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I was recently asked how feature articles were chosen for 
C&U. I explained that when authors submit articles I do 
an initial review, primarily considering whether the topic 
would be of interest to AACRAO members and our other 
readers, if the information presented is new, or if the ap-
proach is research-based or would be more appropriate 
for the Forum section of the journal. If an article seems 
like a good candidate for the Feature section, I send it out 
to reviewers—the unsung heroes of academic journals—
for their comments and recommendations on whether 
to publish the article. Their comments, often quite de-
tailed, can provide the authors suggestions for revisions to 
strengthen the articles. Many of our reviewers are mem-
bers of the C&U Editorial Board and others are experts 
on the topic of the article. I am indebted to them for their 
thoughtful efforts!

This edition contains three research-focused articles. 
Mikyong M. Kim examines the roles peer tutoring plays in 
colleges and universities and concludes with recommen-
dations for interdepartmental collaboration and student 
support services.

Jarrett Kealey, Renee Peterson, Angela Thompson, and 
Kristin Waters argue that “in order to provide an accurate 
road map of the options available to all students, admin-
istrators of secondary and postsecondary education must 
come together and create a joint strategic plan,” review 
several current initiatives, and make a number of recom-
mendations.

Patricia Somers and Amy Neihengen Heitzman report 
the results of a study of female veterans, with an emphasis 
on their college choice and persistence decisions.

This edition’s Forum section includes several timely 
articles. In a Commentary, Rachel Danielson calls for 
courageous leadership to address the issues facing higher 
education.

In a Campus Viewpoint article, Earl Dowling describes 
how the College of DuPage, a large urban Midwestern 
community college, grew enrollment significantly by focus-
ing on customer services and becoming high performing.

Finally, Rodney Parks, Erin Walker, and Carol Smith 
review the research on the challenges of academic advising 
for student veterans.

We have several book reviews in this edition. Matthew 
Fifold reviews Elizabeth Losh’s, The War on Learning: 
Gaining Ground in the Digital University, Mark Carnes’, 
Minds on Fire: How Role-immersion Games Transform 
College, and Colleges That Change Lives: 40 Schools That 
Will Change the Way You Think about College, by Loren 
Pope, revised by Hilary Oswald. Also, Stephen Handel 
reviews Summer Melt: Supporting Low-Income Students 
through the Transition to College by Benjamin Castleman 
and Lindsay Page.

Once again, a heartfelt “Thank you” to all of the re-
viewers who have contributed to College & University! If 
you’re not currently a reviewer, but are willing to help out, 
drop me a line.

Jeff von Munkwitz-Smith, Ph.D.
Editor-in-Chief
jvon@aacrao.org

Editor’s Note



at Colleges and Universities

TUTORING

This paper focuses on the important roles of peer 
tutoring and peer tutoring services that utilize stu-
dent tutors in higher education. First, the roles and 
potential benefits of peer tutoring are identified 
and reviewed as they apply to various dimensions 
of student development. Second, the impacts, 
benefits, and extended beneficiaries of peer tutor-
ing or tutoring services are discussed. The article 
concludes with recommendations for interdepart-
mental collaboration and student support services 

in higher education.
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By Mikyong Minsun Kim

P
eer tutoring is increasingly 
popular in higher educa-
tion. Although many tu-
toring services focus on 
assisting tutees, numerous 
studies note that student 
tutors as well as tutees ben-
efit (Yook and Kim 01). 
Peer tutoring involves 
individuals from similar 
groups who are not pro-
fessional instructors and is 

“a system whereby learners help each other and learn by 
teaching” (Mynard and Almarzouqi 00, 1). It is not 
uncommon for academic programs or student residence 
halls to provide peer tutoring or mentoring. Peer tutoring 
is defined as taking on a specific role: Someone has the job 
of tutor while the other(s) is (are) in the role of tutee(s) 
(Topping 1998). Student tutors help other students via any 
number of different organizations on campus, including 
writing centers, statistical consulting offices, communica-
tion centers, teaching assistant offices, and residence halls, 
among others. Within and outside of classroom settings, 
peer tutoring is likely to imply equal status and merit.

Because the roles of peer tutors vary, the terms ‘peer 
tutoring,’ ‘peer coaching,’ and ‘peer mentoring’ are virtu-

ally interchangeable. ‘Peer mentoring’ (of inexperienced 
mentees by experienced mentors) may be used in place of 
‘peer tutoring.’ Advanced students or upperclassmen often 
serve as tutors for less academically prepared tutees (who 
often are also underclassmen).

The word ‘proctor’ is also used to refer to students 
who help other students, though the role is quite differ-
ent from that of peer tutor. At universities in the United 
Kingdom, a proctor is responsible for administering disci-
pline (Saunders 199). According to usage in the United 
States, a proctor is a more advanced student who tests less 
advanced students or who tutors peer students (Saunders 
199). Bruffee (199) notes that peer tutoring is of two 
types: “monitor type,” using college students as institu-
tional manpower, and “collaborative type,” mobilizing 
interdependence and peer influence for educational ends. 
Most peer tutoring programs are a mixture of the two.

Peer tutoring is an important way for tutors and tutees to 
develop their knowledge and skills. The roles and benefits 
of peer tutoring are considered here from the perspectives 
of (a) learning and teaching, (b) interdepartmental collabo-
ration, and (c) resource saving. Current use of peer tutoring 
and coaching in various campus units (e.g., communica-
tion or writing centers, residence halls) is also discussed, 
and some recommendations regarding peer tutoring are 
shared. Peer tutoring achieves (or at least attempts) deep 
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approaches to learning. For some students, it is an opportu-
nity to test their aptitude or interest in teaching.

STUDENT-CENTERED LEARNING

Recently, there has been a pronounced movement toward 
student-centered learning. Students are being asked to 
take more responsibility for the curriculum and to engage 
in self- and peer assessment. A capability initiative by the 
Royal Society of Arts (RSA) stresses the development of 
transferable skills in higher education (Ball 1990). RSA 
priorities are to prepare graduates for a career change later 
in life by helping them develop “crossover’’ skills that facil-
itate adaptation to new situations. This emphasis in Brit-
ish education on transferable skills contrasts with that in 
the United States on liberal arts education.

PEER TUTORING IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Writing or communication centers seem to be the most 
popular places in higher education in which to receive 
tutoring; they employ many student tutors. This suggests 
that developing written and oral communication skills is 
important across all of the academic fields. The most popu-
lar type of support or initiative in academic support centers 
is planned sessions between advanced and less advanced 
students. Some instructors may choose to use writing, 
speaking, or other academic centers for student learning.

In addition, there are many discipline-specific tutoring 
systems and tutoring methods. For example, students who 
are taking college algebra or microeconomics classes often 
get help from graduate-level teaching assistants, who usu-
ally are students themselves in the department’s doctoral 
programs. In such cases, the scope of peer tutors expands 
to include upper-level or graduate-level teaching assistants.

Undergraduate peer tutors typically are upperclassmen, 
but graduate students from various disciplines may also 
serve as tutors in academic or communication centers or 
in residence halls. For tutors, it is like “learning by teach-
ing”—or, “to teach is to learn twice.” Hiring and training 
peer tutors is an important and challenging part of man-
aging any peer tutoring system (Yook and Kim 01).

Many college impact studies (e.g., Astin 199, Pascarella 
and Terenzini 00) report that peers and the peer environ-
ment are among the most influential factors (along with 
students’ demographic characteristics) that contribute to 
student outcomes. According to Astin (199), “Tutoring 

itself can have an important positive impact on knowledge 
retention.… Thus learning the material to teach another 
student may be a particularly effective way to increase con-
tent mastery.” In many studies, peer variables are linked to 
student outcomes more frequently than any other college 
characteristic; their effects seem to be stronger than fac-
ulty variables in general. Pascarella and Terenzini (00) 
note that the most influential peer interactions “reinforce 
the ethos of the formal academic program.” Thus, beyond 
helping with academic issues, peer tutoring can enhance 
peer group activities, critical thinking skills, and friend-
ship opportunities, thereby adding great value to the 
college experience. Student tutors not only further peer 
influence but also extend the impact of faculty and formal 
programs by helping with special academic-related skills 
such as writing and oral presentations.

PEER TUTORING WITHIN THE CLASSROOM

Instructors arrange their class projects and class activities, 
incorporating peer feedback and peer tutoring opportu-
nities. Tutoring can increase a student’s level of engage-
ment in academic tasks; students who are tutored are also 
encouraged to acquire knowledge. According to Astin 
(199), tutoring itself can have an important positive im-
pact even on the tutor’s knowledge retention. Learning 
material and practicing skills in order to teach another 
student are effective ways to increase the tutor’s mastery of 
content or skills (Pascarella and Terenzini 00). Instruc-
tors also sometimes integrate peer tutoring into structured 
or semi-structured teaching techniques by scheduling a 
mandatory discussion session with the teaching assistant.

In class, many instructors use reciprocal peer tutoring 
or teaching techniques (Falchikov 001). “Think-pair-
share” is a frequently used teaching technique in which 
pairs of students discuss their individual responses to 
questions posed by their instructors. An expert team-
teaching technique was implemented as part of the for-
mal curriculum: a team of students was assigned to teach 
different topics to another team of students in the class. 
Problem-based learning centers on problems initiated 
and solutions proposed by students. Student teachers or 
teaching assistants may be peer tutors. Upperclassmen 
and graduate students often serve as teaching assistants, 
liaisons between students and instructors, and additional 
teaching resources.
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THE ROLES OF PEER TUTORING
Peer tutoring in higher education takes place in communi-
cation and writing centers, residence halls, and other aca-
demic tutoring or technology centers (e.g., math, reading, 
computer, and technology labs). The roles of peer tutoring 
vary, depending on the types and purposes of the centers. 
They include:

 W Supplementing the main course functions, especially 
in large classes or in complex content or skills areas.

 W Increasing students’ opportunities to succeed and 
persist at the institution.

 W Improving students’ communication or writing 
skills. Communication competencies gained during 
college and graduate school are transferable knowl-
edge and skills that have a lifelong impact on success.

 W Improving reading and math skills through remedial 
courses.

 W Improving public presentation skills. (Public presen-
tations are required in most classes.)

 W Helping to improve leadership skills. Good commu-
nicators are likely to take on leadership positions at 
their institutions and in their careers.

 W Improving participants’ interpersonal skills. While 
they are usually improved through communication 
skills and interaction with peers and faculty, they can 
also be developed through the peer tutoring process.

 W Improving career-related skills. Public communica-
tion skill or confidence in communication is closely 
related to job performance, especially in the service-
oriented economy. Success is more likely when one 
has good oral and written communication skills.

While all of these skills relate to one another and to 
overall student success, the first four pertain to academic 
knowledge and transferable skills; the next three deal with 
social and interpersonal skills; and the last one relates to 
future careers.

EDUCATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS OF PEER TUTORING

Most campus tutoring centers are operated and staffed 
primarily by peer students, even if directors and faculty 
members lead the units. Studies report that peer tutoring 
is an effective way to support students’ academic success 
and intellectual development. Moreover, some studies 
document students’ first-year success, grade point aver-

age, and other academic performance indicators (e.g., 
Arco-Tirado, Fernanadez-Martin, and Fernandez-Balboa 
011; Laskey and Hetzel 011) as they relate to tutoring. 
Lee’s comparative study (1988) found that programs in-
volving peers as resources performed very well in terms 
of increasing retention and reducing student drop-out 
rates. Yook (01) also reported that the speaking center 
that utilized peer tutors seemed to be linked to student 
retention at a public university. Peer tutoring is popularly 
utilized for freshman orientation and remedial education. 
Atkins-Sayer (01) reported that communication centers 
with peer tutoring helped develop students’ critical think-
ing, debating, and public speaking skills. The benefits of 
peer tutoring have been reported in surveys of the vari-
ous centers. For example, Yook and Kim (01) examined 
students’ after-session survey data (n = 1,100) in a commu-
nication center, demonstrated the usefulness of peer tu-
toring, and suggested some implications for tutor training 
and hiring. Numerous studies suggest that student tutors 
not only have knowledge and a certain amount of author-
ity but also provide student peers with a level of comfort 
as they improve their academic performance and commu-
nication skills.

Mynard and Almarzouqi (00), who studied a peer-
tutoring program at a women’s university in the United 
Arab Emirates, found that all of the tutors learned from 
teaching and gained a deeper awareness of the learn-
ing process. Another significant benefit was that tutors 
gained a sense that they were doing something worth-
while or valuable. Tutoring also seemed to provide oppor-
tunities for developing friendship, enhancing leadership 
skills, and/or participating in group work. Communica-
tion competencies developed during college and graduate 
school can encourage and enhance an individual’s learn-
ing, success, creativity, and citizenship beyond higher edu-
cation. Being a good communicator is critically important 
in service-oriented businesses—particularly in the infor-
mation age. These benefits have also been documented by 
other researchers (e.g., Beasley 1997, Kalkowski 199).

Peer tutoring in residence halls under the student af-
fairs division may not be prevalent in other countries but 
cannot be ignored. Staff identify two formats: Some cam-
puses have more structured support programs whereby 
incoming students are assigned to residential academic 
clusters to live with a particular cohort of peers (e.g., same 
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class standing or academic major). This is an example of 
placing freshmen or first-year students in peer tutoring or 
support groups to enhance peer support or mentoring. 
Peer tutoring in residence halls is also related to living/
learning community concepts. Students teach one an-
other in learning communities while living together in a 
dormitory. In the second format, drop-in tutoring centers 
in the residence halls operate during evening hours, when 
students are more likely to utilize their services. It can be 
difficult to match and hire student tutors with expertise in 
the subjects in which student tutees most need support. 
Nevertheless, the student affairs division strives to utilize 
students as its campus manpower. Many undergradu-
ate and graduate student residence halls have residential 
assistants (RAs), and current students play a significant 
role in student recruitment as well as in most freshman 
orientations. Regardless, colleges and universities should 
carefully experiment and evaluate in order to better or-
chestrate efforts between academic departments and stu-
dent affairs divisions.

LINKS AND COLLABORATION AMONG 
DIFFERENT CAMPUS UNITS

Interdepartmental collaboration and various types of col-
laboration among campus units deserve to be examined. 
Collaborations should take place among tutoring centers, 
academic and non-academic departments (e.g., student af-
fairs units), and formal and informal curricula.

