supporting categories that summarily represented the collective students’ interview 

responses. The striking similarities in student responses between the two schools were indicative 

of data saturation. As such, it is likely that studies at additional colleges would yield similar 

results. This chapter will discuss how the data serves to answer the research questions and how 

conclusions were derived. It was discovered that several data categories have cross-functional 

relevance that provided some portion of the response to more than one of the research questions. 

The chapter also includes considerations for follow-on study regarding the use of veteran cohort 

programs for improving veteran student success rates at community colleges. 

Research Question One 

The first research question asked was what elements of self-determination theory support 

the notion that a cohort approach to learning will enhance veteran students’ success in 

community colleges? The central tenets of self-determination theory asserted that satisfying the 

psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness are critical to improving 

performance and success (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Deci et al., 1991; Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

Specifically, Deci et al. (1991) proposed that motivation is directly enhanced by satisfying those 

psychological needs and that it is self-directed or intrinsic motivation that serves as the catalyst 

for enhanced performance. The data analysis from this study yielded motivation as one of four 
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themes that described the data. This theme provided evidence that addresses this first research 

question. 

Intrinsic motivation. As noted in the literature review, Vansteenkiste et al. (2006) 

defined intrinsic, or autonomous motivation, as the satisfaction of self-fulfilling or internally 

driven activities, whereas extrinsic motivation is related to external achievement or recognition 

not directly tied to the actual learning itself (awards, grades, status). Similarly, Stafanou and 

Salisbury-Glennon (2002) described intrinsic motivation as engaging in a task for internal 

reasons such as challenge, curiosity, or mastery. Toward this end, the interview questions were 

sequenced in an attempt to initially establish an understanding of student motivations and any 

impediments to maintaining that motivation at a high level.  

The first interview question asked students why they were returning to college at this 

time in their lives. It was anticipated that many responses were going to be tied to tangible or 

material gain such as financial improvements, ability to purchase a home, or more formidable 

modes of transportation. However, very few of the responses made direct reference to earning 

more money as a primary reason for attending their community college. Instead, the bulk of the 

comments focused on skill development to support a specific career goal that was more passion 

than purpose driven. In fact, one of the students actually left a high powered sales position where 

he was earning an impressive salary for the opportunity to pursue a love of engineering and the 

ability to spend more time with his family. Also characteristic of veteran students’ high 

motivation levels was the fact that all 17 of the veteran students interviewed were attending 

school full time. Considering that many of these students had families, this was a considerable 

sacrifice and illustrative of the intrinsic motivation that Vansteenkiste et al. (2006) described. 
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Several of the students did initially pursue the financial rewards of full-time work after leaving 

the service, but all remarked that those were just jobs. Now they were trying to build careers. 

 Evidence of intrinsic motivation was evident in other student responses as well. One 

student indicated a desire to “pay it forward” and continue to support fellow soldiers still in the 

field. A few students were forthcoming about the injuries they sustained in combat, and one was 

attending college in response to a challenge because he was told that the nature of his injuries 

would not allow him to complete a college program. Another individual was pursuing a criminal 

justice program specifically so he could follow in the path of his deceased father. In summary it 

was surprising to see how infrequently the discussion of their academic pursuits and reasons for 

being at the college followed a fiscal theme. 

As noted in the previous chapter, the literature review revealed some instances where 

administrative challenges with the GI Bill proved too burdensome for some students to 

overcome. For these students, their motivation levels could not be resurrected, and this even 

caused some to drop out (Maze, 2012). Similarly, awarding academic credit for military service 

was also a sensitive point for many veterans and was often viewed as a sign of respect from the 

college (Persky & Oliver, 2010). These subjects were addressed early in the interview protocol in 

order to understand if complications with either of these two factors influenced the students’ 

motivation. Some of the students expressed differing levels of aggravation at not receiving more 

credit for their military service. Others, however, did not even pursue it because they wanted to 

experience the whole educational curriculum and ensure they had the best possible academic 

foundation. None of the 17 students indicated that the college’s policy of awarding academic 

credit or the challenges of administering the GI Bill exhibited any effect on their motivation 
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levels to persist and complete their programs. This is most likely attributable to their 

demonstrated high degree of intrinsic motivation for completing their academic pursuits.   

Elements of self-determination theory. With the revelation that many of the students 

began their community college academic pursuits with a relatively high degree of intrinsic 

motivation, complete response to this research question required examination of the self-

determination theory elements that contribute to maintaining those high motivation levels 

through the cohort concept. Specifically, does the veterans’ cohort approach to learning aid in 

satisfying the psychological needs of competence, autonomy, or relatedness?     

Relatedness. The data indicated that the cohort concept facilitates relatedness among the 

veteran students and that was an expected result. The predominance of student responses to 

interview questions pointed to the notions of mutual support and teamwork as a prevailing 

category within the military veteran traits/skills theme. This category described how the cohort 

enables relatedness. Comments such as “that veteran thing” or that “Marine thing” and “always 

having each other’s back,” represented common sentiment among the veteran student 

respondents for this study. It was noted by several students that it is the veteran mentality to help 

each other, and this is reflected in the teamwork they exhibit and personal interest they take in 

each other’s success. Student A7’s comment about wanting to help a fellow student achieve a 

grade of “A” like he did is representative of how veterans were trained in the military with the 

“buddy” concept, and that mindset does not fade quickly.    

The unique camaraderie exhibited by these students propelling them to always push each 

other to achieve is foundational to the success of the cohort concept and well evidenced in this 

study. However, an element from the veteran culture category that was somewhat surprising was 

how the freedom to use commonly recognized offensive language in the cohort classes also 
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contributed to satisfaction of the psychological need for relatedness. Several students commented 

that since using swear words is such a part of the military or veteran culture, the ability to 

continue that practice without reprisal was an important enabler to the effectiveness of the 

veteran cohort classes. 

