ABSTRACT

SITZES JANICE DAWN. Enabling Persistence of Veteran Students at North Carolina
Community Collegeghrough Institutional SuppoRrograms and Policie@Jnder the
directionof Dr. Duane Akroyd

Over two million service men and womegturning from the wars in Iraq and
Afghanistanwill take advantage of the educational benefit¢hefPost9/11 Gl Bill andwill
enroll incommunity colleges. Despite over 70 years of educhgmefits for U.S. veterans,
there has been little research into the availability and effectiveness of institutional support
programs and policies on U.S. college campuses, especially at the community college level
which historically has had attrition chehges.

This study examined the relationship between institutional support mechanisms and
veteran student persistence at North Carolina community colleges. Thexpemmental
research used a cressctional predictive design that utilized two setsuo¥sys to gather
information from college administrators and veteran studdw&nty-five of the 58 North
Carolina community colleges agreed to participate in the stAdwinistrators from 13 of
the participating collegesompletedsurveys. Seventeed the participating colleges
provided lists of veteran students for a total of 2,860 veteran students. The researcher
received 517 student surveys, of which 348 were included for analyata.from the
admini strator soé sur v eve statigics € ascertain thexzendunityi t h  d e
coll egesd6 current and planned services in su
from the students6é survey were analyzed with
ability, if any, of indepedent academic, background, environmental, and institutional

variables on veteran studentsd intent to per



Analysisoft he 19 i ndependent variables that
revealed a significant relationship between intent to persistaanitly and friends support,
counseling and psychological services, and peer mentd8uigsequent analysis of a rests
model with eight additional variables confirmed the significance of family and friends
support and counseling and psychological services, and also found financial aid/tuition
assistance counseling, child care, and veteran recognition activities &istecatly
significant. This study did not find statistical significance for institutional support programs
and services that would connect veteran students with each qibssibly due to the lack of
availability of these programs and services on timepeeses of study participants.

Funding their education is a primary concern of veteran studlehestwo highest
rated institutional support services, in terms of both importance and frequency of use, were
financial aid/tuition assistance counseling and \dd@tion benefits counselinfgnancial
aid/tuition assistance counseling was also the strongest predictor of intent to @obegje
administrators seem to be aware of the importance of thesedsthsindicated that the
three most frequently usedggrams and services are VA education benefits counseling,

financial aid counseling, and academic advising; in addition, they indicated that the three

co

most pressing issuesthdth ect vet er an st uduaderstandingefd/Ac at i on

educational bnefits, academimelated stress, and financial issuewever there seems to

be a disconnect between awareness and action.

The administratorsédé survey revealed that

of initiatives in support of veteran studeand that in many areas they are falling behind
national averags Seventysevenpercent of the responding colleges offer programs and

services specifically designed for veteran students. Theaiffeséd service is the second



most important service teeteran studends VA education benefits counseling; however,

only 54 percent of the responding colleges provide this ser@oby 54 percent indicated

they provide any type of social support servi@gxlonly 54 percent identified veteran

student retentin/degree or certificate completion as a prioriy.the time of this study, the
North Carolina Community College System had neither records of nor tracking of its veteran
student population at the system lev€he findings confirmed North Carolina camnity

coll egesd oversight of. their veteran student
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Over two million service men and women will be returning from the wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan and transitioning back to civilian life (American Council on Education, 2009;
Cook & Kim, 2009; McBain, Kim, Cook, & Snead, 2012). The number of returning military
personnel is larger than the populations of 15 U.S. stdt&s Census Bureadp10Q! To
facilitate their reintroduction to mainstream America, many veterans will need to acquire
new skills, knowledge, and credentials.

Veterans without a college degree face even more daunting barriers given that the
unemployment rate for high sablagyraduates is twice that of college graduates (Lang &
Powers, 2011), and by 2018 nearly tthads of all American jobs will require a
postsecondary degree or certificate (American Association of Community Colleges, 2012).
The benefits of a college ecaton can be further quantified in dollars and cé@ntsedian
earnings for individuals aged 28 who worked fultime, full-year in 2011 was $29,950 for
a high school graduate, $37,030 for individuals with an associate degree, and $44,970 for
individuals wih a bachelor degre@gd, WilkinsonFlicker, Kristapovich, Rathbun, Wang,

& Zhang 2013).