The necessity of collaboration among academic and 
student affairs divisions has long been recognized. Above 
all, major models of student success versus dropout rates 
emphasize the importance of academic and social integra-
tion (Tinto 1987). For example, student organizations 
on campus should work with communication centers to 
help students develop the skills necessary for working in 
multicultural, multilingual, and multinational contexts. 
Communication scholars advocate for communication 
centers’ or disciplines’ leadership in peer tutoring and tu-
tor training. Yook and Atkins-Sayre (01) note that com-
munication centers should be training trainers in order to 
improve peer tutoring and peer tutors’ communication 
techniques. (This may be related to their assessment that 
student tutors often lack communication skills and that 
tutors in communication centers can guide those in other 
support centers.) They also propose that communication 

centers should serve as a unit of synergy among campus 
tutoring centers.

The necessity of collaboration among formal and infor-
mal academic services cannot be overemphasized. Never-
theless, academic disciplines that require extensive writing 
or other language arts and that supply tutors should work 
closely with writing centers. Academic disciplines that re-
quire mathematics competency (e.g., engineering, science) 
should work with academic tutoring centers or related 
programs supported by peer tutors.

Studies on college impact (e.g., Astin 199, Pascarella 
and Terenzini 00) note that beyond providing financial 
assistance, on-campus jobs such as work-study are posi-
tively associated with students’ academic and social de-
velopment. Thus, promoting peer tutoring might support 
student development in campus tutoring centers, student 
associations, or residence halls. Although the hourly wage 
for tutors is often minimal, students seem to accept the 
job because transit between school and work is minimal 
and because they derive other educational benefits.

RESOURCE-SAVING PERSPECTIVE

Most U.S. higher education institutions are experienc-
ing financial difficulties. They make every effort to save 
resources by reducing the number of instructors or in-
creasing class size. If a high quality of education is to be 
maintained, then it is critical to also maintain the quality 
and quantity of instructors and of their interactions with 
students. Academic support centers have proven effective 
in supplementing instruction for students who lag in cer-
tain academic areas and for those who want to perform 
better despite limited numbers of instructors and/or lim-
ited access to them. Academic support centers primarily 
employ student tutors and are managed by faculty mem-
bers, but substantial reports of peer tutoring are positive. 
Used wisely, peer tutoring can be a resource-saving mecha-
nism and an educationally powerful tool with which to 
supplement formal education.

Peer tutoring is receiving more attention because of in-
creasing concerns about the quality of students’ learning 
and the availability of resources. Nevertheless, institutions 
should not succumb to the temptation to replace some 
faculty and staff members with “cheaper” student labor 
just for the purpose of cost savings. A study by Moustet et 
al. (1989) showed that sessions taught by faculty instruc-
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tors were more effective than those taught by peer tutors 
or teaching assistants, although some discussion sessions 
were similarly effective. Before making concessions to lim-
ited finances, university administrators should assess the 
effects of campus tutoring programs through an evaluative 
feedback loop.

CONCLUSION

Overall, the roles of peer tutoring seem to be naturally 
interdepartmental and full of potential in terms of edu-
cational effectiveness and resource management. Anyone 
who has managed campus programs will understand that 
the most expensive service programs are not necessarily 
more effective than cheaper ones. Nevertheless, more re-
sults should be documented before any resource-saving 
actions are recommended.

Much about peer tutoring and tutoring centers remains 
unknown. For example, do tutees believe that the tutor-
ing they receive is effective? Do they believe that their 
tutors are sufficiently knowledgeable or skilled? Neither 
is it known how much (or how little) higher education 
institutions participate in peer tutoring programs— for-
mally or informally. Are there typically enough peer tu-
tors to meet an institution’s or a program’s needs? In what 
subject areas do students have the greatest need for tutor-
ing? Do tutors earn academic credit or compensation? Is 
opening a new peer-tutoring center cost effective from a 
management perspective? Are some institutions realizing 
cost savings from peer tutoring? What are the short- and 
long-term effects of peer tutoring and academic support 
centers, respectively? How do various types of interde-
partmental collaboration and coordination occur in suc-
cessful organizations? Which tutoring centers should be 
kept, merged, or changed, and in what context?

Despite the important roles of peer tutoring for student 
learning and effective resource management, there are not 
enough studies or constructive evaluation reports to an-
swer these questions. In short, peer tutoring has achieved 
a measure of anecdotal success but lacks the scholarly 
investigation and management initiatives necessary to 
document its accomplishments and formulate recommen-
dations for more widespread implementation by colleges 
and universities.
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Integrated

Currently, students and their families who investigate 
the options for higher education lack a clear map to guide 
them. Today’s students are told that college is either the 
best investment they can make or a waste of time (Nugent 
01). More than ever before, higher education is consid-
ered an investment in a student’s future. Grubb and Laz-
erson (00) argue that students and their families are 
evaluating whether the return on the investment in higher 
education is worth the expense:

The occupational purpose of schooling has implied a 
simple promise to students: those who stay in school will 
get well-paid jobs with prospects for the future, careers, 
or vocations rather than mere work. This relationship 
has been asserted in many ways: in the human capital 
theory developed formally by economists and loosely re-
stated by believers in education; in advice to young peo-
ple to stay in school; in the image of the college graduate 
replacing the ideal of the self-made individual, and by 
college-going as the route to professions; in the goals of 
high school for all and now of college for all (p. 1).

As a result of government involvement as well as stu-
dent and family expectations, education administrators 

PAV I NG  T H E  ROA D  FOR  S T U DE N T  S UC C E S S:
BU I L DI NG  A  C A S E  for

THE ROAD from pre-
kindergarten 

(pre–K) to post-doctoral (post-doc) work is riddled with 
potholes, detours, u-turns, and construction zones. Just as 
the Department of Public Works has a responsibility to 
improve the system of roads as the population increases 
and changes, the Department of Education has a responsi-
bility to improve the system of learning. Many local, state, 
and federal government agencies and boards of education 
have acknowledged the need for system-wide education 
reform in order to smooth students’ transition from one 
institution to another. In 009 President Barack Obama 
said, “by 00 America will once again have the highest 
population of college graduates in the world” (whitehouse.
gov), implying that more and more students will be attend-
ing colleges and universities throughout the country. Na-
tional education initiatives such as No Child Left Behind, 
the Common Core, Race to the Top, Performance-Based 
Funding, College Readiness and Completion Acts, and 
Post-Graduate Gainful Employment Reports demonstrate 
attempts by government agencies to increase high school 
and college completion rates in the United States.
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By Jarrett Kealey, Renee Peterson, Angela 
Thompson, and Kristin Waters

are under increasing pressure to ensure that all students 
succeed from pre-K through “grade” sixteen. To ensure 
a smooth transition from secondary to postsecondary 
education, administrators from both groups must come 
together to build roads of transition for all. A strategic 
plan that encompasses pre-K–1 education is essential. For 
most secondary and postsecondary institutions, joint stra-
tegic planning is not taking place; for those institutions 
that are attempting to pave those roads and plan together 
strategically, numerous potholes or program gaps between 
secondary and post-secondary programs remain.

To minimize these potholes, administrators from both 
sectors must work together to create an effective joint 
strategic plan. Initial resistance must be overcome by de-
scribing succinctly the community of talent and resources 
an institution must enlist to survive and flourish (Rowly, 
Lujan and Dolence 1997). Communication and connec-
tions, partnership programs, and greater transparency of 
practices will create the common ground that is necessary 
for successful pre-K–1 strategic planning. The purpose of 
this article is to identify the road blocks that currently ex-
ist and to recommend patches that can be put in place in 

THE ROAD FROM PRE-K TO POST-DOC IS RIDDLED WITH POT HOLES, DETOURS, U-TURNS, AND ZONES 

UNDER  CONSTRUCTION. STUDENTS AND THEIR FAMILIES ARE INVESTIGATING OPTIONS FOR HIGHER 

EDUCATION AND ENCOUNTERING MANY ROADS HE ADING IN DIFFERENT DIRECTIONS, WITHOUT A 

CLE AR MAP TO GUIDE THEM. THIS ARTICLE WILL IDENTIFY THE ROAD BLOCKS AND RECOMMEND 

PATCHES THAT CAN BE PU T IN PL ACE IN BUILDING ROADWAYS FOR A SMOOTH TR ANSITION.

from Pre–K to Post–Doc
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building roadways for students’ smooth transition from 
pre-K through grade 1.

CONNECTIONS AND COMMUNICATIONS

Clear communication is vital both internally and exter-
nally to K–1 and higher education. All stakeholders must 
be given the opportunity to have their voices heard in an 
inclusive strategic planning process. In a 011 paper, the Na-
tional Center for Higher Education Management Systems 
(NCHEMS) outlined various ways for institutions of higher 
education to communicate with state boards of education 
for the benefit of all. In order for a state board of educa-
tion to communicate effectively with its higher education 
sector, NCHEMS identifies several characteristics including, 
but not limited to, the sharing of data between entities—in-
cluding high school feedback reports making “collaborative 
efforts to address issues revealed by these data” and “active 
involvement by higher education in the development of 
K–1 assessments with the purpose of clearly articulating 
expectations for college readiness” (NCHEMS 011, p. 1).

In order for pre-K–1 strategic planning to be success-
ful, communication must take place before, during, and 
after the process. It cannot take place only when specified 
objectives or goals need to be reached. Administrators rep-
resenting both groups must understand their colleagues’ 
goals and objectives and ensure that they stay connected 
for the benefit of the students.

Little or no communication between leaders in K–1 
and higher education helps explain the lack of mutual 
strategic planning to date. Administrators are not making 
the necessary connections or communicating their needs; 
they are not recognizing the value of collaborative strategic 
planning. There is little evidence to suggest that the break-
down is the fault of one sector more than the other. Despite 
the tendency to focus on secondary schools as scapegoats, 
both groups share responsibility for the current state of 
affairs (Haycock et al. 1999). Both parties must work to-
gether to initiate integrated strategic planning.

Communication and connections are vital, but they 
represent only one step toward integrated strategic plan-
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ning. Collaboration on partnership programs must exist 
and can even be a product of integrated strategic planning.

PARTNERSHIP PROGRAMS

Strategic planning for pre-K–1 requires forward thinking. 
In The Leadership Challenge, Kouzes and Posner (01) 
compare traveling down the coastal highway in California 
to planning for rapid change. The road weaves in and out, 
with mountains on the left and the ocean on the right. As 
long as the road is clear, the trip is easy. But if the fog rolls 
in, those curves in the road become treacherous. Nothing 
can surpass “clarity of vision” in times of rapid change. A 
student planning to enroll in college, a parent guiding his 
or her child to higher education, a teacher preparing stu-
dents for the next step, or an institution striving to admit 
well-prepared students all need to have a clear vision of 
what is expected from them.

Yet there seems to be a lack of clear vision, partnerships, 
and joint programs between K–1 and higher education. 
Kirst and Venezia, editors of From High School to Col-
lege: Improving Opportunities for Success in Postsecondary 
Education (00), report that students are expected to be 
college bound, but “state policies and practices send them 
mixed signals and are therefore ill-equipped to superin-
tend the difficult transition that students must undergo 
to enter into postsecondary education” (Schoenfeld 00, 
p. 1). Their case studies revealed students’, teachers’, 
and counselors’ knowledge deficiencies regarding postsec-
ondary education.

Preparation for postsecondary education is twofold: 
academic preparation and college preparation. Students 
need to be prepared for both the rigor of academic work 
and the freedom and responsibility of college life. Part-
nership programs between secondary and postsecondary 
education institutions have helped bridge this gap for stu-
dents who can take advantage of them, yet they have not 
yet become mainstream. Developers of local partnerships 
need to expand and generalize the vision so that more 
students are prepared to continue their education. When 
secondary and postsecondary institutions work together, 
they can eliminate redundant services and align their 
planning and programming to benefit all stakeholders.

Although not a new concept, career and college readi-
ness gained new prominence in 009 with the announce-
ment of the Race to the Top Fund (The White House, 

Office of the Press Secretary 009). Since then, the phrase 
“college readiness” has become the vernacular of 1st cen-
tury American education. But what does it mean? David 
Conley, director of the Center for Educational Policy Re-
search at the University of Oregon, defined college readi-
ness as the “level of preparation a student needs in order 
to enroll and succeed, without remediation, in a credit-
bearing general education course at a postsecondary in-
stitution that offers a baccalaureate degree or transfer to 
a baccalaureate program” (007, p. ). If that definition is 
accepted, then one must also accept that the U.S. educa-
tion system is far from meeting that standard because “the 
lack of coordination between the public K–1 and post-
secondary sectors [have] impeded successful transitions” 
(Kirst and Venezia 001).

English and math placement tests that students take to 
enter community college and university programs consti-
tute another pothole in the education super-highway of 
student transition. A strategic plan for successful student 
transition from secondary to postsecondary education 
must address the alarming fact that on a national level, 
“more than 0 percent of students entering two-year col-
leges and nearly 0 percent of those entering four-year 
universities” need remediation before enrolling in credit-
bearing courses (Complete College America 01, p. ). 
Yet placement test results do not accurately measure the 
ability of applicants, and the result is that students must 
take a detour into remedial classes that cost them money 
but do not bear college credit. Judith Scott-Clayton 
(01) reports in her college readiness study that nearly 
one-third of students in remedial classes could have passed 
college-level courses with a B or better. Better partner-
ship programs between secondary and postsecondary 
institutions may eliminate this roadblock for students. 
NCHEMS recommends that state boards of education 
and the higher education sector redesign placement tests 
to align with the new Common Core standards and “[re-
vise] existing state mandates regarding use of admissions 
test scores to identify students for mandatory placement 
in developmental education” as they broach the concept 
of collaboration through assessment (011, p. 8).

While the foregoing recommendations place the onus 
for change primarily on the secondary sector, transition 
supports such as college day camps and workshops also 
exist (Maryland Higher Education Commission 01). 
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Cross-sector initiatives also exist, but many tend to be ei-
ther isolated limited agreements to increase the success of 
students in a particular school or program or high-level 
K–1 accountability systems with neither incentives nor 
sanctions (Kirst, Venezia and Antonio 00). Often, 
these programs are not proactive but rather are reactive to 
either grant funding or state mandates. Both sectors must 
work together to ensure that high school graduates are 
well-prepared for college. Programs and plans should be 
clear, collaborative, and transparent so that students’ tran-
sitions are successful and smooth.

TRANSPARENT PRACTICES

If education institutions improve so that students become 
“connected” to them as a result of the academic challenges 
and the believable occupational promises they provide, 
then some of the social problems young people face can be 
moderated (Grubb and Lazerson 00). Programs have 
been established to increase student success and transi-
tion and to thereby improve education institutions. But 
because such programs have typically been created by 
individual sectors, they remain disjointed and have little 
transparency. If students are to navigate the road from sec-
ondary to post secondary education, administrators from 
both sectors must present a clear and joint vision.