Some of the categories that composed the theme of non-traditional students also served to 

support the growth of camaraderie, mutual support, and, ultimately, contributed to enhanced 

relatedness as a result of the cohort. The significant difference in age between the veterans and 

the more traditional community college student, coupled with the anxiety of being away from 

school for such an extended period, provided an additional bonding element for the veteran 

cohort. As noted previously, every one of the veteran cohort students required remedial math. 

This too added to the common interests and challenges shared by veteran students. Also related 

to the veteran cohort’s strength and closeness were the comments from those who were visibly 

disabled. These individuals noted how the cohort classes were like a safe zone or an oasis from 

the discomfort they felt around the rest of the college population.  

Autonomy. Although not a subject of the original core interview questions, discussions 

with students relating to motivation led to the derivation of another category: an increased sense 

of academic autonomy. Many of the students offered that participating in the veterans’ cohort 

class actually increased their motivation to improve performance in other classes as well. They 

also noted a desire to expand their learning beyond the classroom confines and the instructor’s 

lesson plan. This was somewhat of a revelation in the study. While the effect of the cohort on the 

psychological need for relatedness was presumed to be considerable, a similar effect on 

improved autonomy was not an anticipated consequence of the veteran students’ cohort class. 

This was not the case with every student and, in some instances, the display of increased 
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academic autonomy was subtle (i.e., a student seeking out the learning centers on campus), but it 

was a noticeable trend. 

Competence. Several students mentioned in their interview responses that participating in 

the veterans’ cohort increased their own self-confidence. One student remained neutral on this 

topic, but, although many were already self-confident individuals to some degree, nearly all 

stated that the cohort classes helped build their confidence levels. The intent of exploring this 

area was to try and get the students to comment on the impact the veterans’ cohort exhibited on 

their sense of competence per the tenets of self-determination theory, but most of them remained 

focused on the confidence element instead. One student provided a correlation between 

confidence and competence noting that he gained a lot of self-confidence as a result of the 

veteran cohort classes and felt that aided him in other classes where he was ahead on his 

assignments. He remarked that this was new for him since he had not been that academically 

competent in the past. 

Summary of research question one. This question asked what elements of self-

determination theory support the notion that a cohort approach to learning will enhance veteran 

students’ success in community college. The theory’s focal point is that motivation, and 

specifically intrinsic motivation, serves as the catalyst for success and higher performance. 

Furthermore, the theory stipulates that satisfying the psychological needs of competence, 

autonomy, and relatedness are what fuels these enhanced levels of motivation. Categories of data 

across three of the four themes provided the evidence for response to this question. Specifically, 

the data demonstrated that students from these veteran cohorts were intrinsically versus 

materially motivated to be attending community college. The categories of mutual support and 

teamwork, coupled with some peculiarities of veteran culture, served to build the foundation of 
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the veteran cohort and fostered a sense of relatedness among the cohort’s students. The common 

elements of their non-traditional students’ status (i.e., age gap, time since last in school, anxiety 

about starting college) also contributed to the development of a growing closeness further 

contributing to the feelings of relatedness within the cohort. One student’s claim that this 

growing brotherhood comes from having “chewed the same dirt” with his fellow veterans serves 

as a fitting summary of relatedness in the veterans’ cohorts. 

While identification of relatedness within the veteran cohorts was very much anticipated, 

the growth of students’ feelings of academic autonomy as a consequence of the veterans’ cohort 

was a surprising discovery. Although acknowledgement of an enhanced sense of academic 

autonomy was not a unanimous comment from the interview responses, there were multiple 

remarks from students indicating a desire to exceed expectations and to ask more questions in the 

veteran classes in pursuit of deeper learning. Although 14 of 17 students indicated that they felt 

the veteran cohort classes improved their self-confidence, only one commented directly about 

improved competence per self-determination theory. However, based upon the nature of the 

responses received, it was likely that the students found confidence and competence as 

interchangeable concepts.   

In summary, the data provided evidence of the veteran cohort as an instrument for 

satisfying the psychological needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness that, in turn, serves 

to maintain and, in some cases, improve the students’ intrinsic motivation levels. Per the tenets 

of self-determination theory, this should contribute to improved persistence and success rates 

among veteran students. The data parallels a study identified in the literature review by 

Beachboard et al. (2011) that applied self-determination theory and the element of relatedness to 
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the cohort learning model. Their research revealed that cohort participants experience greater 

feelings of relatedness and lead to stronger academic development.  

Research Question Two 

 This question builds on the first by asking what elements of the military’s team-centric or 

cohort training model do veteran students perceive contributed to their psychological needs of 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness. The intent of this question was to understand how the 

concepts and behaviors from their military training experience satisfied the three psychological 

needs and remained familiar and favorable to the veterans after leaving the service. This question 

was not posed to the veteran students with the specific language stated here. Instead several 

related interview questions were tendered that collectively provided the data necessary to address 

this research question. Invariably, they reflected upon their military training experience in the 

context of what they were involved with at the college. Ultimately, the first two questions 

provided the foundation to answer the final research question regarding the cohort model’s 

significance in regard to the parameters of this study. The categories identified under the theme 

of military veteran traits and skills supplied a high percentage of the data to appropriately 

address the second research question.  

Leadership. Leadership, teamwork, discipline, and time management were identified as 

skills the majority of the veteran students considered as staples of their military training and 

believed transferred well to the academic environment. Of these three skills, leadership was the 

most prevalent response from the veteran students and contributed mostly to the students’ sense 

of competence. Deci (1971) found that positive feedback served to increase intrinsic motivation, 

and feedback is essentially the cornerstone of leadership assessment. The data from this study 

indicated that the majority of the veteran student participants found themselves exercising their 
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leadership capabilities in the classroom similarly to the way they did it in the military. But in the 

academic environment, they were organizing study groups, team activities, and social events in 

place of preparing for inspections, leading fire teams, or completing physically demanding duties 

as they did in the military. Similarly to their time in the military, the rewards for their leadership 

was the knowledge that they helped a fellow veteran or a team of students succeed and complete 

challenging tasks. This exercise of leadership coupled with the thanks and respect earned from 

fellow students enhanced the veteran students’ sense of personal competence and perpetuated 

their intrinsic motivation as Deci (1971) documented in his study. As was noted previously, 

student responses regarding competence were minimal. However, there were several responses 

that heralded dramatic increases in self-confidence as a consequence of being in the veterans’ 

cohort. Given the context of the student participants’ remarks, it is reasonable to consider their 

comments regarding competence and confidence as interchangeable in many cases.  