These returning service men and women, taking advantage of th@/Pb&i| Bill,
will look to postsecondary institutions to provide them with the skills, knowlexgk,
credentials needed to successfully transition to civilian Tifiee need to prepare for the
influx of Iragi and Afghani veterans to college campuses has been receiving widespread

attention by higher education institutions, with many initiating nevgrams and services



and/or expanding existing ones to serve this student population (American Council on
Education, 2009; McBaiatal, 2012; OO0 He rQshome,20Q9). 11; Smi t h
150 Years of the Higher EducatioAMilitary Connection

The Early Years

American higher education and the military have been connected since the 1862
passage of the Morrill Act, which not only established land grant institutions but also
mandated that military training be part of their curriculum (Abrams, 1989; Alexander &
Thelin,2013). Subsequent legislatidnthe National Defense Acts (NDA) of 1916 and 1920,
and the 1933 amendment to the 1916 NDA (whic
Corps, or ROTC, and the National Guard®nhanced the connection (Abrams, 1989;
Hacker 1993).
World War Il

The relationship was strengthened after World War 1l when, recognizing the need to
provide returning veterans with programs and services to help them readjust to civilian life,
President Franklin Roosevelt signed into effectthe Sec e mend6s Readj ust ment
Bill, on June 22, 1944. By 1950, two million of the eligible 14 million World War II
veterans had taken advantage of their benefits for postsecondary education afforded by this
legislation (Rumann & Hamrick, 2010); by thme the GI Bill ended on July 25, 1956, 7.8
million of 16 million World War Il Veterans had received training and education (McKenna,
2009; U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 201BYy. empowering veterans to further their

education than would have lmepossible otherwise, this legislation also helped expand the



mi ddl e class and democratize higher educati o
(Rumann, Rivera, & Hernandez, 2011; Smiikborne, 2009)Between World War Il and
the start of the VietnaiWar, veterans sought out academic degrees; those who took
advantage of the GI Bi | | 0 sjeaerirstituticang ancb n a | benef
vocational programs more than other undergraduate college programs (Caspers & Ackerman,
2013).
The Vietnam Era

The Vietnamera Gl Bill (originally known as the PeBiorean Gl Bill) was in effect
from 19661976 (Caspers & Ackerman, 2013); educational stipends were increased in 1972
through the Readjustment Assistance Act (Angrist, 1993). Vietnam veterans tendsfdrto p
occupational and vocational education and pursued those choices at community colleges
(Caspers & Ackerman, 2013). The educational benefits afforded by the Gl Bill enabled more
than half of all Vietham veterans to enroll in postsecondary educatibcomsequently
realize higher earnings, on average, than veterans who did not return to school (Angrist,
1993) . The individual benefits afforded by
Angr i st 9993 s(udy 8f @ducational attainmentda@arnings of Vietnam era veterans
and those who served in the first years of the@llinteer forces (AVF) (veterans who
served between August 1964 and September 1980). Angrist found that benefit users obtained
an additional 1.4 years of schooling comgzhto norusers; this additional educational

attainment translated into ligr earnings of approximately six percent



Post9/11

Educational benefits were expanded to a new generation of veterans through-the Post
9/11 Veterans Assistance Act of 2008 gatsmown as the Pos/11 Gl Bill or the new Gl
Bill). Signed into law on June 30, 2008 with its provisions going into effect on August 1,
2009,thePos®/ 11 GI Bi I | of fers increased support
including tuition, fees, andousing and book stipends to military service members and
veterans with at least 90 days of active duty since September 10, 2001 (Caspers &
Ackerman, 2013; Cook & Kim, 2009; Elliott, Gonzalez, & Larsen, 2011). Some of the
provisions of the Po€i/11 Gl Bll were revised in 2014 effective October 1, 2011,
educational benefits may be used for{ul@gree programs (the original provisions stipulated
pursuit of a college degree). The updates also eliminate the castaenuition and fees
but are stricteabout outof-state fees, with the student responsible for any amount over the
in-state rate (previously the eaf-state premium was partially covered) (Caspers &
Ackerman, 2013).

The governmentds promise of supmaeint for p
returning to civilian life has been a valuable recruiting tool, incenting many to enter (or re
enter) into service and is expected to precipitate a significant increase in postsecondary
education enrollments (AckermaniRamio, & Mitchell 2009; Ameican Council on
Education, 2009; Angrist, 1993; Carnevale, 2006; Caspers & Ackerman, 2013; Cook & Kim,
2009; Fernandez, 1980; Johnson, 2009; McB&al, 2012; Mikelson & Saunders, 2013;

Radford, Wun, & Weko, 2009; Rumann & Hamrick, 2088mon, Negrusa& Warner,



2010; SmithOsborne, 2009). During the first year ofthe Fbgt 1 1 G| Bill 0s
implementation, more than half a million veterans applied for certificates of eligibility and
more than 300,000 veterans and their family members used the Bi#rd atasses (Steele,
Salcedo, & Coley 2010); in the fall 2012 semester, 480,000 veteran staaeatsnrolled
(Sander, 2013).