In a strategic planning process, it is important to in-
clude all stakeholders, both internal and external, so that 
goals and initiatives are clear. When illustrating a strategic 
planning and outcomes assessment model, Morril (010), 
states that, “the first component is inspired by dialogue, 
transparency, and clarity of the organization’s narrative” 
(p. 8) in meetings and planning sessions. However, 
leaders do not illustrate being transparent outside of the 
organization. The same level of transparency that is used 
when planning within an organization must also be uti-
lized between education sectors. Navigating the road from 
high school to college will be even more challenging for 
students if goals, objectives, and plans are not transparent.

Education administrators are constantly reacting to 
students’ demands and expectations. For example, higher 
education institutions are continuously refining their 
plans in order to meet enrollment goals. Global economic 
conditions, shifting competitive forces, calls for account-
ability, and dramatic changes in institutional funding 
streams all contribute to an environment characterized 

by opportunity and challenges. These forces increasingly 
elevate strategic planning efforts to high levels of impor-
tance (Sullivan and Richardson 011).

High schools modify and enhance their curricula in 
an effort to meet state and national score requirements. 
Kahn (011) suggests that greater transparency is required 
if stakeholders are to understand how decisions are made 
when new activities are launched at the same time that core 
activities are constrained. The Interstate School Leaders 
Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) Standards indicate that 
administrators should facilitate activities that ensure that 
the visit is developed with and among stakeholders (1997) 
(It is worth noting that these standards do not indicate 
which community members should be identified as stake-
holders). Organizations that have successful strategies 
monitor the external environment and respond strategi-
cally—without sacrificing their essential values and proce-
dures (Peterson et al. 1997). External environments should 
be better accounted for in education planning. Second-
ary and postsecondary education administrators need to 
identify and involve each other as stakeholders.

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

In speaking about college readiness, U.S. Secretary of Edu-
cation Arne Duncan said that education administrators 
need to recognize “that these are all of our children, and 
these are all of our communities. Yes, we should provide 
incentives; yes, we need to come together, which is a differ-
ent version than asking, ‘are these my students when they 
get to me at age eighteen, nineteen, or 0? Or are these 
our students at three and four and five?’ And it’s a differ-
ent sense of what your realm of possibility is” (01). Cur-
rently, deficiencies in connections and communication, 
partnership programs, and transparent processes have re-
sulted in a series of disjointed programs and undesirable 
experiences for students. As the nation continues to reeval-
uate the pathways to and through education, administra-
tors need to work together to create a joint strategic plan.

In an effort to enhance communication and cross-sec-
tor collaboration, NCHEMS recommends creating a K–1 
or P–0 council; key members of K–1 and higher edu-
cation would come together with a clear agenda address-
ing issues of both sectors (011). Several states, including 
Maryland, have already implemented such councils (Kirst 
and Venezia 00, Maryland Higher Education Commis-
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sion 01). Education leaders are the change agents who 
can effectively improve education for all students.

To ensure that students’ college readiness is enhanced, 
administrators need to work together to identify issues 
and concerns. College readiness partnership programs 
may have the best chance of improving student outcomes 
if common challenges—including issues related to student 
recruitment and program sustainability—are considered 
early in the planning stages (Barnett et al. 01). Once is-
sues have been identified, collaborating institutions should 
develop common standards for college readiness—as well 
as admission criteria—while adopting new approaches to 
delivering and accrediting developmental education. Then, 
high school teachers and higher education faculty need 
opportunities for professional development so they can 
prepare students for a common level of achievement. Com-
munication and collaboration among high school and col-
lege instructors can only benefit students, increasing their 
success and retention in higher education (NCHEMS 011).

Experts on K–1 and P–0 partnerships espouse the 
following strategies for successfully transitioning students 
from high school to college: align high school coursework 
and exit exams with college entrance requirements; ad-
minister diagnostic placement tests no later than the 10th 
grade and on a recurring basis to identify academic per-
formance deficiencies; create elective transition courses to 
address identified deficiencies; and provide preparation 
materials for college placement exams. These strategies 
minimize the need for remediation prior to students’ tran-
sitioning to the postsecondary level (Complete College 
America 01; Haycock et al. 1999; Kirst and Bracco 00; 
Kirst and Venezia 001; Kirst, Venezia and Antonio 00; 
Mokher 01). Alignment in P–0 education should be 
a first step in an ongoing commitment to collaboration 
and effective communication among all education entities. 
Aligned programs will have “strong buy-in and commit-
ment from leaders” and established “goals and mandates 
while specifying an explicit policy framework and timeline 
for K–1 and higher education to collaborate in improving 
college and career readiness” (NCHEMS 011, p. 7).

In addition, to minimize the need for remediation or 
“college gateway” courses in English and math, it is criti-
cal that students and their families have access to college 
admission and placement requirements as early as possible 
(Kirst and Venezia 001, Maryland Higher Education 

Commission 01). Underserved student populations are 
particularly at risk of having limited access to information 
about entry to higher education. Centrally located “tran-
sition centers” could provide information, diagnostic test-
ing, and topic-specific support workshops (Kirst, Venezia 
and Antonio 00).

As part of the effort to enhance transparency, adminis-
trators from each sector should serve as stakeholders for the 
other sector to ensure comprehensive representation in the 
early stages of strategic planning. A strong sense of invest-
ment and involvement and a keen awareness of institutional 
culture are essential to planning and implementing strate-
gic change and achieving credibility throughout the process 
(Kouzes and Posner 01; Lowney 00; Sullivan and Rich-
ardson 011 in Kotter 199;). By creating a place for external 
stakeholders, both groups can reduce barriers, blend effec-
tive programs, and work together to serve students.

A second recommendation is to create a unified stu-
dent information system that administrators can use to 
track students both before they enter and after they leave 
an institution. Attention must also be paid to data systems 
that monitor student progress across the K–1 continuum. 
Earlier assessment of student progress will enable more ef-
fective intervention strategies and identification of barri-
ers within each respective system. Most of the important 
public policy and research questions related to this im-
perative can be addressed through the use of Student Unit 
Record (SUR) systems (Ewell and L’Orange 009).

While a shared student unit record system may not be 
an option for all institutions (particularly those in dif-
ferent states), enhanced data reporting and the sharing 
of information about trends provide opportunities for 
transparency. Administrators can become more support-
ive of the collaborative model if they become convinced, 
through research or practice, that including outside groups 
can result in better policy or help fulfill a strategic goal 
(Mayfield 001). If administrators collaborate, through 
reporting, they can understand with accuracy how stu-
dents are performing academically and can plan efficiently 
for their transition. Deliberate efforts to make decision 
making more transparent help campuses mobilize to seize 
opportunities and prepare contingency plans against po-
tential threats. This is particularly valuable as public enti-
ties decrease their financial support. Institutional partners 
need to work together to make education organizations 
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more evidence based and agile and to add transparency to 
the decision-making process (Kahn 011).

Education is a significant investment. Students today 
find that navigating the education system is increasingly 
complicated. In order to provide an accurate road map of 
all of the options, secondary and postsecondary education 
administrators must create a joint strategic plan. Con-
nections and communication, partnership programs, and 
transparent processes will clarify the possible pathways to 
higher education and provide support at every juncture. 
By applying these recommendations, administrators can 
continue to build a smooth road for this transition.
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By Amy Claire Heitzman and Patricia Somers

S
ince the end of the military draft in 197, 
women have entered military service in 
greater numbers: Women currently account 
for 1 percent of active-duty service person-
nel; by 0, they will account for 1 percent 
of the total veteran population (National 

Center for Veterans Analysis and Statistics 011). The pro-
file of female veterans differs from that of their male col-
leagues: female veterans are younger, and more of them (0 
percent) hold bachelor’s degrees, compared to just over 0 
percent of male veterans (U.S. Department of Veterans Af-
fairs 007). Yet when women attend college after separat-
ing from the military, they “seemingly disappear on college 
campuses” (American Council on Education 010, p. ). 
Not only do they “disappear,” but they also are the subject of 
alarmingly little research. This article reports on a multiple-
method study of the college choice and persistence experi-
ences of 1 female student veterans. In addition to reporting 
the stories of these women, a female veteran persistence 
model based on transition theory is presented (Schlossberg 
1978; Schlossberg, Lynch and Chickering 1989).

FEMALE VETERANS AND MILITARY SOCIALIZATION

The military culture constructs soldiering as a masculine 
activity, which requires women servicemembers to re-
define their gender identity in order to survive (Abrams 
199, Hicks 011, Iverson and Anderson 01, Silva 008, 
Smith 01). According to Hebert (1998), female veterans 
in “a male-dominant setting must learn how to redefine 
and manage ‘femaleness,’” (p. 1) which creates pressure 
to be more feminine or masculine. Women soldiers must 
learn to work within a hyper-masculine culture—one that 
rewards power gained by dominating peers rather than 
power derived from expert knowledge and skills (Bene-
dict 009, Demers 01, Finlay 007, Hamrick and Ru-
mann 01, Lorber and Garcia 010).

In particular, military culture scorns weakness, includ-
ing asking for help (Baechtold and De Sawal 009). Fear 
of a “perceived weakness [is] exploited by [male] superiors 
and subordinates,” resulting in “check[ing] overt aspects 
of femininity at the door” (Smith 01, p. 1). Upon rein-
tegration into civilian life, “when the structured military 
community is removed, the individual is forced to again 
redefine who she is as a civilian, a veteran, a female, and a 
student” (Baechtold and DeSawal 009, p. 0). For many 
female veterans, this occurs in a postsecondary setting, 
where they struggle to redefine gender and career goals.

To date, only two studies have addressed the transition 
experiences of post 9/11 student veterans. Employing a 
multi-campus study of  student veterans, DiRamio, Ack-
erman, and Garza Mitchell (008) created the first con-
ceptualization of the transition process for veterans, the 
results of which suggest the need to consider this group a 
special-needs population due to its unique transition ex-
periences, including challenges in relearning study skills, 
connecting with peers, and financial concerns (p. 97). 
Building on this model, Rumann and Hamrick (010) 

nes
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examined the transition process of six student veterans in 
the community college setting and found that it can in-
clude self re-identification and assessment “prompted by 
the perception that, in important ways, they were not the 
same people they had been prior to deployment” (p. ).

Both studies used transition theory (Schlossberg 1977, 
Schlossberg, Lynch and Chickering 1989) to examine 
student veteran experiences. Further, Ryan et al. (011) 
suggest that Schlossberg’s (1977) theory is a particularly 
effective way to examine student veterans’ experiences be-
cause it provides a mechanism by which individual-level 
strengths and needs can be understood. Similarly, DiRa-
mio and Jarvis (011) built on the concept of Schlossberg’s 
(1977) theory as a powerful tool for assisting student vet-
erans in their postsecondary journeys. Recognizing the 
unique transition experiences of student veterans, DiRa-
mio and Jarvis (01) introduced an adapted “4 S System” 
in which each of the components of situation, self, sup-
port, and strategies is configured for the “population of 
students who have served or are serving in the military…
elements are particularly germane to the transition of stu-
dents from the military to college” (p. 1).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Transition theory provides a model for examining female 
student veterans’ experiences in higher education. Evans 
et al. (010) describe college students, whether traditional 
or nontraditional, as facing “many changes that can have 
short- and long-term effects on their lives” (p. 1). The 
changes that veterans experience in higher education are 
even more complex as they move through several phases 
of personal, emotional, cultural, and social transitions and 
as they reintegrate into civilian and postsecondary set-
tings (Lackaye 011, Rumann and Hamrick 010).

As early as 1977, Schlossberg advocated for an under-
standing of the decision-making processes of adult learn-
ers. The role transitions of adulthood, she asserted, “often 
involve crisis, conflict, and confusion” (p. 77). Schloss-
berg (1977) conceptualized the decisions of adults in the 
context of transition and described her model as a way to 
analyze “human adaptation to transition” (p. ). Later, An-
derson, Goodman, and Schlossberg (01) described tran-
sition as an event or nonevent that resulted in a change 
in relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles. This 
framework has three major parts: (1) approaching tran-

sitions, in which the type of change, individual perspec-
tive, and context as well as the impact of the transition are 
examined; () taking stock of coping resources, wherein 
individuals review their assets and liabilities with regard to 
dealing with the transition, and () taking charge, which 
introduces the “4 S System,” which refers to the person’s 
situation, self, support, and strategies, i.e., the variables 
which influence adults’ abilities to cope with transition 
(Anderson, Goodman and Schlossberg 01).

In summary, the use of Schlossberg’s (1977) theory of 
transition to undergird this study helps to address the 
paucity of literature on student veterans and their tran-
sitions (DiRamio, Ackerman, and Garza Mitchell 008, 
Rumann and Hamrick 010). In particular, the theory 
facilitates what Smith (01) describes as “an understand-
ing of adults in transition and [their] coping strategies for 
better management of the transition process” (p. 7). In 
addition, the use of transition theory, because it employs 
a phenomenological approach to data collection and 
analysis, allows attention to be given to what Rumann and 
Hamrick (010) call “personal-level transitions,” the indi-
vidual experiences unique to this population which are es-
sential for educators and researchers to better understand 
so they can serve this growing audience (p. ).

METHOD

Based on this literature review, and using a transition 
theory framework (Anderson, Goodman and Schlossberg 
01) and a phenomenological approach, this qualitative 
study examined the experiences of female student veter-
ans. It is part of larger study of the college experiences of 
these women. While extant studies focused on women 
veterans at community colleges and four-year institutions, 
this is the first major research conducted on the campus of 
a research university.

Two research questions are addressed in this article:
 W What influences the college choice of female college 
student veterans?

 W What influences the persistence of female college 
student veterans?

A social constructionist approach allowed the women 
to construct the meaning of their experiences through 
“discussion of interactions with other persons” (Creswell 
007, p. 1)—either other participants or the researchers.
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PARTICIPANTS
Participants were recruited through a variety of means. 
Surprisingly, MRU had no way by which to generate any 
information on the women students who were veterans. 
As a result, identifying participants was at once challeng-
ing and without precedent. Initial recruitment measures 
included contacting the student veterans group, the office 
of veteran services, and faculty and staff members who 
might serve as gatekeepers to this population. Additional 
means of recruiting participants included a Facebook 
page for the study, geo-targeted online advertisements, 
and the posting of information about the study on related 
Facebook pages.

Participants were invited to complete the online ques-
tionnaire, the final question of which invited participation 
in an interview and/or focus group. Of the 1 respondents 
to the questionnaire, thirteen indicated a willingness to 
continue to participate in the study via an interview and/
or a focus group. Upon subsequent contact, only five of the 
thirteen who had expressed interest in continued involve-
ment ultimately accepted the invitation to participate in 
an interview. Of the thirteen, three also participated in a 
focus group.

The Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved all re-
cruiting methods and protocols. At the IRB’s suggestion, 
the identity of the university and the students are dis-
guised because of the relatively small sample size.