Only two students indicated that they shied away from exerting any leadership efforts in 

their classes. For one of those students, it was a conscious effort to put his military experience 

behind him, and the other thought it best to let the younger students in his classes step up and 

start developing their own leadership capabilities.  

Teamwork. Teamwork was also a prominent component of the military training 

philosophy that still resonates with veteran students. Teamwork requires reliance upon fellow 

team members and trust in their willingness to contribute their efforts to the overall mission 

assignment. Student A6 commented that in the Army, “it didn’t matter if you knew one another, 

if one needed help, you would help—it’s an unspoken thing.” This served to further build on the 

concept of relatedness. Toward this end, students mentioned that team approaches were always 

their most favored course of action. Students A3 and A8 both remarked that teamwork was 
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drilled into them in the Marine Corps, and they are still applying those principles in their classes 

at community college. Several other students commented that the teamwork philosophy they 

learned in the military is second nature now and is germane to many activities they participate in. 

It is the teamwork and mutual support elements of the military training regime that likely 

contributed to the veterans’ sense of relatedness.     

Discipline and time management. Discipline and time management skills also appeared 

in the data as elements from military training that the veterans still retain. Personal discipline and 

attention to detail are learned practices in the military and critical for successful mastery of 

complex tasks and the technical tools required for mission support. Several of the veteran 

students commented that discipline is a key component that aids their academic success. Student 

P4 gave examples of having the discipline to decline social engagements in favor of dedicated 

study time. Similarly, having to manage time is often a learned skill and several of the student 

comments indicated that this was an additional “take away” from the military that became 

second nature to them. The ability to exercise self-discipline and manage multiple tasks 

effectively were probable contributors to the students’ feelings of enhanced competence.  

Structure. The veteran students collectively indicated that they tend to seek structure in 

what they do as a result of their military training. Student P7 noted that although veterans are 

supposed to expand their horizons and become self-starters, most still look for structure in their 

environment because that is what they are used to from serving in the military. But the structure 

learned from military training leads to other positive behaviors. Student A5 remarked that with 

structure came respect. Student P5 also commented that the regimentation and structure he was 

accustomed to in the military still influences him and how he approaches his college curriculum. 

From the tone of the student’s comments, it was apparent that the need for structure is similar 
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and perhaps a component of the camaraderie that veterans experienced in the military. The 

structure they were accustomed to often involved their fellow service members whether they 

were patrol team members together or perhaps just barracks mates. Collectively, it is probable 

that the concept of structure also contributed to the sense of relatedness among the veteran cohort 

students.       

Confidence and autonomy. As mentioned earlier, the students’ comments concerning an 

enhanced sense of academic autonomy as a result of participating in the veterans’ cohort was 

something of a revelation. It is a rare occurrence for any component of the U.S. Armed Forces to 

stress or condone autonomous action as a means toward mission accomplishment. As a result, it 

was challenging to find any indications that this element of the psychological needs highlighted 

in self-determination theory was cultivated in the military. However, it was interesting that the 

students’ comments about their increased sense of academic autonomy usually included some 

reference to their enhanced self-confidence or competence that they felt as a result of 

participating in the veterans’ cohort class. Referring back to some of the common military 

recruiting slogans, such as “Be All You Can Be,” “An Army of One,” “Accelerate Your Life,” 

“We’re Looking for a Few Good Men,” among others, these slogans all seem to try and incite 

feelings of confidence and excitement in the receiver. The military training philosophy that 

stressed groups and teams in its approach was also aimed at building the confidence level of 

every sailor, soldier, airman, marine, or coast guardsman at the same time. It is likely that these 

early attempts to inflate the service members’ self-confidence levels may have contributed to 

their pursuit of academic autonomy evident today. 

Summary of research question two. This question sought to understand what elements 

of the veteran students’ team-centric or cohort-based training experience could have contributed 
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to satisfying their psychological needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness. Hence, the 

data collected within the categories, from the theme of military veteran traits and skills, provided 

the response for this question.  

Leadership skills were the most commonly cited from the veteran students as an element 

of their military training that they still retain. The students also gave examples where their 

leadership experience transferred well to the academic environment. Instead of leading out in the 

field, the veteran students are leading in the classrooms. From the data collected, it was surmised 

that the leadership skills learned in the military contributed toward the psychological need of 

competence.  

Teamwork was also one of the more commonly mentioned traits that veterans learned 

from their military training experience. As a consequence of the consistent team-focused training 

philosophy they were accustomed to in the military, the concept of teamwork is never far from 

the veteran students’ mindset, and they look to employ a team-centric approcah as a first choice 

solution to academic problems. As a result of the requirement for trust and faith in one’s fellow 

service members, the military training philosophy that stressed teamwork most probably supports 

the psychological needs of relatedness.  

Discipline, time management skills, and a desire for structure were also skills and traits 

noted by veteran students as having been derived from their military training. The discipline 

component is common to many pursuits and certainly remains applicable to the academic 

environment. The same is true of the ability to manage multiple tasks in limited time 

availabilities. These traits served to contribute to the veterans’ sense of competence. However, 

the veterans’ desire for structure in their organizations was deemed to be closely related to the 

camaraderie experienced in military training and was, consequently, associated with relatedness.  
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The students commented on an enhanced sense of academic autonomy as a result of 

having been a participant in the veterans’ cohort class. This was partially attributed to the 

military training goal of instilling self-confidence in the service members. The self-confidence 

gained from military training is what enabled the students to step beyond the established bounds 

of their coursework and expand their learning without prompting from instructors.   