The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) expected to spend nearly $9 billion in
2012 on educational benefits for nearly 600,0eterans, service members, and other
beneficiaries through the Pe@tl1 Gl Bill (U.S. SenateCommittee on Veterans' Affairs,

2012). According to M. Wells with the National Center for Veterans Analysis and Statistics
at the Department of Veterans Affg Office of Policy and Planning (personal

communication, November 16, 2012), between August 1, 2009 and January 23, 2012, a total
of 817,521 veterans, active duty military personnel, or their dependents took advantage of
Post9/11 Gl Bill training benefs at more than 6,000 institutions.

Among those institutions serving the educational needs of veterans and soldiers are
American community collegéslong viewed as gateways to higher education and a better
life. Forty-three percent of students with mitiyaexperience attend community colleges
(Radford, 2009). American community collegewith their fundamental mission of
ensuring that all those who seek a college education can attain one and responsiveness to
constituent needsare well positioned to me#tie needs of the military student population
and are an ideal venue for returning veterans to enroll as students&@¥aigd, 2008;

Rumanret al, 2011). As cited by Caspers & Ackerman (2013), during fiscal year 2010



approximately 3'percentof Post9/11 Gl Bill beneficiaries pursued degrees while attending
community colleges.
Community Colleges and Veterans

In 2010, of the 15 institutions that enrolled more than 1,000 studentsRest9/11
Gl Bill benefits, fivewere community colleges (Sewall, 201@s noted by Calnel Archie
Bates Ill, a White House fellow in the Office of the First Lady, during the February 2013
meeting of the American Association of Community Colleges to address how community
colleges can better serve veterans, community colleges are appealiny teeteaans
because they tend to serve older, working studeitissfamilies (Dembicki, 2013).

The California Community College Systenrelfs the largest number of veséas in

the natiod approximately 8@ercennf Cal i forniads returning ve
educational benefits at one of the statebs p
California community college (California Community Collsggh ancel | or 6 s Of fi c

Between August 1, 2@0and January 23, 2012, a total of 97,954 veterans, active duty

military personnel, or their dependents used-Bgkt Gl Bill training benefits at California

institutions (M. Wells, personal communication, November 16, 2012). In-201@ore

than 44,000eterans utilized education benefits at a California community college

(California Community CollgesChancel | or 6s Office, 2012).
North Carolina community colleges also enroll a high percentage of veterans

returning to school. Of the 20,712 veterandyaaiuty military personnel, or their

dependents who used P&@11 Gl Bill training benefits at North Carolina institutions from



August 1, 2009 through January 23, 2012, 8,255 did so at 55 of the 58 North Carolina
community colleges (the three remainirggranunity colleges each had less than 10
enrollments) (M. Wells, personal coramication, November 16, 2012).

Dramatic growth of veteran student populations at community colleges will most
likely increase further as the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan continwend down; over two
million military men and women will be returning, many of whom will require additional
training and education to return to civilian lifAs enroliments of this population escalate,
increasing attention must be paid to the issyseodistence at community colleges.

Success in education is one measure of
and is a means to an improved quality of life and positioning within their community ¢(Smith
Osborne, 2009). However, transitiogito college is among the most difficult adjustments
that veterans will make when returgifrom wartime service (DiRamio et @2008). It is
imperative that community colleges not only provide access to educational opportunities, but
that they also pun place programs, policies, and procedures to ensure that veterans
accomplish their educational goals, thereby facilitating acclimation to civilian life and
attainment of a better future.

In a recent survey conducted by the American Council on Educ8b@ercentof
participating community colleges indicated that they have increased their focus on meeting
the needs of their veteran students since 9/11 (Mo&ah 2012). Community colleges

must identify barriers to completion and then implement mogt policies, and procedures



to overcome these obstacles, and thereby increase enrollments, improve retention, and
increase completion rates.
Statement of the Problem

The community college system, established to provide a quality higher education to
all who seek it, and regarded as a gateway to higher education for nontraditional students, is
well positioned to meet the needs of a specific subpopulation of nontraditional shbudents
veteran students. Despite the fact that nontraditional students have edntraomprise an
increasingly larger percentage of undergraduate enroliments (Carnegie ©oupalicy
Studies in Higher Educatipn980), and have a higher rate of attrition than traditional
students (Johnson, 1991), little research has been devalediegly to thepersistencef
nontraditional students in general. There is a paucity of studies of nontraditional students
guided by theory; the few that do exist, compare nontraditional with traditional students and
use theory that was developed faditional studentsPersistencstudies of nontraditional
students, particularly at community colleges, has been predominantly descriptive and lacking
a theoretical framework (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Metzner & Bean, 1987).