DATA SOURCES

Data were gathered via a demographic questionnaire, in-
dividual interviews, and small focus groups. The online 
questionnaire included four sections: demographics (four 
questions), military service (eight questions), education 
(thirteen questions), college experiences (ten questions), 
and comments (three open-ended questions). Fifty-one 
women completed the survey. The focus group and in-
terviews allowed for in-depth discussion of the women’s 
educational and military experiences. Five women partici-
pated in the focus group and/or interview. The principal 
goals of the questionnaire, interviews, and focus group ef-
forts were to determine how female student veterans per-
ceived their campus experiences, how they managed and 
navigated identity development in the context of higher 
education, and how they made the most of opportunities 
presented by their presence on campus.

DATA ANALYSIS
The interview and focus group transcripts were coded ac-
cording to specific statements about the participants’ ex-
periences that suggested how the women had experienced 
the phenomena they described (Miles and Huberman 
199, Moustakas 199). Dedoose software was used to as-
sist with the coding, creating textural and structural de-
scriptions of how the women experienced the phenomena 
they identified (Creswell 007).

DATA QUALITY

Several methods were utilized to improve the quality of 
the data for the study. First, as large a group as possible was 
invited to participate. Outliers (both in terms of partici-
pants and data) were identified. Third, participant checks 
provided the women the opportunity to read and elabo-
rate upon their transcripts. Finally, quantitative and quali-
tative data were triangulated as part of an effort to provide 
a more robust examination of the choice and persistence 
decisions of women student veterans at MRU.

LIMITATIONS

Every research study has limitations. While a sample size 
of 1 is large for a study of women veterans, a larger group 
of participants would have been preferable. Likewise, the 
number of participants in interviews and focus groups 
was small. National figures informed an estimate that be-
tween 100 and 10 women student veterans were enrolled 
at MRU. Creswell (007) indicates that where purposive 
sampling is used, the number of participants can be small, 
as long as the sample is not random but is representative.

In addition to the limitation of the small sample size, this 
study is limited by its exploratory nature. For both of these 
reasons, the generalizability of the study findings is limited.

MRU is a four-year research university, which suggests 
that it enrolls a different and perhaps more elite group of 
women veterans than those who participated in previ-
ous studies. While scholars have studied women veterans 
enrolled at community colleges, there is less research on 
their sisters-in-arms who attend doctoral or research uni-
versities. It is hoped that this study will encourage other 
researchers to more broadly examine the experiences of 
women student veterans after separation from the military 
and how those experiences vary by institutional type (if, in 
fact, they do).
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RESULTS
The results section is in two parts: The first presents the sur-
vey results; the second describes the findings about college 
choice that emerged from the interviews and focus groups.

Survey

Fifty-one individuals participated in the online survey. 
The majority (9 percent) were between the ages of  and 
9 years of age, with the remaining population divided be-
tween early and late thirties (no participants were older 
than 1 years). Nearly 80 percent of participants were 
Caucasian/white;  percent were Hispanic or Latina; and 
 percent each were Asian, black, and African American. 
Nearly half of the sample (7 percent) was single; 8 per-
cent were married; and 1 percent were divorced. Sixty-
five percent of participants had dependents.

Forty percent of the women served in the Air Force;  
percent served in the Army; 10 percent each served in the 
Coast Guard, Navy, and Marines; and  percent served in 
the National Guard. Location of service varied, with equal 
numbers having served within the continental United 
States and internationally; 1 percent served in Afghani-
stan and Iraq—territories directly involved in Operation 
Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom. The aver-
age length of service was six years; the shortest was three 
years, and the longest was twelve. Nearly half had been de-
ployed at least once; 0 percent had been deployed twice; 
and 11 percent had been deployed three or more times. 
Nearly half of the participants ( percent) had been ac-
tively engaged in combat.

Just over 0 percent of the sample reported that vet-
erans’ education benefits were the primary reason they 
had joined the military; a desire to gain skills and job ex-
perience for a future career were the next most common 
reasons for joining the military. One-fifth of the sample 
cited a desire to serve their country through military ser-
vice, and a similar proportion reported family service as a 
strong factor in their decision to join the military.

With regard to their previous education, enrollment 
before military service and during deployment varied: 
 percent had attended college before deployment, and 
one-third of those had earned the equivalent of an associ-
ate’s degree before enrolling at MRU. A majority (80 per-
cent) had not enrolled while they were deployed, which is 
consistent with previous research on veterans’ stagnated 

education trajectories (Boice 007, Kleykamp 007, 
Steele, Salcedo and Coley 011). Eighty-five percent of the 
women reported using veterans’ education benefits, and a 
similar proportion said that the GI Bill’s education bene-
fits positively influenced their decision to enroll in college. 
In particular, participants planned to use their veterans’ 
benefits to complete their undergraduate degree and to 
augment skill sets learned in the military. Several partici-
pants described this intersection of degree completion 
and education benefits: One described having wanted to 
“earn a bachelor’s degree, at the very least, utilizing my GI 
bill,” and another wanted to “finish my bachelor’s degree, 
which I had begun working toward in 001, right before I 
joined the Marine Corps.”

Participants ranked location as the primary factor influ-
encing their choice to attend MRU; institutional prestige 
and the receipt of GI Bill benefits were ranked similarly 
in terms of their influence on these women’s choices to 
attend the university. The program or major offered was 
the next most influential factor in the women’s college 
choices. Participants ranked the influence of family or 
friends as the least important factor in their decisions to 
attend MRU.

In terms of their perceptions of how connections to the 
university might have been fostered, participants noted 
their desire for more mentorship opportunities—with 
faculty as well as peers—through which they could have 
gained a better understanding of veteran and student ser-
vices, acclimated more readily to campus, and connected 
more easily with other veterans. One participant noted, 
“Mentorship was a huge reason why I was extremely suc-
cessful in the [Air Force], and it is one of the aspects of the 
military I miss the most.” Another participant described 
the value of veteran peer guidance and suggested that hav-
ing “a veteran mentor to show me around campus would 
have been nice.”

Participants noted difficulties connecting to the cam-
pus. While two-thirds ( percent) said that they felt 
welcome at MRU, 0 percent reported lacking a good re-
lationship with a faculty or staff member, and  percent 
noted that they hadn’t developed a network of supportive 
friends at the university and that their college life/experi-
ence was what they had expected it would be. Similarly, 
nearly two-thirds ( percent) claimed that they were not 
affiliated with a campus group (social or academic, formal 
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or informal), and 1 percent were uncomfortable with 
their interactions with other students at MRU. One par-
ticipant said, “It is difficult to be so much older than other 
students. Forming study groups and making connections 
to help in classes is very difficult.”

College Choice

Three factors had the strongest influence on the women’s 
decisions to attend MRU: location, institutional prestige, 
and finances. Value and quality were factors that added 
nuance and complexity to their decisions.

Location—both state and city—figured in the women’s 
decisions to attend MRU. Janna noted that MRU was close 
to her hometown and cited the connection between loca-
tion and financial benefits as the primary influences in her 
decision. She described the connection between location 
and value:

I wanted to have a lot of value behind my education 
[given] that I was getting the GI Bill and using that. I 
wanted to make sure it would take me as far as possible, 
and [MRU is] a very prestigious university…. [I] felt 
that was a lot more of a value than going to a commu-
nity college where some of the instructors weren’t really 
interested in the students or interested in teaching the 
actual material.

Irene also connected her choice to attend MRU with 
perception of its greater value as compared to a two-year 
institution:

So, you’re trying to get as much quality as possible, 
because whether I’m going to a community college or 
[MRU], it’s still pretty much the same type of effort, but 
very different in value.

Molly’s impression of institutional prestige resulted in 
her feeling slightly conflicted:

The prestige is what made me want to apply. I’m strug-
gling about that because I see a lot of my friends online 
from the military, how they’re parenting and taking 
classes online. You get more respect if you have a degree 
from a better institution …I think that’s what all of the 
prestige is about.

In summary, participants’ identification of location as 
playing the largest role in their decisions to attend MRU 

was borne out through interviews and focus group con-
versations. Yet its influence was nuanced, conceptualized 
via consideration of location along with veterans’ educa-
tion benefits, which together heightened perceptions of 
institutional value and degree quality.

PERSISTENCE

The women expressed certainty with regard to their per-
sistence to degree (i.e., their intention to persist) and high 
levels of personal agency regarding their commitment to 
degree completion. Their commitment was deeply rooted 
in a strong personal locus of control and familial expecta-
tions of completion.

Participants were more likely to persist because they 
were enrolled full time. This corroborated Barnhart’s 
(011) assertion that veterans’ persistence was positively 
influenced by enrollment intensity. Moreover, as Bean and 
Metzner (198) note, nontraditional students with chil-
dren had heightened goal commitment. The  percent 
of participants in the current study who have children are 
more likely to persist than are their peers who do not have 
children. In addition, the women in the current study had 
strong perceptions of their personal capacity, agency, and 
intention to persist. This corroborates research by Adler 
et al. (00) which found that female servicemembers 
were less adversely affected by the stressors of deployment 
length than were their male peers. The majority of par-
ticipants had been deployed, and nearly half had engaged 
in combat; Adler and his colleagues (00) suggest that 
these factors provide a strong capacity for resilience.

Participants’ strong intention to persist could also be a 
function of the relatedness of participants’ military duties 
to their academic major or program; a large number of the 
women were pursuing an academic major closely related to 
the work they had performed in the military. Confidence 
in persistence to degree stemmed from contentment with 
academic major and plans to work in a related career.

PERSISTENCE MODEL

Connections emerged between this study’s findings on 
persistence and those of DiRamio and Jarvis (011). Fac-
tors such as prior educational experience, time to plan, 
and relatedness of military experience and academic ma-
jor informed participants’ high perception of persistence. 
Similarly, an analysis of participant experience using their 
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adapted 4 S Model produced similar findings regarding 
the women’s timing of transition to MRU. The analysis also 
introduced the notion of participant control over situ-
ational triggers and issues of timing, which suggests high 
levels of self-agency, which in turn may positively influ-
ence persistence (Bean and Metzner 198). In this way, 
the positive influences of prior educational experience, 
time to plan, and relatedness of military experience and 
academic major are leveraged by participants’ capacity to 
control timing. Conversely, the presence of stressors and/
or dependents and/or financial anxiety may diminish the 
perception of control over the situation and may adversely 
affect persistence.

In addition to situation, other components of the 
adapted 4 S Model can be integrated into this understand-
ing. In particular, with regard to the component of self, the 
capacity for resilience (defined as participant-maximizing 
opportunities via resistance to situational stressors) was 
augmented by participants’ demonstration of control 
over situational triggers and timing. Resilience was fur-
ther strengthened by particular strategies the participants 
utilized—specifically, seeking information and observing, 
both of which served to augment their capacity to resist 
situational stressors. These efforts gained support from 
various structures—notably, participants’ families and the 
resources provided by the campus veterans’ center. (A vi-
sualization of the relationship is presented in Figure 1.)

In summary, by exerting control over situational trig-
gers as well as issues of timing, the women demonstrated 
high levels of self-agency, which positively influence per-
sistence, signaled by factors such as the presence of time 
to plan, prior postsecondary experience, and program 
affinity with military duties. The capacity to maximize 
opportunities via resistance to situational stressors (i.e., 
resilience) is augmented by strategies such as seeking in-
formation and observation as well as by supports found in 
family and campus services.

IMPLICATIONS

In addition to new understandings about this population’s 
demography, the study findings have myriad implications 
for practice. In terms of college choice, female veterans at 
MRU approached their decisions via a complex conceptu-
alization of location, which they linked to an optimiza-
tion of benefits and resources related to family. Given this 

finding, the university could provide more clarity about 
family housing and childcare options in its admission ma-
terials and recruitment/new student programs in an effort 
to lessen what participants described as “difficulty finding 
affordable housing…especially if you have children.”

Baechtold and De Sawal (009) suggest that female vet-
erans select schools where they are more apt to see other 
female veterans. At institutions where female veteran en-
rollment is small, the cycle perpetuates itself. By under-
standing what characteristics female student veterans seek 
when choosing a college at which to enroll, institutions 
could recruit and enroll more women veterans.

Similarly, transitions to the university could be 
smoother and overall persistence increased if academic 
advisors understood the positive influence of female veter-
ans’ selection of academic majors related to their military 
duties. Given the degree to which participants cited their 
advisors as a source of information, it would be wise to ad-
vise counselors of the findings of this and similar studies.

Increasing the flexibility with which courses are sched-
uled—e.g., creating more evening and weekend options 
as well as extending options with regard to residence re-
quirements—would help “make working while in school 
more feasible.” Similarly, institutional engagement could 
increase as a result of additional and more robust benefits 
counseling upon admission (most participants said they 
hadn’t fully understood their options when they first en-
rolled at the university).

A result of their paucity on campus as well as, for some, 
intentional distancing, female veterans at MRU do not en-
gage socially with other veterans, male or female. While 
participants did not describe this as a deficit, several noted 
a desire to know other female veterans on campus, perhaps 
through a mentoring program or, at the very least, by “cir-
culating a list.” One participant shared that this “did not 
seem to happen in my first semester.” These efforts might be 
facilitated by a campus veterans’ center but more as a func-
tion of the center being a convenient place where partici-
pants could gather useful information than as a social hub.

A similar approach may prove useful in terms of aug-
menting academic engagement by this population; several 
participants in the study noted having difficulty integrat-
ing into the classroom. A faculty-student veteran men-
toring program may augment levels of comfort in the 
classroom and dispel the tendency for female student vet-
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erans to “disappear on college campuses” and be less com-
fortable than their male peers at interacting with faculty in 
the classroom (Baechtold and DeSawal 009, Smith 01).

CONCLUSION

The body of research focusing on female service members 
or veterans, while growing, remains limited. The current 
study, guided by Schlossberg’s (1977) theory of transition 
and using a phenomenological research design, allows for 
close examination of the transitions of female student vet-
erans from the military to a four-year, research university. 
The findings of the current study can inform faculty, staff, 
and administrators about the transition experiences of 
this growing and heretofore underserved population.
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By Rachel Danielson

A Call for Courageous Leadership

Access to higher education, the affordability of that educa-
tion, equity related to the inclusion and treatment of stu-
dents, and the quality of education for those students are 
often discussed. These topics are facets of higher education 
that must always be considered, not just when crises arise. 
Going to college is not for everyone, but for those who do 
choose to enroll, the education received should be framed 
within a system that values students and deliberately seeks 
to be of the highest quality. Educators must recognize the 
ubiquitous nature of technology and the advantages it of-
fers for learning. Providing financial support for students 
is another key factor that cannot be overlooked, as many 
students would not be able to attend college at all with-
out such assistance. As the world continues to grow into 
a more cohesive global community with an increasingly 
diverse student population, educators and students alike 
must treat one another with equal value and respect. We 
must continually strive to improve the accessibility, af-
fordability, equity, and quality of higher education. Clear 
and concise plans with defined and measurable outcomes 
are invaluable tools to guide the collegiate system where it 
needs to go. However, plans to improve higher education 
should also be put into action. Educators must recognize 
that unless plans and deeds are balanced, even the best 
plans will prove useless. Higher education in the United 

States must identify active leaders with the courage to trim 
processes, programs, and even institutions in order to en-
sure the quality and viability of the college experience.