In summary, the categories under the theme of military veteran traits and skills provided 

evidence that identify the specific elements of the military’s team-centric training philosophy, in 

effect, satisfying the service members’ psychological needs of competence, autonomy, and 

relatedness. Those specific elements were leadership, teamwork, discipline, time management 

skills, structure, and confidence.   

Research Question Three  

 The final research question asks, how can the elements of the military cohort training 

method that address the psychological needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness be 

transferred to the community college environment, and will this aid in the veteran students’ 

efforts to persist and eventually succeed in their educational pursuits? The first research question 

addressed the link between the cohort learning model and the central elements of self-

determination theory. The second question sought to identify the elements of the veteran 

students’ military training that addressed the psychological needs noted in self-determination 

theory, which eventually contribute to enhanced intrinsic motivation. This final research question 

then sought to combine the responses supporting the two previous questions with data from the 

following theme: benefits of and desire for more veteran cohort classes to examine cohort model 

efficacy as a means for veteran students to persist and succeed in community college. 
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 Military training emphasis. The data supports the cohort model concept as a vehicle 

with which to effectively transfer the enduring elements of the veteran students’ military training 

experience to the community college classrooms. From the very earliest stages of military 

training, teamwork is stressed as an essential component of nearly every military function and 

operation (Recruit Training Command, n.d.; U.S. Army Training and Doctrine Command, 2011). 

As discussed previously, comments surrounding teamwork as an element of both veterans 

military training experience and approach to their academic pursuits were common among 

student participants. Similarly, the camaraderie and mutual support common to veterans was 

rekindled in the veteran cohort. Toward this end, student A7’s comment was germane: “Just 

being in that atmosphere of veterans there are no words to describe it. It is just an awesome 

feeling, and it is something I recommend for anybody that’s a veteran.” Similarly, when student 

A8 learned of the veteran cohort program, he commented that it was a huge relief for him.  

The military training model imbued in its students many life skills and traits that these 

individuals would be able to use in many facets of their lives beyond their military service. The 

veteran students for this study reflected those traits: most notably leadership, discipline, and time 

management skills. As referenced previously, these skills contributed to the students’ sense of 

competence, and the veterans’ cohort enabled an opportunity for the students to exercise these 

traits. The self-confidence gained from participating in the veterans’ cohort was also deemed to 

be a contributor to the enhanced competence of these students.    

 Cohort value. The literature is replete with studies heralding the benefits of the cohort 

concept for improved learning (Buch & Spaulding, 2008; Lawrence, 2002; Wathington et al., 

2010–2011). Wathington et al. (2010–2011) found that a common cohort attribute is veterans’ 

shared efforts to accomplish assigned tasks and the development of social interactivity, both in 
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and out of the classroom. Vansteenkiste et al. (2006) professed that as an element of self-

determination theory, socialization fuels the human psychological needs of competence, 

autonomy, and relatedness. Thus, socialization is perhaps one of the cohort model’s strongest 

attributes. This is particularly true for like-minded groups such as veterans.  

 The literature also supported the cohort as an enabler toward persistence and completion. 

Lawrence (2002) reported that one of the distinct advantages of cohort learning is that the 

cohesiveness of the group will compel an individual to persist even when going through a 

difficult period. In their study, Wathington et al. (2010–2011) observed that cohort students acted 

as academic resources for each other, and this peer support provided extra assistance with certain 

assignments. The data collected for this study yielded multiple student comments regarding the 

support they provided for each other. In some instances, students participating in this study 

collectively convinced cohort members to remain in the college when they were seriously 

considering dropping out.   

  As previously noted, Atlantic Community College only had one veteran cohort class as 

opposed to a three-term program offered at Pacific Community College. Consequently, the call 

for additional veterans’ cohort classes was nearly unanimous at the Atlantic campus. Student 

comments such as “feeling at home” in the veterans’ class and how it helped them cope in the 

beginning were very common. The veterans at the Atlantic Community College are currently 

petitioning for additional veteran classes, especially for math.  

The predominant sentiment common to both colleges, however, was the belief that the 

veterans’ cohort approach was an exceptional tool for transitioning back to school. One student 

explained that the cohort helped build good academic routines that the students collectively 

adopted. This, coupled with the familiarity of the veteran culture that includes swearing 
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frequently, contributed to a safe psychological environment, which eased many fears about 

returning to college. Several students noted that it was comforting that they were not the only 

ones who struggled with math. All of the cohort members experienced a significant lapse in time 

before coming to the community college, and this too served to amplify the bond between them. 

The safety of the veteran cohort class was one of the foundational factors that boosted the 

students’ self-confidence and most indicated that this carried over to their other classes as well.  

Persistence and Success. Every student interviewed for this study agreed that the 

veterans’ cohort class or program contributed to their ability to persist and eventually complete 

(forecast) their programs of study. Three of the students said that they had no doubt that they 

would succeed without the cohort as well but conceded that it most certainly helped. All but 

three of the participants from this study had already persisted into their second, and, in two cases, 

third year at their community colleges (the other three are in their first term). This data point 

tends to support the concept that the veterans’ cohort contributed to the persistence of the 

students in these two colleges. As noted earlier, when reflecting on the influence of the veterans’ 

cohort program, student P3 stated, “I wasn’t sure I could do this when I started, but I’m positive I 

can do it now.” In addition, student P2 captured the nature of the cohort concept well: “It’s kind 

of like going to boot camp or MOS [military occupational specialty] school. You start with a 

group of guys and you want to finish with that same group of guys.” 

Teacher impact. While the data from this study is favorable in support of the cohort 

concept for veteran student success, an important point to note is that both of these cohorts had 

exceptional teachers in their programs. As noted in the previous chapter, at Atlantic Coast 

Community College the veterans’ cohort class instructor is a veteran himself and personally runs 

most of the veteran activities that occur on the campus. At Pacific Community College the 



110 

 

 

veteran service officer personally recruits the teachers that populate that program. Every student 

interviewed at the Pacific campus lauded the exceptional efforts of the cohort’s math teacher. 