Even less frequent are studieslidated to a specific subpopulation of nontraditional
studentd veteran studendswho are expected to enroll in increasing numbers with the
winding down of the wars in Irag and Afghanistan and the educational benefits provided by
the Post9/11 Gl Bill (DiRamo, Ackerman, & Mitchell 2008; Livingston, Havice, Cawthon,

& Fleming, 2011; McBairet al, 2012; Rumanet al, 2011). Most of these returning



soldiers will be enrolling in open enroliment institutions such as community colleges (Fehr
Snyder, 2010; Fiel, 2008; Sokolow & Lewis, 2008).

According to Patty Murray, Chairman of
in 2012 the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) was expected to spend nearly $9
billion on educational benefits offered through the Fd$i Gl Bill (U.S. SenategCommittee
on Veterans' Affairs, 2012) for nearly 600,000 veterans, service members, and other
beneficiaries.In all, the Pos®/11 Gl Bill has invested over $30 billion in more than 1
million beneficiaries (Cate, 2014 hesignificance of these figurdsin terms of
enroliments and taxpayer dollarfias created increased interest in the experiences and
outcomes of veteran students, with calls for accountability reachifay as the Executive
Office.

On April 27, 2012 Presidé®bama signed an executive order mandating (among
other stipulations) that any institution that receives veteran education benefits must provide
outcomes data (Servicemembers Opportunity Colleges, JbE2White House, 20)2
However, databases that W dacilitate the tracking of veteran student outcomes are not
availablé there are no accurate counts on the number of veterans enrolled in U.S.
postsecondary institutions, there is limited information on the success rates of veteran
students, there is adk of knowledge of the factors that affect the success of veteran students
and institutional practices likely to enhance their persistence (Servicemembers Opportunity
Colleges, 2012; NASPResearch and Policy Institu§elnsideTrack, 2013). As Hunter

Riley, Director of Programs for the Pat Tillman Foundation, notes,

t
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Measuring the progress of student veterans toward their intended degrees is a vital
step in assessing the success of the 1inst
education as one of the mainsformational steps for military veterans in
transitioning back into the civilian world and finding employmébang & Powers,
2011, p3)
Despite the significance of the situation, there is a dearth of accurate, reliable data on the
academic outcomed veteran students. In addition, the limited research often presents
conflicting reports.On the one hand, the literature reports thatajority of the soldieto-
student transitions end in failure. According to Girdegel (202), an analysis by &U.S.
SenateCommittee on Health, Education, and Labor and Pensions showed ffext88iwf
veterans attending college drop out during their first year andiordg percengraduate
and the National Center for Education Statistics, managed by $hédpartment of
Education, claimed that the syear veteran student completion rate was p&r2entfor
associate degrees and p&rcentfor baccalaureate degredé&adford, Wun, & Wekp2009)
On the other hangeveral studies report that studenevah completion rates are high. The
Department of Veteran Affairsdé 2010 National
completion ratas high a$8percenf West at, 2010); the U.S. Censcs
American Community Survey indicated titakpercentof veterans have completed at least
some colleg€U.S. Census Bureau, 2012)d te Million Records Projedt anationalstudy
undertaken by Student Veterans of America, the National Student Clearingiiodiske

Department of Ve hsBenafisAdministfagah reporéed thae51.8 r a
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percenff veterans in their sample earned a postsecondary degree or certificate, and that
many went on t@arn subsequent higher degrees (Cate, 2014).

Despite the incongruous nature of the data, Cook and(Rd®9) reported that 75
percentbf the postsecondary institutions that participated in their study indicated that student
retention and persistence towards degree completion were top, pressing issues facing veteran
students.This issue is particularly revant to the state of North Carolina, home to 58
community colleges and eight military bases. Veterans represent a growing population on
community college campuses, yet there have been limited investigations into the attrition of
veteran students in thesettings(Tinto, 1982) The few studies that do exist were
predominantly conducted in single institutional settings and lacked an appropriate, dedicated
theoretical framework. Quantitative studies are rare and very few studies have been
conductretde mp o fi & ody milkaey persormel 8ho have served since 9/11 in
Iraq and Afghanistan (i.e., Operation Noble Eagle, Operation Enduring Freedom, and
Operation Iraqgi Freedom, among other conflicts) andaveretired from active duty.