Higher education in the United States will soon find 
itself in trouble if patterns of planning and delayed action 
remain the same in the coming years. The system is already 
so vastly over-complicated that it is all too easy for stu-
dents to get lost within it, to make uninformed decisions 
that prolong their time in school, and to incur massive 
amounts of debt. Committees are formed and plans are 
made on a regular basis to address deficiencies in the U.S. 
higher education system. While regular evaluation of the 
scholastic sphere is crucial to maintaining student access, 
affordability, quality of programs, and equitable treat-
ment of the student body, simply reviewing the current 
state of affairs from time to time is not sufficient. Higher 
education must actively prepare for its future and for the 
challenges that future will bring for students. The needs of 
college-bound students are continually shifting, and edu-
cators must make every effort to identify and meet them. 
Neither the states nor the nation as a whole can afford to 
approach higher education as “business as usual.” Tech-
nology, the economy, and the diversity of the collegiate 
student body are constantly evolving. So, too, must those 
in administrative roles within higher education.
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Those in a position to enact real change have a duty 
to do so. The influence of higher education extends well 
beyond the classroom, so educators and administrators 
must also take into consideration the needs of community 
members, local businesses, and the states in which their 
institutions reside. Brennan and Teichler (008) posit 
that “the growth of research interest in higher education 
is also partly a function of higher education’s enormous 
expansion in recent decades so that today its character and 
performance have large implications for all members of 
society, whether or not they engage directly with higher 
education” (p. 1). Americans have a stake in the health of 
the nation’s colleges and universities. Everyone is affected 
by the presence of higher education institutions, regard-
less of whether she is attending college, has a family mem-
ber in college, or simply lives near a university. Preparation 
and planning must culminate in action and implementa-
tion. The future of U.S. higher education depends upon its 
leaders identifying what is crucial to its success by turning 
visions into processes. We must collectively take the steps 
necessary to benefit students and institutions. Processes 
must be clearly defined yet flexible as the nation and the 
world blend together.

Maintaining an optimistic view of the future of U.S. 
higher education can be difficult given the current state of 
affairs. Within the purview of assessment and planning, it is 
generally accepted that “there is, of course, much about the 
future that is unknown, much over which individuals have 
no control, much which is cause for concern. But the pessi-
mism that clouds much of humankind’s thinking about the 
future (although the basis for it cannot be ignored) may be 
best dispelled by deliberate attention to ideas” (Rice 198, 
p. ). While a college education is still valued, the means by 
which it is obtained has degraded. Scholarly pursuits have, 
in many cases, strayed from their founding values. Among 
these values was the belief that by obtaining a college edu-
cation, a person was guaranteed entry into the upwardly 
mobile segment of the population. Today, some may argue 
that it is only the perception of higher education that has 
diminished. But the reputation of something as integral to 
American culture as attending college has far-reaching and 
deep-rooted effects. If the student body—the very group 
that should be the greatest advocate of pursuing a college 
education—does not have faith in the system, then some-
thing is fundamentally wrong.

Examining the access students have to higher educa-
tion opportunities can help lay the groundwork for the 
necessary improvements. The proximity of a community 
college; clearly defined admission requirements; and even 
the availability of transportation can determine a student’s 
access to an education. Whether a member of a person’s 
family has attended college also often proves to be a de-
ciding factor. The power of tradition—for the student 
and the institution—can be viewed as both an asset and 
a liability. History can serve as a guide when education is 
beset by challenges it has encountered previously. Looking 
to the past can save time and prevent unnecessary duplica-
tion of effort (and outcome). However, it sometimes hap-
pens that consulting past actions and resolutions becomes 
a kind of crutch. “A common element among campuses 
that fell into the lower than expected support category is 
that they were entrenched in more traditional practices 
and messaging in terms of providing institutional service 
to the state and society at large” (Weerts 01, 1). What 
worked in the past may not always work in the present 
or in the future. Since the founding of the nation’s first 
institutions in colonial times, America’s response to lack 
of access has been to establish more colleges and universi-
ties. Yet there is a point when such expansion is no longer 
sustainable, and the system begins to collapse. Having too 
many options can be detrimental to a student’s academic 
motivation and progress. A student’s understanding of 
what is available to him becomes confused, and if it is un-
clear where to begin, he may never begin at all.

Higher education institutions have a responsibility to 
their constituents to communicate as clearly as possible 
what is required both for admission and degree comple-
tion. They must also establish practices that achieve a bal-
ance between strict but not impossible requirements and 
transparency of purpose. Newburn (190) suggests that 
“democratic living is not necessarily best advanced by in-
discriminate mass education, but neither is it promoted 
materially by an educational program in which the bases 
of selection are other than the ability and interest of the 
individual” (p. 179).

Obtaining a college education is a complicated process, 
and those who choose to do so must possess a certain de-
gree of independence. Students should be held respon-
sible for their own degree progress, but they should also 
be able to rely on their institutions’ faculty and staff to 
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provide guidance. A partnership is necessary if success is 
to be achieved.

A student must begin by choosing an institution that 
will meet her needs. In addition to considering the acces-
sibility of a campus and the clarity with which it presents 
its programs and requirements, the quality of the educa-
tion being offered should be carefully evaluated—espe-
cially with so many institutions currently operating in the 
United States. This evaluation must extend beyond admis-
sion requirements to the core curriculum. Program and de-
gree offerings of necessity must change to meet the needs 
of the world. The economy has made it clear that the types 
of jobs needed in the United States have changed; the na-
tion needs to retool its education system to ensure that 
graduates are qualified for employment upon graduation. 
“As the fate of the nation’s economy has become increas-
ingly tied rhetorically to the quality of the American edu-
cation system, the rhetoric has become ever more shrill: 
if we do not move quickly to increase what our children 
learn in school, our future will be bleak” (Pallas 011, 1). 
Certain majors will cease to be offered as they are found 
to no longer be viable in the world economy. Consider, for 
example, the disappearance of the home economics de-
gree and the recent proliferation of programs in technical 
fields. Traditional institutional identity and the historical 
circumstances under which institutions were founded will 
continue to influence curriculum, but innovation and ad-
aptation must have their place.

Regardless of programs and majors offered, the cost of 
college will always be a concern. Even for programs that 
suggest a lucrative career after graduation, a student must 
pay for the privilege to prepare for that employment op-
portunity. For many students, postsecondary education 
is impossible without some financial assistance. When 
forming strategic plans for the future, we cannot trust 
that the state of the economy will remain the same. Those 
developing strategic plans for higher education should 
expect that the worst-case scenario—as, for example, the 
economic recession of 008—is the most likely outcome. 
Doing so will provide realistic parameters within which 
to frame ideas. If the economy behaves as predicted, then 
higher education will be prepared for it. And if the fiscal 
climate improves or does better than expected, then edu-
cation institutions could retain any extra funds for future 
use or apply them to a current project. California’s origi-

nal master plan was based on fiscal numbers from 198 (a 
questionable baseline given that planning was for a fifteen-
year period (Coons et al. 190). The Master Plan Survey 
Team would have done better to have proceeded under 
the assumption that operating costs would continue to 
increase while state contributions would decrease. No one 
can know for certain how the economy will perform, but 
change is inevitable. Educators should always hope for the 
best and prepare for the worst.

Online education has provided hope among educa-
tors. Shostak (01) claims that “it is possible that the 
market for postsecondary ‘eLearning’ and for-profit uni-
versities may grow by double digits annually over the next 
five years, especially as a new global middle class—some 
1. billion people—wants a novel, timely, and elite educa-
tion” (p. 1). Accessible education via the Internet appeals 
largely because of its convenience for the student. Not ev-
ery college student is suited to sit in a lecture hall or class-
room, nor should every student be required to do so. Just 
as students are unique in terms of their upbringing and 
personal views, so too are their educational needs.

Students increasingly can customize their education by 
way of online resources. Individual courses and even entire 
degree programs are offered online throughout the world. 
Such programs have revolutionized higher education in 
the 0th century. “In a traditional classroom, personaliz-
ing education requires very small class sizes, but comput-
ers can personalize education for every student” (Gillen 
01, 01). The flexibility and value of an online education 
are not being debated; it is clear that online education has 
become an essential part of the scholastic spectrum. Yet 
reliance on distance education should be measured. On-
line programming should not be used as a substitute for 
lagging programming or as a quick fix for larger issues. 
Swogger (000) asserts that

one possible effect of distance education is that it will be 
the medium used to meet the growing student enroll-
ment that is predicted for the next 10 to 15 years. While 
distance education may present itself to administrators 
as the perfect low-cost solution to increasing student 
demand, some academics worry about the ability of 
distance education to deliver quality (p. 1).

Each institution that offers any form of distance learn-
ing must carefully review pertinent curricula to ensure that 
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students are receiving instruction comparable to that of-
fered to students in a physical classroom. The appropriate 
accreditation bodies must make every effort to regularly 
review online education options to ensure that students 
are not being taken advantage of, monetarily and/or in 
terms of the quality of instruction.

Consider what could be next after online education. 
Perhaps it will be holographic instruction or even virtual 
reality. Receiving an education by means of an electronic 
device that instantly connects people all over the world 
would have sounded just as implausible to the founders 
of colleges and universities during colonial times, but 
technology makes anything possible. A more pertinent 
consideration is how universities will recruit students to 
these new types of program offerings. How will students 
be enticed to choose a particular campus when on-cam-
pus experiences are not a fundamental part of the appeal? 
Will the “ideal” college experience disappear? With fewer 
and fewer students physically attending higher education 
institutions, the culture of higher education will need to 
be strengthened. Universities will be obligated to make 
a more concerted effort to connect to their students and 
community through the very mechanism being used to 
deliver instruction. Community engagement will con-
tinue to be a critical factor in an education institution’s 
vitality. Even if all of a university’s courses were offered on-
line, it would have the capacity to affect the communities 
it serves. Graduates of distance learning programs—like 
graduates of traditional higher education program—will 
seek employment and impact not only the local economy 
but also society as a whole.

Decisions regarding funding affect collegiate institu-
tions throughout the nation. Tuition and fees as well as 
programming and resources make this clear.

The reduction in congressional earmarks has already 
inhibited many specially funded research centers across 
the country. Budget cuts threaten the fundamental 
mission of research universities, which is both to gener-
ate new knowledge and prepare the next generation of 
faculty (Dew 01, p. 8).

Creative programming can help fill the gap between 
funding and need, but a balance must be struck. Higher 
education cannot be put on the back burner of budget 
planning any longer. The quality of U.S. higher education 

is steadily decreasing as a consequence of inadequate fund-
ing. Yet educators and administrators continue to debate 
just how much funding should be provided. Goldberg and 
Traiman (001) assert that

If the United States is to compete effectively in the de-
manding international economy, and if each person is 
to contribute to and benefit from the nation’s economic 
success, the most potent weapons in its competitive ar-
senal are skill and intelligence. The country cannot rely 
on history or good luck to provide these tools to the work 
force (p. 7).

By the time the full impact of this appropriation strategy 
is apparent, the security and viability of the United States 
in the global economy could be irreparably compromised. 
Not only do faculty need to be prepared to teach the stu-
dents of the future, but all college graduates must be edu-
cated well enough to become good educators themselves.

The level of an institution’s engagement with and com-
mitment to its local area and state may influence its fund-
ing. Weerts (01) theorizes that

a robust outreach and engagement agenda— or its 
lack—may inform a legislator’s understanding about 
a campus’s commitment to the state or region and 
thereby influence that legislator’s support for the insti-
tution. In other words, engagement can be an impor-
tant signaling mechanism to policymakers about the 
value of an institution to the state (p. 19).

Community engagement is an important practice for 
all institutions, regardless of funding concerns, but it is all 
the more beneficial if an increase in funding could result 
from such efforts. As they partner with their local com-
munities, colleges and universities invest in their reputa-
tion. Community members who wish to ensure that their 
institutions are “the best” often donate. The quality of 
programming institution-wide will improve as a result of 
the attention, funding, and overall support the local com-
munity can provide.

Diversity of the student body must be a high prior-
ity. Serving the local demographic is a starting point, but 
institutions must be careful to not disproportionally ac-
commodate or ignore underrepresented groups. “Insti-
tutionalization is key to continuity of diversity efforts. 
Institutional and human infrastructures for diversity work 
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must be considered by postsecondary leaders” (Davis 009, 
). Being aware of diversity and of the ways in which it 
can affect higher education helps educators keep “social 
context” at the forefront of planning efforts. Racial issues 
affect students as individuals as well as scholars. Students 
are the product of their culture, race, upbringing, and a 
range of other influences and beliefs that accumulate over 
time and the course of shared experiences. During students’ 
college years, aspects of their individual diversity will inevi-
tably influence other students. They must be prepared to 
reconcile who they are with who their fellow students are.

The same is true for faculty and staff. All must under-
stand who they are individually before they can interact 
respectfully with others in the collegiate community.

Alternatively, or in addition, it can be argued that 
working closely with members of unfamiliar groups 
breaks down barriers and disrupts stereotypes, and 
that increasing racial, sexual, and ethnic diversity will 
therefore increase overall well-being by fostering un-
derstanding and harmony” (Sher 1999, p. 97).

The shift from needing to represent diversity efforts on 
paper to achieving genuine equity is not quick. Constant 
effort must be directed toward implementing change; 
slowly, transformation will take place. The effects of ef-
forts to increase the representation and inclusion of un-
derrepresented groups may not be realized even in the 
next five to ten years, but they are sure to become clear in 
the next 0 to 0 years. The value of achieving true diver-
sity and equity will prove well worth the enormous effort 
it will require.

Not only does diversity help realize social equity at an 
institution, but many different learning styles emerge and 
are celebrated when open-minded individuals come to-
gether. Bygrave, Asik-Dizdar, and Kaur Saini (01) assert 
that “this increased diversity concomitantly puts the onus 
on universities to integrate intercultural perspectives in the 
development of pedagogy to suit the learning styles, ideol-
ogies, and needs of global students” (p. 00). Teaching the 
same course the same way each semester is no longer suf-
ficient. The differential composition of an individual class 
each time it is taught will compel faculty to adjust the ways 
in which they teach course content. Interaction with each 
student must also be approached via a culturally proficient 
mindset. Cultural norms and social cues in college may 

differ from those with which a student grew up. Diversity 
extends beyond a person’s cultural and racial background, 
and this, too, has an impact on higher education.