One student directly credited that teacher with her ability to persist stating that if not for that 

teacher, she may have dropped out. Additionally, at both colleges many of the students 

considered these teachers to be personal friends and mentors. The ACE Toolkit for Veteran 

Friendly Institutions (ACE, 2012) specifically cited the requirement to train faculty for teaching 

veteran students as a best practice for success. The instructors for both of these cohort programs 

were well prepared for the culture and behaviors of veteran students that proved beneficial to 

both the students and the instructors. 

Summary of research question three. This question asked how can the elements of the 

military cohort training method that address the psychological needs of competence, autonomy, 

and relatedness, be transferred to the community college environment, and will this aid in the 

veteran students’ efforts to persist and eventually succeed in their educational pursuits. Based 

upon the evidence of the literature review and the data gathered in this study, the veteran student 

cohort provides a means by which veteran students can use the skills and traits they developed 

through their military training experience to aid them in transitioning and succeeding in 

community college.  

In response to this final research question, the data elements that provided response to the 

previous research questions also provided a foundation to address this one. Veteran traits and 

skills were examined for their relevancy to satisfying the psychological needs of competence, 

autonomy, and relatedness and were paralleled with the value of cohort learning highlighted in 

the literature and corroborated in the data from the interviews with 17 veteran students at two 
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community colleges. The value of the veteran cohort was best captured by one of the students 

who outwardly suffers from PTSD:  

I’m now not that nervous to be at school. I’ve learned to be with regular people, 

the straights as we call them, you know, who aren’t veterans and stuff like that so 

it definitely eases you in. With at least one term in a veteran cohort, success will 

skyrocket. 

 

Summary of the Research Questions   

The research questions that framed this study sought to address whether the elements of 

self-determination theory helped to illustrate the relationship between veteran students’ military 

training experience and the institution of a cohort approach as a method to aid in their persistence 

and success in community colleges. Research question number one specifically asked what 

elements of self-determination theory support the notion that a cohort approach to learning will 

enhance veteran students’ success in community colleges. Several categories of data from the 

analysis provided evidence for the response to this question. Mutual support and teamwork 

coupled with the concept of a veteran culture contributed to the relatedness element of self-

determination theory that was prevalent in the cohorts. Also, several of the student comments 

indicated an enhanced self-confidence as a result of participating in the veterans’ cohort. This 

escalated self-confidence additionally promoted an increase in some students’ sense of academic 

autonomy. Together these three elements contributed to an increased intrinsic motivation as a 

consequence of participation in the veterans’ cohort.   

Research question number two addressed the elements of the military’s team-centric or 

cohort training model that veteran students perceive contributed to their psychological needs of 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness. Leadership, teamwork, discipline, and time 

management skills were highlighted by the veteran students interviewed for this study as the 
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skills that remained familiar and favorable to them after they left military service. Leadership 

and teamwork were the most common responses and contributed directly to the elements of 

competence and relatedness respectively from self-determination theory. Discipline and time 

management skills were also retained by the veteran students and this enhanced the self-

confidence and competence for several students in the cohort classes. As previously noted, the 

increased level of self-confidence facilitated the rise of academic autonomy in the cohort as some 

of the students began to strive to deepen their learning beyond the classroom.  

Research question number three sought to combine the elements of the two previous 

questions. The goal was to understand if the skills that the veteran students retained from their 

military training experience that addressed the elements of self-determination theory, could be 

transferred to the community college environment and aid in their efforts to persist and succeed 

in their educational pursuits. The data from the literature review and this study offered evidence 

that the cohort model provides an opportunity for veteran students to exercise those skills and 

apply them toward achieving their academic goals. All students that participated in this survey 

stated that participation in the veterans’ cohort aided their ability to persist in their college 

program.          

Recommendations for Further Study 

 The level of student enthusiasm for their programs was encouraging. As each student 

continued to discuss the positive merits of the cohort program and how it benefited them for both 

transitioning into college and persisting, the prevailing question remained concerning why so 

few students were taking advantage of the program. As noted earlier, some of the students 

commented that other veterans’ schedules did not align to the class convening times or that some 

veterans sought anonymity from their veteran roots. Another contributing factor was that neither 
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college advertised these programs. Investigation into the low attendance rates in the veterans’ 

cohort program was beyond the scope of this research but would be a valuable addition to the 

limited scholarship surrounding veterans’ cohort programs. 

 A natural follow-on study to this qualitative research would be a quantitative review of 

veteran student persistence and success rates between students who are and are not in the cohort 

program. When the Institutional Research Department at Atlantic Community College was 

queried, they remarked that they do not specifically track veteran student persistence and 

completion percentages, but that the data is obtainable with minimal effort. Thus, research in this 

area would be a valuable supplement to this study. 

 When considering the implementation of a program such as a veterans’ cohort, 

community colleges should be made aware of the cost of such a proposal. This too would be a 

valuable contribution to the literature and would greatly aid the decision-making capabilities of 

other institutions.     

Another area that requires research and review is the actual structure of a veterans’ cohort 

program. How long the program should last and what courses are appropriate for it would be 

valuable information for other institutions considering the adoption of such a program. Buch and 

Spaulding (2008) noted that learning communities or cohorts are typically employed to support 

first-year students due to the historically low retention rates experienced by these students (most 

notably adult learners) trying to assimilate into the college environment. Tinto (1997b) also 

indicated that the greatest value of the cohort model is applicable to first-year students. His study 

revealed that the cohort approach helped first-year students persist at a rate of up to 25% higher 

than students in conventional classes. Research along these lines should be conducted to 

determine if the veterans’ cohort ought to follow the first-year limitation template. Currently, 
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Pacific Community College follows the one-year model. The veteran services officer described 

how this program works: 

What we do have is a cohort model surrounding core classes that are needed for 

the majority of our degrees that spans the course of three terms. Our cohort was 

made with the transition of veterans into the educational atmosphere in mind, 

where the students could start in a comfortable base, build a solid support 

structure with their peers and our student services, and then transition into the 

general population of students over the course of those three terms. On top of this, 

our students are not forced into these classes each term. They can select which 

they want and which they don’t.   