The limited rese&h that is available suggests that veteran students may have trouble
connecting with their nemilitary counterparts and could be at risk for social isolation
(Mikelson & Saunders, 2013; Whiteman, Barry, Mroczekyl&Dermid Wadsworth2013).

Bean (1985posited that feeling that one does not fit in results in cognitive dissonance which
could provide the initiative to dropout. Veteran students often feel disconnected in higher
education and desire interactions with other veterans (DiReinailp 2008; livingstonet al,

2011; Rumann & Hamrick, 2010; Strickley, 2009; Summerlot, Green, & Parker, 2009).
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Numerous studies document conflicts between veteran students and their civilian
counterparts, as well as faculty members (DiRagnial, 2008; Elliottet. al., 2011;
Livingstonetal, 2011; Persky & Oliver, 2011, Rumann
interactions with other students, faculty, and staff must be positive and create an environment
where the student feels a sense of belonging, appreciatiseaurity. The quality of
interpersonal relationships and instructor c
feelings of selHesteem, alienation, and stress, and a direct effect on psychological outcomes
and satisfaction levels; feelings of isotatj loneliness, alienation, and stress are commonly
associated with decisions to drop out (Johnson, 1991). Research has noted that veteran
students utilize various academic and social support systems in order to increase their
persistence in colleges andiversities (Dolan, 200&Redden, 2008; Teachman, 2005);
Weber (2012) found, in a recent study at Arizona State University, that campuses can
improve the likelihood of student veteran retention by focusing on improving social support
and cultural congrut however there is a gap in the literature as to how social support, in the
form of institutional programs, facilities, and services, correlates with the persistence of
veteran gidents at community colleges.
Persistence of Nontraditional Students

Bean ard Metzner (198).

In an extensive literature review of several hundred studies, Bean and Metzner (1985)
found only four studies that specifically addressed attrition oftpagt commuter students,

and only five studies that included separate analysdsl@f commuter students. Metzner
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and Beands (1987) study of nontraditional fr
the first such study to be guided by a conceptual model dedicated to explaining attrition of
nontraditional students. Their theorfyrmntraditional student attrition differs from models

of traditional student attrition (such as those put forth by Spady, Tinto, and Pascarella) in that
they believed nontraditional students are more affected by their external environment and the
institui on6s academic offerings than they are by
students are generally commuters who spend very little time on campus and therefore

experience lessened socialization opportunities, in terms of both duration asaynig

faculty and peersTo reflect the differences in influential factors, their model omits social

integration as a primary component but incorporates two environmental variable cafiegories
college environment and external environment. DrawingeanB& s ( 1980, 1982,
findings that intent to leave was the most powerful predictor of dropout at a Midwestern land

grant university, their model emphasizes psychological processasely intend as a
determinant of a st ud éahdfsavere affiened vhéndheirstudy per si
found that the best predictors of dropout were GPA and intent to leave. While their model is
monumental in terms of being the first model to focus exclusively on nontraditional students,

they did not test their moteith data from a community college or older nontraditional
students.Additionally, ver y | i ttl e research i s devoted to

with community college data or advancing a dedicatednounity college outcome model.
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Johnson(1991).

Johnson (1991) formulated a conceptual model of nontraditional student attrition in
postsecondary vocational programs. His model, based on the work of Bean and Metzner
(1985), Pascarella, Dy, and Iverson (1983), Spadyd(70, 1971), and Tint(1975),
contained four primary sets of varialdebackground characteristics, social/psychological
integration, academic/institutional integration, and environmental mediating tactats
expanded variables of interest to accommodate the new subgrougduaational settings
under consideration. This was only an initial conceptualization and lacked empirical
evidence; Johnson did not test the model to verify the importance and statistical quality of the
included variables.

Stahl and Pavel(1992)

Stahladl Pavel (1992), finding a |l ack of st uc
model, used structural equation modeling to assess the model with dataldrgeuaban
community college. ThegleterminedthaBe an and Me wasaweakditsandmo d e |
subsequetly used exploratory factor analysis to develop a new model, the Community
College Retation Model with 22 variables.

Stahl and Pavel 6s model retained many of
Metzner, but in different associations or groupings. Thegeho focus on variables that
would help explain the dropout decision but could also be influenced by the college in efforts
to increase persistence. As such, three background vadaddes ethnicity/race, and

gended were omitted seeing they are attiésithat cannot be affected by interaction with
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the college environment. Additional constructs were incorpadasedemic advisement,
absenteeism, course availability, outside encouragement, utility, goal commitment, and
stress. Their computer program$REL, Linear Structural RELationships) helped to
identify ten additional relationships whose