A new type of “co-ed” is enrolling at today’s colleges 
and universities: Students are no longer just male or fe-
male. Many different gender and sexual identifications 
must be considered when planning housing arrangements 
in residential halls and restroom accommodations. And 
alongside the evolution of sexual and gender identity is 
ongoing large-scale immigration. There is no way to pre-
clude people from seeking the opportunities they value. 
“A strategy…to address discrepancies in postsecondary 
participation rates across race, class, and gender lines in-
cluded increased collaboration between public and private 
institutions as well as with K–1 and community colleges” 
(Davis 009, ). Establishing permanent internal in-
stitutional pathways of communication and connection 
regarding the benefits of diversity will serve to promote 
and support the necessary action. Higher education must 
use its position of influence to encourage personal equity, 
global thinking, and partnership.

Implied privilege and unspoken aids for people in a ma-
jority group can be overlooked by those who benefit from 
their group membership. People naturally tend toward 
those most like themselves. It can be difficult and it can 
feel awkward to integrate with those viewed as different, 
especially if individuals do not realize that such efforts are 
important. Institutions must actually become diverse and 
not just present aspirational thoughts or plans.

Higher standards are a necessity, lest low ones become 
self-fulfilling prophecies—prescriptions for personal 
failure, not only in the classroom but also in life. The 
standards movement allows the ultimate equity issue 
to be addressed; that is, aiming for the best for every 
student regardless of race or economic status (Goldberg 
and Traiman 001, p. 7).

As with access, affordability, and quality, putting words 
into action is crucial to increasing equity. Perhaps the fu-
ture of higher education will require international experi-
ences. Gaining a broader understanding of the world and 
becoming a global citizen are certain to benefit the com-
ing generations.

A balance of caution and decisiveness is in order. Ad-
ministrators should always act with the best interests of 
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the student body in mind, but they should never lose sight 
of the true value of a college education. Higher education 
in the United States has grown so big that control of the 
system is lacking.

Higher education is no longer suited to contemporary 
needs. Not only is it socially inequitable, the once-and-
for-all education of youth as a preliminary to employ-
ment is of decreasing value in an era of rapid scientific 
and technological change. Merely expanding the sys-
tem is socially wasteful and results in an undesirable 
prolongation of formal education and dependence on 
family and state. A gradual but radical overhaul of the 
fabric of higher education is needed which will bring to 
an end its exalted position on the educational ladder 
(Suchodolski 197, p. ).

Reforming higher education to meet the needs of the 
United States in the future will be difficult, but it will be 
much more so if no significant effort toward reform is 
made within the next ten years. If America waits any lon-
ger than that, it is certain to be too late to implement ad-
equate change.

The question is: Are the schools doing the job? Are 
they equipping graduates with the transferable skills re-
quired to get and keep the higher paying jobs the economy 
is producing and to contribute to the civic health of their 
communities? The answer seems to be an equivocal one: 
only sometimes (Goldberg and Traiman 001, p. 8).

Issues that should be addressed but that instead are ig-
nored will only become much larger and potentially cata-
strophic. Genuine and deliberate change takes time, but 
higher education leaders must not use that as an excuse 
for not implementing new ideas or processes. Just be-
cause something may be difficult does not mean that we 
shouldn’t put forth the effort.
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By Earl E. Dowling

Growing Enrollment with Kindness

“While community college enrollment has generally de-
clined by about  or  percent annually in recent years—
due to some extent to the improving economy—some 
colleges have bucked the trend” (Ashford 01).

College of DuPage, a large Midwestern urban commu-
nity college with an enrollment of nearly 0,000 students, 
has seen significant growth in both its enrollment of full-
time equivalent (FTE) students and net credit headcount 
(Illinois Community College Board 01). Several as-
pects of the Illinois Community College Board report are 
especially significant. Between fall 010 and fall 01, en-
rollment at College of DuPage increased by  percent, or 
9 FTE. This was at a time when institutions throughout 
the state were experiencing decreased enrollment.

What made the difference?
Like many community colleges, College of DuPage 

has been concerned with access and affordability. The 
“front door” of the College was open for nearly 0 years to 
area students, families, and residents. However, in March 
011, College of DuPage opened a “second door” to the 
campus—a door that was always open but not as wide 
and not as visible. The “second door” is to student service, 
student success, and student satisfaction. Administration 
and faculty noted student concerns about getting the “run 

around” between offices, confusing procedures, cumber-
some processes, and not feeling “welcomed.”

Setting aside the traditional organizational chart, the 
College determined that it needed to focus on providing 
students with outstanding, consistent service and commu-
nication. Faculty, staff, and administrators were charged 
with reviewing all key service contact points, communica-
tions, and processes from the time students are recruited 
and enrolled through completion of their educational 
goals, with an emphasis on degree/certificate completion. 
(See Figure 1.) Particular attention would be given to the 
following aspects of the student experience: recruitment 
and outreach, paying the bill, registering for classes, advis-
ing and mentoring, and other key processes related to stu-
dent progress and success (Gallisath 011).

To set direction, establish a sense of urgency, and ensure 
institutional commitment, COD’s president established 
the presidential commission Reconceiving the Student 
Experience Team, or ReSET. The commission included  
representatives from the faculty, the staff, and the admin-
istrative team. The goals were simple yet complex:

 W Increase student satisfaction and retention;
 W Enhance college-wide focus on student service; and
 W Increase enrollment.
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The first question the Commission had to answer was 
do we focus on growing new enrollments, or do we focus on 
student success/completion? Culturally, growing new en-
rollments was the primary consideration. The College 
added more than 0 certificate and degree programs in di-
rect response to student and local workforce needs. With 
nearly 1 million in institutional funds designated for at-
tracting academically qualified students, the College was 
on an “enrollment tear.” Yet the Commission soon came 
to understand that the College would need to merge the 
goals of growing enrollments and student success.

The Commission was charged with identifying a solu-
tion, and that began with a plan. A white paper (Collins 
011) served as the blueprint for a new beginning of increas-
ing enrollments at College of DuPage. The paper focused 
on recruitment and retention strategies while transforming 
the College from a service mentality to a high-performing 
model. What was needed was a concerted effort to develop 
an integrated approach to recruitment, retention, and suc-
cess that would allow College of DuPage to improve its 
enrollment, retention, and completion metrics.

To transform the College, it was necessary to adopt a 
laser-like focus on two key concepts: customer service and 
becoming a high-performing institution. Once the plan 
was identified, it had to be implemented. (See Figure .)

The ReSET Commission (later renamed the Enhanced 
Student Implementation Plan, or ESEIP) developed 7 stu-
dent satisfaction recommendations. These were forwarded 
to the College’s senior management team, which narrowed 
the focus to ten objectives. For each objective, strategies 
were identified, timelines were established, and measur-
able outcomes were put into place. The work of changing 
the campus culture from being strictly enrollment driven 
to being “grow enrollment to completion” was under way.

The College community successfully addressed  of  
key strategies of the Enhanced Student Experience Imple-
mentation Plan to improve customer service and student 
success. (See Table 1.)

WHAT WORKED?
 W Grew enrollment in special student populations
 W Outreach to new and existing markets
 W Purchased new student recruitment software
 W Developed Campus Central

Contact COD

Apply for Admission

Lears about COD

Complete FAFSA

Create Student Portal Account

Take Placement Tests

Transcript Is Evaluated

Meet with Student Success Counselor

Develop Educational Plan

Register for Courses

Pay Tuition

Attend New Student Orientation 

Buy Books

Locate Classes

Get Involved

Graduate!

 l FIGURE 1. Key Points of Service and Hand-Offs

Grow Enrollments    

Focus on Student Service   

Student Satisfaction & Retention

Certificate/Degree Completion

 l FIGURE 2. Student Affairs “Game Plan”
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 W Established Enrollment Support Center
 W Developed and implemented new model for advis-
ing

 W Developed new online student communications 
and retention platform using Blackboard

 W Launched “I Am COD” to support student success

WHAT WORK REMAINS?
 W Develop processes and information resources for 
advisors/counselors serving undecided students

 W Develop an electronic version of the Student Edu-
cational Plan for use when advising students

 W Develop and implement a summer bridge program

HOW DID WE DO?

In spring 01, the College administered the nationally 
normed Noel-Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory Sur-
vey to 1,8 students across all demographics. This was 
the fourth time the satisfaction survey was administered 
at College of DuPage (surveys had been administered in 
00, 007, and 010). The survey includes 70 standard-
ized questions, six questions concerning diverse popula-
tions, and 10 College-specific questions. The survey asks 
students to use a seven-point Likert scale to rate their 
perception of “importance” and “satisfaction” for each 
item. The results of the Noel-Levitz survey reflected the 
outcomes of the College’s commitment to shifting behav-
iors. For example, satisfaction with academic services; ad-
missions and financial aid effectiveness; campus climate; 
concern for the individual; responsiveness to diverse pop-
ulations; and student-centeredness are at all-time highs. 
Service excellence is tied with the all-time high achieved 
in 00, and ratings for campus support services, instruc-
tional effectiveness, and registration effectiveness differ 
from the all-time high by only 0.01 to 0.0. Most impor-
tant, students’ overall satisfaction with the College is at an 
all-time high. (See Figure .)

Growing enrollment and increasing student success are 
not an either/or proposition. Institutions do not have to 
choose between growing enrollment and student success. 
The following headline demonstrates how interrelated 
they are: “COD Reaches Historic Headcount and FTE 
Spring Enrollment” (PRNewswire-USNewswire 01).
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Strategies completed 34

90 percent and more completed 6

51–89 percent completed 4

11–50 percent completed 5

Less than 10 percent completed 5
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By Rodney Parks, Erin Walker, and Carol Smith

Exploring the Challenges of Academic 
Advising for Student Veterans

As troops return to the United States from conflicts in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, many student veterans are expected 
to utilize their education benefits and enroll in higher 
education (Seaver 01). A key element in their success 
in college will be the quality of academic advising they re-
ceive (Drake 011). Student veterans are much more likely 
than traditional students to drop out of higher education 
(Ginder-Vogel 01). Yet little if any research has explored 
how academic advisors advise student veterans or how 
they might improve student veterans’ college experience 
and academic success.

The present study utilized a mixed-methods research 
design to explore the challenges of advising student veter-
ans. The goal of the study was to determine how academic 
advisors can help student veterans adjust successfully to 
higher education. Fifty-one student veterans participated 
in the quantitative portion of the study; five of the 1 
also participated in the qualitative portion of the study. 
Four themes emerged from the data analysis: recognition, 
knowledge, research, and education and integration.

Overall, the study found that academic advisors have 
little understanding of either their student veteran advi-
sees or their military experience; as a result, they often rely 
on stereotypes of student veterans that can negatively af-
fect the way in which they advise student veterans. This 

lack of understanding may reinforce the isolation many 
student veterans experience in relation to peers and fac-
ulty members. It is therefore particularly important for 
academic advisors to educate themselves about military 
culture so they can more effectively “connect” with stu-
dent veterans. By promoting and facilitating learning 
about military culture for all of their constituents, higher 
education institutions can decrease the isolation experi-
enced by many student veterans and help them integrate 
more effectively into the campus community.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The return of troops from the wars in Iraq and Afghani-
stan is resulting in greater numbers of veterans enrolling in 
higher education (Parks and Walker 01). The education 
benefits available to veterans are often a significant factor 
in individuals’ choices to join the military immediately af-
ter high school. Benefits available through the GI Bill pro-
vide students with financial support for higher education. 
As of 009, ,000 veterans returning from the current 
conflicts had already taken advantage of their education 
benefits (Sinski 01, p. 1). The U.S. Department of Vet-
erans Affairs reports that the number of veterans utilizing 
VA education program benefits increased from 00,000 
in 000 to 900,000 in 011 (Parks and Walker 01, 
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p. 8). This number is expected to continue to increase 
as the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan draw to a close 
(Seaver 01). Given the influx in student veterans attend-
ing higher education institutions, administrators should 
be prepared to understand the complexities of serving this 
nontraditional student population.

Many universities cater to traditional students; by con-
trast, student veterans typically are older, are employed 
full-time, and have had dramatically different life experi-
ences than their younger counterparts. Some studies have 
identified an 88 percent dropout rate and a  percent (four-
year) graduation rate for student veterans (Ginder-Vogel 
01). However, these data may be misleading in that it is 
difficult to determine how many have to drop out because 
of deployment or a military transfer or how many took lon-
ger than four years to complete their degrees because they 
had to attend school part time, had financial issues, or were 
responsible for dependents and so were unable to finish 
their degrees in a timely manner (Zoraya 01). In order 
to successfully advise this population of students, academic 
advisors should be aware of the challenges student veterans 
face and should be knowledgeable about military life.

Pusser and colleagues (007) found that the most im-
portant factor contributing to college student dropout 
rates is a lack of understanding of financial aid programs, 
college courses, and the higher education system. Student 
veterans often enter higher education at a disadvantage 
because they have not encountered comparable processes 
in the military. Student veterans’ success depends largely 
on their own determination and ambition but also on the 
availability of assistance to help them understand their 
benefits, identify alternative scheduling options, and out-
line a four-year academic plan.

Higher education institutions are structured to meet 
the needs of traditional students, despite sizable popu-
lations of adult and other nontraditional students who 
enroll (Pusser et al. 007). As a result, nontraditional 
students can feel alienated or isolated from university cul-
ture. Drake (011) discusses the importance of academic 
advising in helping students who enter higher education 
uninformed. Because student veterans do not have the 
same needs as traditional students, they often leave their 
universities without ever adopting a positive student 
identity. At many institutions, faculty members and ad-
ministrators lack an understanding of student veterans’ 

experience—ignorance that can result in such students’ 
feeling frustrated and alienated. The result may be that 
student veterans drop out, transfer to another institution, 
or remain but fail to achieve their academic potential (Ru-
mann and Hamrick 009). Academic advising may be the 
mitigating factor that supports nontraditional students’ 
persistence and success in higher education.

Transitioning from military life to higher education 
can be daunting. The structured life of the military is ex-
traordinarily different from the sometimes chaotic and 
confusing higher education experience. While veterans 
are accustomed to their military superiors telling them 
exactly what to do and what not to do, higher education 
is rarely so straightforward and may contribute to veter-
ans’ feeling confused or frustrated (Ellison et al. 01). El-
lison et al. (01) interviewed 1 veterans and found that 
younger veterans were largely concerned with educational 
planning; they voiced concerns about which institution 
to attend, which degree to pursue, and how to gain ad-
mission to the programs in which they wanted to enroll. 
Many student veterans would benefit from a guide to best 
practices for choosing classes that will help them complete 
their degrees (Physioc 01).