This approach was welcomed by the students who participated in the interviews at Pacific 

Community College. As previously noted, student P6 commented that “it wasn’t like you were 

with all veterans, and it just stopped. It turned into half veterans, and then it kind of faded away 

which was really nice.” The additional research that should complement the examination of the 

program’s structure is to track how many students leave the college after the veterans’ cohort 

classes are complete. This may provide another data point for other colleges considering the 

implementation of a veterans’ cohort program.  

The impact teacher quality and preparation has on veteran students was highlighted in 

this study. It would be valuable to understand what training teachers should have to appropriately 

prepare them for leading a class comprised exclusively of veteran students. Also of interest 

would be to question whether the teacher qualities that veteran students find important differ 

from those that other students value.   

The time gap between when the students in this study were last in school and when they 

began their college careers was extensive in many cases. The degree of academic atrophy 

commensurate with time away from school would be of interest and would also be a significant 

contribution to the scholarship surrounding veteran success in community colleges. 
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As noted earlier, a targeted study commissioned by the Pat Tillman Foundation found 

that select colleges that offered robust veteran support programs realized a 94% first-year 

retention rate among veteran students (Lang & Powers, 2011). This study was limited in scope (7 

four-year institutions), but it demonstrated the impact of targeted veteran support programs on 

veterans’ success. Further study of this effort and consideration of what implications these 

programs may have for community colleges would be a valuable contribution to the veterans’ 

academic success scholarship.  

Finally, the effects of battlefield exposure and the stark conditions of combat were not 

specifically accounted for in this study. It is understood that the resulting challenges from 

conditions such as traumatic brain injury and post-traumatic stress disorder will most likely 

impact academic success. However, the value of a veterans’ cohort as compared to a traditional 

college classroom setting as a means to improve the chances of academic success for students 

suffering from these ailments remains a critical topic for further research.         

Conclusion 

 The purpose of this study was to examine veteran students’ perceptions of a cohort model 

for learning as a positive contributor to their persistence and success at community colleges. The 

tenets of self-determination theory underpinned and guided the study which addressed three 

research questions: 

1. What elements of self-determination theory support the notion that a cohort approach 

to learning will enhance veteran students’ success in community colleges? 

2. What elements of the military’s team centric or cohort training model do veteran 

students perceive contributed to their psychological needs of competence, autonomy, 

and relatedness? 
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3. How can the elements of the military cohort training method that addresses the 

psychological needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness be transferred to the 

community college environment, and will this aid the veteran students’ efforts to 

persist and eventually succeed in their educational pursuits? 

The study employed a semi-structured interview protocol that was conducted at two separate 

community colleges with a total of 17 veteran students. The data was analyzed using the constant 

comparative method and coded to reveal four primary themes: 

 Motivation 

 Non-traditional students 

 Military veteran traits/skills 

 Benefits of and desire for more veteran cohort classes 

The data that composed these themes and their associated categories was used to provide a 

response to the research questions.  

Exceptional support was provided from both schools in the course of arranging the field 

work to conduct these student interviews. The point of contact at Pacific Community College 

was the veteran services officer who provided an interesting observation from his cohort 

program: 

I could go on and on about the benefits of the general cohort model, but I assume 

that you already know them. It was my belief that when you combine the cohort 

model along with veterans, that the model just becomes that much more beneficial 

to the veterans as you can see the similarities to military training and other such 

military type things. I can happily say that after witnessing the past few years of 

cohort classes that I was correct in my belief. Even if for nothing else the 

camaraderie built within the veterans’ cohort makes for some strong retention and 

completion tools. What happened when our cohort classes were over was that 

those veterans still stuck together and continued to take classes with one another, 

which really boosted the support they had. So over all I can see a lot of benefits of 

having a veterans’ cohort available to our veterans, as well as our school. I think 
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as we community colleges continue to push on to an outcomes-based funding 

model that these cohorts will continue to grow in popularity. 

 

The data from this study supported his contention. The veterans’ cohort class instructor at 

Atlantic Community College expressed similar comments about the impact that the cohort 

approach has exhibited on the veteran students in his program.  

One of the limitations of a qualitative study is that the results cannot be generalized. 

However, the strong similarity in comments from students at these two different schools is 

certainly indicative of a trend. Considering that all 17 students interviewed in this study 

commented that the cohort approach was beneficial to them and helped them persist, it is 

reasonable to deduce that the cohort method of learning shows great promise for increasing the 

persistence and success rates of veteran students in community colleges and providing the tax 

payers a greater return on their GI Bill investment. Recalling that four of the students were 

thankful the study was conducted is indicative of the value the students place in this cohort 

program. Student A8 specifically remarked that he thought this was a phenomenal thesis subject 

and that this information needs to find its way into the discussion.  

It is important to note that the success of these veteran cohort programs will be greatly 

influenced by the assigned instructors’ expertise, their knowledge of veteran student challenges, 

and the enthusiasm they bring to the classroom. Equally important will be the requirement for a 

champion of the program on the campus and his/her ability to administratively move the program 

forward. At the two colleges that participated in this study, the instructors and the program 

leaders were exceptionally enthusiastic and dedicated to the success of their veteran students.   
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Final Reflection 

It was an exceptional privilege to meet the great Americans that participated in this study 

and have a chance to contribute to the existing literature focused on improving veteran education 

policies. Several of the students in this study were faced with significant obstacles that would 

have in all likelihood caused many to give up and abandon their thoughts of earning a college 

education. These students however, faced their challenges head on and have kept fighting to 

attain that which they know they are capable of achieving. Their stories are inspiring and provide 

impulse and incentive to continue reviewing higher education policy that addresses veteran 

education. The search for opportunities to continually improve the learning environment for 

America’s heroes deserves the strongest possible effort. With the right combination of support 

programs, faculty involvement, and strong leadership, veteran student success is achievable on 

community college campuses. There is no finer mission. 
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APPENDIX A 

Consent Request for College President 

Dear President______, 

I am a doctoral student at Oregon State University in the Community College Leadership 

Program. My dissertation focuses on improving veteran student success by implementation of a 

veterans’ cohort program. Your college administers one of these programs and consequently 

would be an appropriate site for this research. With your approval, I will conduct interviews with 

up to 30 student veterans. The interviews will focus on their perceptions of the value that these 

veteran specific cohort programs have as an enabler to their persistence and success in their 

educational pursuits. It is anticipated that each interview will last between 40 minutes to an hour. 

I am seeking veteran students who are currently participating or have participated in the 

veterans’ cohort program. I am asking your permission to approach students and veterans’ 

organization personnel on your campus in order to identify appropriate participants for these 

interviews. 

I am conducting this research under the supervision of Dr. Earl P. “Joe” Johnson, my 

major professor at Oregon State University. There are no foreseeable risks associated with 

participation in this study. Participants will be informed that their participation is entirely 

voluntary and that they may discontinue their participation in the process at any time. The name 

of the college and of the participants will remain confidential. 

If you have any questions with regard to this research, I would be happy to answer them. 

Please let me know either by email or telephone if you are willing to have your college 

participate in this study. 

Thank you for your time and for considering this request. 

 

 

CAPT Edward J. Campbell 

US Navy (ret.) 
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Appendix B 

Contact Information for Local Informants 

Dear (insert name): 

I am a doctoral student at Oregon State University in the Community College Leadership 

Program. My dissertation focuses on improving veteran student success by implementation of a 

veterans’ specific cohort program or class. Your college administers one of these programs and 

consequently is an appropriate site for this research. 

I am seeking veteran students who are currently or were previously enrolled in the 

veterans’ cohort program to participate in this study. The participants will engage in face-to-face 

interviews with the researcher which will last between 40 minutes and an hour. President (insert 

name) has agreed to let me recruit participants at your institution. I am contacting you to see 

whether you can help me identify veteran students who may be interested in participating in this 

study. The interviews will focus on the veteran students’ perceptions of the veterans’ specific 

cohort model as an enabler to their persistence and success in community college.   

I am conducting this research under the supervision of Dr. Earl P. “Joe” Johnson, my 

major professor at Oregon State University. There are no foreseeable risks associated with 

participation in this study. The veteran students will be informed that their participation is 

entirely voluntary, and that they may discontinue their participation in the process at any time. 

The name of the college and of the participants will remain confidential. 

If you have suggestions about which students I might contact with regard to participation 

in this study, I would appreciate your letting me know. I am hoping you can provide me with 

contact information for 10 veteran students. If you have any questions with regard to this 

research, I would be happy to answer them. You can contact me either by email or phone. My 

contact information is shown below. 

Thank you for your time and for considering this request, 

 

 

CAPT Edward J. Campbell 

US Navy (ret.) 
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Appendix C 

Recruitment Letter for Veteran Student Participants 

Dear (insert veteran student’s name): 

I am a doctoral student at Oregon State University in the Community College Leadership 

Program. My dissertation focuses on improving veteran student success in community colleges 

by implementation of a veterans’ specific cohort program or class. President (insert name) has 

consented to allow me to recruit veteran students to participate in this research on your campus. I 

am seeking to conduct confidential interviews with veteran students to gain an understanding of 

their perception of the cohort model as an enabler for their persistence and success. You have 

been identified as a good source of information for this research and I am hoping you will agree 

to participate. 

To participate in this research, you should be a veteran student who is participating or 

have previously participated in a veterans’ specific cohort program or class. If these criteria 

apply to you, I would like to invite you to participate in an interview. The interviews will be 

face-to-face, on your campus (preferred, but geographical and time constraints may require the 

interviews to be conducted via phone or email), and should last between 40 minutes and an hour 

depending on the length of your answers. The interview questions will focus on your perceptions 

of the veterans’ specific cohort model. I will be making audio recordings of the interviews, 

which will then be transcribed. The names of the college and participants will be kept 

confidential. 

I am conducting this study under the supervision of Dr. Earl P. “Joe” Johnson, my major 

professor at Oregon State University. There are no foreseeable risks associated with participation 

in this study. Your participation in the interview is entirely voluntary, and you may withdraw 

from the process at any time. 

I would be happy to answer any questions that you might have about the study or the 

interview process. Please email me or call me if you are willing to participate in an interview. An 

Informed Consent Form is attached for your convenience. 

Thank you for your time and for considering this request. 
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Appendix D 

Explanation of Research 

Project Title: Veteran Student Success: An Evaluation of Veteran Students’ 

Perceptions of a Cohort Learning Model 

Principal Investigator: Dr. Earl P. Johnson 

Student Researcher:  Edward J. Campbell 

Co-Investigator(s):  None 

Sponsor:   None 

Version Date:    April 15, 2015 

 

 
 

Purpose: You are being asked to take part in a research study. The purpose of this research study 

is to examine how veteran students perceive the value of a veterans’ specific cohort program as 

an enabler to their persistence and success in community colleges. This study is being conducted 

by a student researcher for the completion of a doctoral dissertation.   

 

Activities: This study asks that you participate in a confidential, face-to-face, audio-recorded 

interview. As an alternative, the interviews may be conducted via telephone or email. An audio 

recording of the interview is required for face-to-face and telephone interviews. During the 

interview you will be asked a series of open-ended questions about your participation in a 

veterans’ specific cohort program or class. The recording will be transcribed either by the 

researcher directly or by a professional transcription service at a later time. I may contact you 

once I have analyzed the data to confirm my interpretations and analyses.   

 

Time: Your participation in this study will last approximately 40–60 minutes.   

 

Risks: There are no foreseeable risks associated with participation in this study. However, there 

is a chance that we could accidentally disclose information that identifies you. Additionally, if 

the interview is conducted via email, the security and confidentiality of information collected 

from you online cannot be guaranteed. Confidentiality will be kept to the extent permitted by the 

technology being used. Information collected online can be intercepted, corrupted, lost, 

destroyed, arrive late or incomplete, or contain viruses.  