For many veterans, the maturity gained from their de-
ployment motivated them to seek a college degree and 
enhanced their commitment to completing the degree 
(Rumann and Hamrick 010). Yet some have indicated 
that their time in the military—their deployment, in par-
ticular—caused them to lose certain skills so that it was 
difficult to return to their studies (DiRamio, Ackerman 
and Mitchell 008). Appalachian State University (NC) 
has a large population of students who had to withdraw 
due to deployment. When they returned to the campus a 
few years later, they needed support in transitioning back 
into the culture, classes, and bureaucracy of the school in 
order to complete their degree programs ( Johnson 009).

The discipline and teamwork associated with the mili-
tary make veterans adept at overcoming challenges, with 
the result that they often perform better than non-veter-
ans when they are faced with difficult situations (Vacchi 
01). That said, one of the most significant challenges 
student veterans must overcome is navigating the unfamil-
iar administrative offices and bureaucracy of higher educa-
tion. Student services offices can help by recognizing that 
student veterans differ from traditional students yet not 
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necessarily treat them differently (Vacchi, 01). Student 
veterans may also experience frustration as a result of the 
general lack of transferability of military training and ex-
perience to higher education (Cahill et al. 01). Planning 
a degree, registering for classes, transferring credits, and 
paying for college can be challenging processes in and of 
themselves—and they are areas in which academic advi-
sors can significantly help student veterans.

Many veterans have difficulty interacting with civil-
ians on college campuses. Their experiences are so differ-
ent from those of the typical student—as well as those of 
most faculty and staff—that it can be difficult for veter-
ans to connect with or even to feel comfortable speaking 
to others on college campuses. As a result, veterans may 
choose to not identify themselves as veterans, to try not 
to stand out, and to keep their opinions and thoughts to 
themselves (DiRamio, Ackerman and Mitchell 008). 
Moreover, student veterans are more likely than tradi-
tional students to be married; to have dependents; to be 
older; and to require more time to complete their degrees 
as a result of deployment, attending part time, or taking 
distance education courses (Radford 011). These charac-
teristics not only constitute risk factors for failing to com-
plete a degree but also may cause student veterans to feel 
out of place among traditional students.

Wheeler (01) interviewed student veterans and found 
that most felt isolated from others on campus whom they 
felt did not share their background or academic ambition. 
The differences between veterans and their peers—and, at 
times, veterans and their professors—are veteran-specific 
obstacles to achieving degree completion (Wheeler 01). 
However, these risk factors can be addressed in part by in-
formed academic advisors. Support is crucial for veterans 
during their transition to academic life, and academic ad-
visors are in an ideal position to offer it (Wheeler 01). 
Academic advisors are familiar with the faculty and staff 
on a college campus and can offer advice about classes and 
degree planning. By recognizing the distinct issues that 
may confront student veterans and by understanding the 
student veteran experience, advisors can also suggest pro-
active methods by which to anticipate and address issues 
that may confront this student population particularly 
(DiRamio, Ackerman and Mitchell 008).

Others’ lack of knowledge about military life may have 
a significant effect on student veterans’ experiences in 

higher education. In response to their peers’ ignorance of 
military life, veterans may associate primarily with other 
veterans on campus. Veterans have reported people be-
having awkwardly around them and not being welcoming 
because they did not “understand” them or know how to 
interact with them (Rumann and Hamrick 010). Fur-
thermore, student veterans often feel frustrated by their 
peers’ immaturity—for example, when they ask questions 
such as, “Did you kill anyone over there?” or “Did you 
see anyone get blown up?” (Rumann and Hamrick 010, 
p. 7).

Student veterans also relate their impatience with ci-
vilians who believe they have expert knowledge of a war, 
and they may try to avoid such conversations by avoiding 
speaking with civilians altogether (Rumann and Hamrick 
010). U.S. civilians hold many stereotypes of military life 
and personnel, and these are often evident. As a result, 
many veterans rely primarily on support from other mili-
tary or ex-military personnel because of their trust in one 
another (Ellison et al. 01).

Identifying student veterans is an important first step 
in helping them succeed in higher education. Yet as a re-
sult of the lack of support and understanding extended 
by campus peers and personnel, many do not want to be 
identified (DiRamio, Ackerman and Mitchell 008). Cre-
ating supportive and veteran-friendly campuses is vital to 
encouraging veterans to identify rather than hide their 
military affiliation (Summerlot, Green and Parker 009). 
And although university administrators do not need to 
have expert knowledge of the military, student veterans 
can benefit from having an advisor who is a veteran—or, at 
minimum, someone with some knowledge of military life.

Increasing the retention and enhancing the academic 
success of student veterans requires greater awareness of 
veterans on campus and an understanding of military 
life, veterans’ needs, and the benefits and other factors 
associated with student veterans’ non-traditional status. 
Veterans do not need to be treated differently from other 
students; nevertheless, it is important to recognize that 
their unique circumstances may justify exceptions to poli-
cies designed for traditional students. Zinger and Cohen 
(010) found that veterans reported a lack of guidance in 
registering for classes and completing other administrative 
processes. Advisors who lack knowledge of the military 
experience and context may be unprepared to guide veter-
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ans in translating their military experiences into academic 
success (Cahill et al. 01).

Moreover, academic advisors who work primarily with 
traditional students may be unaware of how best to sup-
port veterans who need to withdraw from classes because 
of deployment; how to help them negotiate institutional 
policy regarding military transcripts; how to refer them 
to appropriate campus resources to discuss military educa-
tion benefits; or how to ensure that they meet academic 
requirements to maintain their veterans’ benefits (Di-
Ramio, Ackerman and Mitchell 008). Such knowledge 
is essential to effectively advise student veterans through 
degree completion. Furthermore, many veterans return 
from active duty with physical and/or psychological dis-
abilities, and advisors must be able to refer them to cam-
pus resources that can provide appropriate support (Sinski 
01). Such issues may not be addressed when staff do not 
know exactly what student veterans need.

While many higher education organizations have is-
sued recommendations for improving the academic advis-
ing of student veterans, no clearcut guidelines have been 
issued that specify the resources that must be available on 
college campuses to serve student veterans. For example, 
the American Council on Education (010) noted that 
what works for one institution might not work for an-
other, so although many institutions look to others for 
ways to make their campus more veteran friendly, this may 
not be the most effective approach. Instead, ACE (010) 
suggests that faculty and staff who work with student vet-
erans are best suited to determine what should be done to 
improve student veterans’ success at their institution.

Coll et al. (009) expressed concern that university 
advisors, faculty, and counseling centers may not be pre-
pared to provide adequate advising services to student 
veterans returning from Iraq and Afghanistan. Faculty 
and staff members’ insufficient understanding of military 
occupations may prevent them from adequately assisting 
veterans with degree selection or planning. Working col-
laboratively with student veterans can help, but accessing 
outside resources such as the VA may also prove helpful 
(Cahill et al. 01). Training faculty and staff to under-
stand veterans’ issues and military culture may also im-
prove the ability of advisors and others to assist student 
veterans (ACE 010).

Veterans’ affairs personnel have continuously voiced 
the need for an individualized approach to advising stu-
dent veterans. They urge university personnel to recognize 
that student veterans are a distinctive population of stu-
dents who need unique resources yet do not necessarily 
want or need special treatment. Student veterans report 
that academic advisors and other staff and faculty who 
recognize students’ personal circumstances or situations 
are the most helpful ( Johnson,009).

In some cases, efforts to accommodate these students 
may inadvertently result in institutions’ lowering their ex-
pectations of veterans. Branker (009) noted that recog-
nizing student veterans as a distinct population in need 
of unique resources does not necessitate lowering expec-
tations. Nevertheless, student veterans may have some 
functional limitations, such as a disability, a full-time job 
that must be maintained while attending school, or other 
limitations resulting from their military experience. The 
literature has noted that knowledge of military life and 
limitations common to veterans is necessary to help vet-
erans transition into academic life (ACE 010; Branker 
009; Coll et al. 009; Parks and Walker 01; Wheeler 
01). Addressing the needs of student veterans and sup-
porting them through degree completion is unquestion-
ably important; but it is also important to treat them as 
being capable of successfully negotiating the challenges of 
higher education.

The present study used a mixed-methods design to in-
vestigate how higher education institutions advise veter-
ans and how to enhance academic advisors’ effectiveness 
with student veterans. The purpose of the study was to 
examine how academic advisors help student veterans 
determine their degree goals and how well they help stu-
dent veterans apply their military experiences and train-
ing to achieve their goals. The study sought to increase 
understanding of how student veterans are being served 
by academic advising staff and to identify ways to improve 
advisement of these students. Few studies have focused 
specifically on the academic advising of student veterans, 
and even fewer have investigated academic advising from 
student veterans’ perspective. The comments of the partic-
ipants in this study can help institutions improve advising 
services for student veterans and clarify means by which 
to improve higher education services for a population that 



College & University |  41 

has already sacrificed a great deal through its military ser-
vice and which looks to make many more contributions as 
college-educated citizens.

METHODS

Participants

Fifty military veterans who currently or previously at-
tended an institution of higher education participated in 
this study. (Of the original 1 military veterans, one was 
dropped from the study because he did not complete the 
first part of the survey.) The majority of participants (1) 
were male, which accurately reflects the gender distribu-
tion of the military. Among the participants, 1 were be-
tween the ages of  and  years, nine were between the 
ages of eighteen and  years, seven were between the ages 
of  and  years, two were between the ages of  and  
years, and one was older than  years. Most participants 
() identified as Caucasian; four identified as Hispanic 
or Latino, one as black or African American, one as Asian 
or Pacific Islander, and two as “other.” Thirty-three partici-
pants had been to an active war zone; sixteen had not; and 
one did not respond to this question. The majority of the 
participants (0) served in the Army; eight each served in 
the Marine Corps and the Air Force; and four served in 
the Navy.

Only one participant was currently on active duty. With 
regard to the type of institution attended, ten participants 
indicated multiple types;  attended a public institution; 
eight attended a private institution; six attended a com-
munity college; and 1 attended a tech/trade/vocational/
professional school. Three students completed (or are in 
the process of completing) an associate’s degree; 1 com-
pleted (or are in the process of completing) a bachelor’s 
degree; six completed (or are in the process of complet-
ing) a master’s degree; and three completed (or are in the 
process of completing) a doctorate. The most common 
program of study among the participants was criminal 
justice; business, education, engineering, and health care 
were also represented.

PROCEDURE

The present study utilized a mixed-methods design. The 
first half of the study was quantitative, using a survey 

method, and the second half was qualitative, using a semi-
structured interview method. The researchers used the 
literature to inform design of a survey that would accu-
rately assess participants’ academic advising experiences. 
The survey included three parts: the first solicited demo-
graphic information, the second asked about participants’ 
experiences with their academic advisor, and the third 
asked participants whether they were willing to partici-
pate in the second part of the study.

The researchers contacted colleagues of the primary 
researcher and asked them to distribute the survey to stu-
dent veterans they knew. The co-researcher also contacted 
higher education institutions known to enroll large popu-
lations of student veterans and asked them to forward the 
survey to any who might be willing to participate. Many of 
the universities did not respond; the anonymous and elec-
tronic nature of the survey made it difficult to determine 
which institutions did respond.

Table 1 abbreviates the questions that were used to 
analyze participants’ responses in the quantitative portion 
of the study. (Note that the abbreviations symbolize the 
questions and are not variables.) Table 1 lists the questions 
in order as they appeared on the survey. It was also used as 
a key for analyzing descriptive statistics later in the study.

Of the 0 respondents,  initially volunteered to par-
ticipate in the second part of the study; only five contin-
ued to the interview after receiving the informed consent 
form describing the qualitative portion of the study. The 
co-researcher conducted two interviews in person, two via 
phone, and one via email. With the exception of the inter-
view conducted by email, each interview lasted between 
0 and 0 minutes. The interviews were semi-structured, 
with questions sent to the participants beforehand.

The goal of the interviews was to obtain a more in-
depth understanding of the experiences of student vet-
erans than the survey could provide. All interviews were 
transcribed and returned so the participants could review 
them for accuracy. Once the researchers received the 
corrected transcriptions, they coded them according to 
themes identified among the responses. The researchers 
then compared the qualitative and the quantitative data 
in order to better understand the student veterans’ experi-
ences with their academic advisors.
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Table 1.  
 Survey Questions and Practical Abbreviations

Heading Question

Prepared
1: How prepared were you to decide what you wanted to study before 
you enrolled at a higher education institution?

Related 2: Did you choose a major related to your military experience?

Inform 3: How well did your academic advisor inform you of possible majors or programs of study?

Choice 4: Did your military experiences affect your choice of major or program of study?

UnderC
5: How well did your academic advisor understand how your mili-
tary experiences were related to your choice of major?

Office 6: What office at your higher education institution was responsible for certifying your education benefits?

Aware 7a: Were you aware of any institutional policies to grant academic credit for your military education?

Know 7b: If no, how knowledgeable was your academic advisor of possible institutional policies to grant credit?

NoTran
8a: If you attended more than one higher education institution, was there 
credit you earned that did not transfer to subsequent institutions?

Appeal 8b: If yes, were you aware of any mechanism to appeal the decision not to grant credit?

Rules 9a: Was your academic advisor aware of the rules regarding VA benefits?

Helpful
9b: If yes, please rate on a scale from 1 to 9 how helpful this informa-
tion was to you (1 being not at all and 9 being most helpful).

Skills
10: To what extent do you feel that your academic advisor has the knowl-
edge and skills to advise student veterans?

Import
11: How important is it to you that your academic advisor has knowl-
edge and understanding of your military experiences?

UnderE 12: To what extent did/does your academic advisor understand your military experiences?

More
13a. Do you think your academic advisor could have done/can do any-
thing more to help you choose classes or develop an academic plan?

Specify 13b: If yes, please specify:

Satisfac
13c: Please rate on a scale from 1 to 9 your level of satisfaction with your academic advisor with regard to 
helping you choose classes or develop an academic plan (1 being not at all and 9 being most helpful).

Campus 14a: Did your academic advisor have any knowledge of where to find other veterans’ resources on campus?

KnowVet
14b: How important is it to you that your academic advisor has knowl-
edge about veterans’ resources on campus?

Veteran 15a: Is/was your academic advisor a veteran?

HowHelp 15b: If yes, please rate how helpful it was to have an academic advisor who was also a veteran.