  

Benefit: This study is not designed to benefit you directly. However, it is hoped that through 

your participation, researchers will learn more about veteran students’ perceptions of the 

veterans’ cohort model approach to learning and what value these programs have for assisting 

future veteran students in community colleges. 

 

Confidentiality: It is possible that others could learn that you participated in this study, but the 

information you provide will be kept confidential to the extent permitted by law.  

 

Voluntary: Participation in this study is voluntary. You are free to skip any questions that you 

would prefer not to answer.   
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Study contacts: If you have any questions about this research project, please contact: Dr. Earl P. 

“Joe” Johnson at (XXX) XXX-XXXX or via email. If you have questions about your rights or 

welfare as a participant, please contact the Oregon State University Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) Office at (541) 737-8008 or by email at IRB@oregonstate.edu. 
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Appendix E 

Informed Consent Form 
 

Introduction: This study seeks to examine how veteran students perceive the value of a 

veterans’ specific cohort program as an enabler to their persistence and success in 

community colleges. 

 

Procedures: This study asks that you participate in a confidential, face-to-face, audio-

recorded interview. An audio recording of the interview is required for participation in the 

study. During the interview you will be asked a series of open-ended questions about your 

participation in a veterans’ specific cohort program or class. Depending on the length of your 

responses, the interview will take approximately 40–60 minutes. The recording will be 

transcribed either by the researcher directly or by a professional transcription service at a 

later time. I may contact you once I have analyzed the data to confirm my interpretations and 

analyses. In the case where face-to-face interviews are not practical, telephone or email 

interviews may be substituted. Telephone interviews will also be recorded and transcribed 

and email interviews will be stored in a password protected document for three years past the 

study’s completion.   

 

Following data analysis, member checking will be employed. You will be asked to review 

the emergent themes and asked if the themes adequately capture your thinking. You will also 

be invited to include any additional thoughts you may have at that time. Additional 

contributions will become part of the data set. You will be afforded 30 days from the initial 

request to respond to the member checking inquiry. If there is no response within that 

timeframe, the original data will be considered valid. 

 

Risks/Discomforts: There are no foreseeable risks associated with participation in this study. 

 

Benefits: There are no direct benefits for participants. However, it is hoped that through your 

participation, researchers will learn more about veteran students’ perceptions of the veterans’ 

cohort program and what value these programs have for assisting future veteran students in 

community colleges. 

 

Confidentiality: The answers you provide will be kept confidential, and your name and 

identity will not be connected to the interview transcript. However, security and 

confidentiality of information collected and stored on paper, or through electronic means, 

cannot be guaranteed. There is the possibility that information collected and stored can be 

intercepted, corrupted, lost, destroyed, arrive late or incomplete, or contain viruses. There is a 

chance that we could accidentally disclose information that identities you. 

 

Compensation: There is no compensation. 

 

Participation: Participation in this research study is completely voluntary. You have the 

right to withdraw at any time or refuse to participate entirely without jeopardy to you or your 

institution.   
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Questions about the Research: If you have questions regarding this study, you may contact 

Ed Campbell, student researcher. 

 

Questions about Your Rights as a Research Participant: If you have questions you do not 

feel comfortable asking the student researcher, you may contact Dr. Earl P. “Joe” Johnson, 

Major Professor and Principal Investigator; or if you have questions about your rights or 

welfare as a participant, please contact the Oregon State University Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) Office, at (541) 737-8008 or by email at IRB@oregonstate.edu. 

 

I have read and understand the above consent form and I voluntarily agree to participate in 

this research study and to be audio-recorded. 

           Yes                   No    

 

       _________________________________________ 

      Signature        Date 
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Appendix F 

Interview Protocol 

   

 Describe project/review Explanation of Research form/disposition of data/preserve 

confidentiality 

 Review/Sign Informed Consent 

 TURN ON RECORDER 

 

Interview Questions: 

 

1. What service did you belong to and what was your Military Occupational Specialty?  

Favorite assignment?  

2. What course of study are you pursuing? 

3. Why are you starting/returning to college at this point? Follow on questions: Are you 

attending full time or part time? How long since you were in school? 

4. Describe any prior college experience you may have had.   

5. Did your college award you credit for your military service? If so, can you provide some 

specifics and also tell me whether or not you were satisfied with the amount of credit you 

were awarded? Follow on question: Have the college’s policies regarding recognition of your 

Time of interview:       Folder 

Place of Interview       File # 

Name:         Index# 

email address and phone number 

Notes/Non-Verbal 

Communication 
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military experience affected your motivation toward your studies? If so, please tell me a bit 

about that effect. 

6. What are the administrative challenges that you have encountered with the implementation of 

your GI Bill benefits at this college?   

7. Were/are there any factors that intimidated you or were of particular concern to you as you 

were thinking about starting or returning to college? 

8. How would you describe your level of academic readiness or competence in preparation for 

successfully engaging in and eventually completing a college program? 

9. Tell me about how you have connected (or not) with other students on campus. Have you 

established study partners? Friendships outside of class? With veterans and/or non-veterans?  

Follow-on question: Could you talk a little about those relationships and any connection they 

may have had to your academic work and progress? 

10. What elements of your “team-centric” military training experience transfer well to the 

academic environment?  

11. Why do you think a veterans’ only cohort model will or will not enhance your ability to 

persist and eventually complete your selected program? Follow on question: What courses do 

you think are suitable for the veterans’ cohort environment?  

12. How does participating in a veterans’ cohort affect your motivation toward your studies? 

 

Supplemental Questions: 

 - Do veterans typically help each other get through? Try to stop others from dropping out? 

 

- How does being in a veteran cohort increase your self-confidence and feeling of academic 

competence? 

 

- How does being in veteran cohort increase your sense of autonomy, i.e., have more control 

over your own learning? 

 

- Describe whether you feel “safer” in a veteran cohort class than other classes. 

 

13. Are there any other comments you would like to offer regarding your experiences in a 

veterans’ cohort program? 
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