Impact
16a: Do you think that having an academic advisor who is also a military vet-
eran has an impact on how he or she supports and advises you?

PosNeg 16b: If yes, please indicate how positive or negative you think that impact would be/is:

Advise
17a: If your academic advisor was not a veteran, do you feel that he or she 
made assumptions based on stereotypes of military service?

Stereo 17b: If yes, please rate how much of an impact you feel that this has/had on how he or she advises you:

Opinion 18a: Do you think that your academic advisor’s opinions of military service affected how he or she advised you?

SDegree
18b: If yes, please rate on a scale from 1 to 9 the degree to which those opin-
ions affected how he or she advised you (1 being not at all and 9 being the most):

Effort 19: How much effort has your academic advisor put into getting to know you?

Pursue 20a: Have you ever been called to active duty while pursuing your education?

Prior
20b: How prepared do you think your academic advisor was/is to assist 
you with withdrawing from classes prior to deployment?
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RESULTS

Quantitative

The majority of participants believed that their academic 
advisors did not have the skills or knowledge necessary to 
advise them. (See Table .1—particularly responses to the 
question abbreviated Skills.) More than half of partici-
pants ( percent) assigned scores of  and 1, indicating 
that their advisors had little or no skills or knowledge nec-
essary to advise student veterans. Responses to the ques-
tions abbreviated Import and UnderE (see Table .1) show 
that participants believe it is very important for academic 
advisors to have knowledge and understanding of military 
experiences; yet  percent of participants indicated that 
their academic advisors had little to no such understand-
ing (Table ., UnderE). In Table ., the row Veteran 
shows the frequency distribution for how many partici-
pants’ academic advisors were veterans themselves; 7 per-
cent were not veterans. Three of the four participants who 
did have academic advisors who were veterans indicated 

that it was helpful to have an academic advisor who was a 
veteran (see Table , HowHelp).

Figure 1 presents the campus offices that certify student 
veterans’ education benefits. The majority are certified by 
financial aid and registrar’s offices. Responses to the ques-
tion abbreviated Rules (see Tables . and ) indicate that 
the majority of participants’ academic advisors were not 
aware of the rules regarding VA benefits. However, nearly 
all (9 percent) of the participants who had academic advi-
sors who were aware of the rules found their advisors’ input 
helpful. In Table ., responses to the question abbrevi-
ated Aware shows that only half of the participants were 
aware of institutional policies to grant academic credit for 
military education. Participants who were not aware of 
such policies found their academic advisors were of little 
help. Nearly half ( percent) found them neither knowl-
edgeable nor unknowledgeable, and 0 percent indicated 
that their advisors were either very unknowledgeable or 
unknowledgeable. Responses to the question abbreviated 
NoTran (see Table .) indicate that most participants had 

Table 2.1. 
 Frequency Distribution of Scaled Questions

Question* N
Frequency of Response Options (%)

1 2 3 4 5 Did Not Respond

Prepared 50 8 8 16 46 22 0

Inform 50 30 14 20 22 14 0

UnderC 50 46 18 18 6 8 4

Skills 50 20 34 24 14 8 0

Import 50 2 6 16 42 34 0

UnderE 50 26 40 22 8 4 0

KnowVet 50 2 4 14 32 46 2

Effort 50 22 22 26 22 6 2

Prior 50 6 8 24 12 4 46

Note: The table depicts the percentages of each response option for the questions that had participants scale their opinion on a 
1–5 scale, with 1 being the lowest score and 5 being the highest (i.e., 1 being “not at all understanding” and5 being “extremely 
understanding”) for various situations involving their academic advisors. The percentages total 100 in each row.

 * The questions are abbreviated to one word in the table above. See Table 1 for the list of the question each word represents.
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earned college credit previously that did 
not transfer. However, more than half (7 
percent) of the students who indicated 
that they had earned credit that had not 
transferred also indicated that they were 
aware of procedures by which to appeal 
those decisions.

Table .1 presents a semi-even distribu-
tion of responses to the questions abbre-
viated Inform (i.e., how well participants’ 
academic advisors informed them about 
possible majors or programs of study) and 
Effort (i.e., the amount of effort the aca-
demic advisor invested in getting to know 
the student veteran). Table .1 also shows 
that the majority of participants felt that 
their academic advisors did not understand 
how their military experiences related to 
their choice of major (see responses to the 
question abbreviated UnderC); that their 
academic advisors did not know where to 
find other campus resources for veterans 
(responses to the question abbreviated 
Campus); and that their academic advisors 
were neither prepared nor unprepared to 
help them withdraw from classes prior to 
deployment (responses to the question ab-
breviated Prior).

Overall, most participants thought 
that their academic advisors could not 
have done anything more to help them 
choose classes or develop an academic 
plan (see responses to the question ab-
breviated More in Table .). However, 
participants who indicated that their 
advisors could have done more suggested 
that they should have knowledge about 
veterans and how they differ from tra-
ditional students; should provide more 
information about degree programs and 
applying them to student veterans; and 
should be knowledgeable about veter-
ans’ benefits and how they interface with 
institutional policies. (Figure  presents 
participants’ three primary suggestions.) 

 l FIGURE 1. Frequency Distribution of Responses Regarding 
Which Office Certifies Student Veterans’ Education Benefits
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Table 2.2. 
 Frequency Distribution for Yes or No Questions

Question* N

Frequency of Response Options (%)

Yes No
N/A or 
Don’t 
Know

Did Not 
Respond

Related 50 34 66 0 0

Choice 50 56 44 0 0

Aware 50 50 50 0 0

NoTran 50 46 24 30 0

Rules 50 30 70 0 0

More 50 36 64 0 0

Campus 50 44 56 0 0

Veteran 50 8 74 18 0

Impact 50 88 10 0 2

Opinion 50 24 76 0 0

Pursue 50 16 84 0 0

Note: The table depicts the percentages of each response option for the questions that 
asked participants yes or no questions. Some questions provided an N/A option if the 
question did not apply to all participants. The percentages total 100 in each row.

 * The questions are abbreviated to one word in the table above. See 
Table 1 for the list of the question each word represents. 



College & University |  45 

Table 3. 
 Descriptive Statistics for Survey Questions

Question* Valid N Invalid N N Mean Standard 
Deviation V

Prepared 50 0 50 3.66 1.15 1.33

Related 50 0 50 1.68 0.48 0.23

Inform 50 0 50 2.76 1.45 2.10

Choice 50 0 50 1.44 0.50 0.25

UnderC 48 2 50 2.14 1.32 1.74

Office 48 2 50 3.68 2.24 5.03

Aware 50 0 50 1.50 0.51 0.25

Know 23 2 25 2.56 0.94 0.89

NoTran 50 0 50 1.84 0.87 0.75

Appeal 23 0 23 1.43 0.51 0.26

Rules 50 0 50 1.70 0.46 0.21

Helpful 15 0 15 6.13 1.51 2.27

Skills 50 0 50 2.56 1.20 1.44

Import 50 0 50 4.00 0.97 0.93

UnderE 50 0 50 2.24 1.06 1.12

More 50 0 50 1.64 0.48 0.24

Specify 14 4 18 2.07 0.92 0.84

Satisfac 50 0 50 5.68 2.18 4.75

Campus 50 0 50 1.56 0.50 0.25

KnowVet 49 1 50 4.18 0.97 0.94

Veteran 50 0 50 2.10 0.51 0.26

HowHelp 3 1 4 4.67 0.58 0.33

Impact 49 1 50 1.10 0.31 0.09

PosNeg 44 1 45 4.61 0.58 0.34

Advise 17 0 17 3.29 1.10 1.22

Stereo 36 1 37 1.52 0.51 0.26

Opinion 50 0 50 1.76 0.43 0.19

SDegree 11 1 12 4.00 0.78 0.60

Effort 49 1 50 2.67 1.23 1.52

Pursue 50 0 50 1.84 0.37 0.14

Prior 27 23 50 3.00 1.07 1.15

Note: There were 50 participants in total, however, some participants chose not to answer some questions, and some questions 
only asked for a response based on the individual’s response to the previous question. This is indicated in the table by the Valid N, 
Invalid N, and N columns. If the N column is less than 50, then only some of the participants were required to respond.

 * The questions are abbreviated to one word headings , as above. See Table 1 for the list of what each heading represents. 
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A few more participants believed that more information 
about degree programs and how they relate to student vet-
erans would have been helpful.

Responses to the question abbreviated KnowVet (see 
Table .) indicate that it is very important for academic 
advisors to be knowledgeable about resources for veterans 
on campus. Nearly all participants (9 percent) believed 
there would be an impact if academic advisors for student 
veterans were veterans themselves (see responses to the 
question abbreviated Impact in Table .) and believed 
that the impact would be positive.

Qualitative

The five participants in the interview portion of the study 
reported substantively similar experiences. Table  pres-
ents the demographics of the participants by pseudonym. 
(For the purposes of the current research and the partici-
pants’ privacy, the researchers assigned a pseudonym to 
each participant.) John and Joe had similar experiences 
of their advisors treating them differently from other 
students because they were student veterans. Kevin had 
no trouble with his academic advisor whatsoever. John, 
Shelby, Robert, and Joe had similar challenges with their 
institutions as a whole. Joe reported that his academic 
advisor did not understand that even though he did not 
need any “special consideration,” he was not a traditional 

student; he needed his advisor to un-
derstand the challenges he faced that 
traditional students did not.

Kevin had a positive experience with 
his advisor and did not offer in-depth 
responses to the interview questions; 
he had a great academic advisor who 
treated him with respect and was very 
helpful. He therefore did not believe 
that having veteran academic advisors 
would be more or less beneficial; nei-
ther did he believe that anything about 
academic advising for student veterans 
needed to be changed. Because of these 
responses and how different Kevin’s ex-
periences were from the other partici-
pants’, the researchers did not include 
his experiences in their analysis. Kevin’s 

qualitative feedback was reflective of the quantitative re-
sults in that some participants indicated they had a very 
positive experience and that nothing about academic ad-
vising needed to be changed.

The major themes that emerged from the remaining 
four interviews were as follows: recognition, knowledge, 
research, and education and integration.

Recognition

All four participants expressed similar frustrations that 
their academic advisors—and higher education institu-
tions in general—consistently failed to recognize that 
as a nontraditional student population, student veterans 
should be treated as individuals rather than as a special 
case. Joe said:

The [academic advisor] has treated me fine…just like 
any other student…. I might have had to ask them spe-
cific questions or things…I think they are used to deal-
ing with traditional students who are younger going to 
school full-time. So having to explain my situation, be-
ing older and having to work and other challenges too, 
they don’t always get that.

Joe felt frustrated that he consistently had to explain 
to his advisors that he could not take certain classes be-
cause of the times they were offered. The other partici-

 l FIGURE 2. Number and Responses of Participants Who Felt 
That Their Academic Advisors Could Have Done More to Help 
Them Choose Their Classes and Develop a Career Plan
NOTE: Four participants who indicated that their advisors could have done more did not respond to this question.
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pants shared this frustration as well as Joe’s desire not to 
be treated as a special case.

Robert reported that his advisor was unable to under-
stand the difference between acknowledging his circum-
stances and treating him as a special case and believed that 
his advisor placed too much emphasis on making college 
“easy” for veterans. Rather than helping them identify 
their genuine interests and succeed in their chosen pro-
grams, Robert’s advisor pushed him and other student 
veterans into easy classes. Robert explained:

At the time I was interested in biology, and [my advi-
sor] was…adamant that I not pursue biology because I 
wouldn’t be able to get enough classes, that the classes 
were only offered during the day, and that [it] wasn’t 

going to be a program of study that I had any chance 
of completing. Even though my counter-argument was 
that…I planned on just going part time and then when 
I got out of the military I would go to school full time…
he was able to convince me that that was not in my best 
interest and that pursuing this degree in criminal law 
that happened to have a whole bunch of military peo-
ple all in the same class—we really weren’t even very 
diverse as far as a class goes—just to try to push them 
through to get their degree.

Shelby discussed a violent relationship while she was 
in the military as well as the harassment she experienced 
from her superior and how these impacted her in college 
and today. She did not want to be treated differently be-
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cause of the psychological disabilities that resulted from 
her devastating personal experiences, so she tried to hide 
them. She explained:

I actually had a service dog, though not what you 
would initially think of for someone who has never 
been to combat. I wanted to get married and chose the 
wrong guy…this led me into an abusive relationship. 
I had a service dog but with therapy I tried to move 
forward maybe a little too quickly. I didn’t want the 
stigma of people wondering why I had one as well as 
my veteran status. In an educational environment you 
have to be very open to discussing things, and I wasn’t 
yet, so I tried to hide it by going without him. It’s been 
tough. Stress levels from my anxiety and depression 
from [interpartner violence] and holding a full-time 
or even a part-time job and attending [the university] 
aren’t very conducive to success.

John’s academic advisor treated him very well but tried 
to convince him not to go into marketing allegedly because 
he did not believe that veterans could be creative. His ad-
visor warned him that he would not make any money in 
marketing. All four participants believe that academic 
advisors need to recognize that nontraditional students 
encounter challenges that traditional students do not. Yet 
they also voiced a concern that advisors would put them 
into a “robot veteran” box and fail to treat them as distinct 
individuals (as they would traditional students).

Knowledge

Another pervasive theme was that most academic advisors 
are not veterans and therefore lack knowledge of military 
experience—knowledge that would be valuable in advis-
ing student veterans. John, Robert, and Joe experienced 
their advisors’ lack of knowledge about the military in a 
variety of ways, the most common being stereotypes their 
advisors held about military personnel that affected how 
they advised their student veterans. When speaking to 
him about his passion for marketing, John encountered 
his academic advisor’s ignorance: “The only negative ste-
reotype my advisor held was that all military guys make 
great business operation guys, and we’re not that creative. 
That generalization pissed me off, and I told him so.”

Robert had a bit more difficulty with his advisor’s ste-
reotypes about military personnel:

[H]e thought we were all stupid…he never thought we 
were educated enough to choose our own classes, to re-
ally know how to advise ourselves, …so there was a de-
gree of superiority and making sure that we walk this 
very narrow line, and it’s almost like he…put so much 
structure in it, it’s almost like it matched the military 
structure. The problem is that the structure he put in it 
was rather harmful.

Joe found his advisor supportive of his changing his 
major from engineering to business, but he voiced his an-
ger that the reason his advisor supported the change was 
because he believed it would be easier for him:

[I]t was frustrating. I really liked my advisor, but I 
could tell that he…thought I was an idiot even though 
I got average grades. He said, “It’s probably better that 
you are moving to business, because you aren’t ready 
for engineering.” I thought that was insulting. I chose 
engineering because of what I did in the military—my 
job I did in the military—and he is telling me I’m not 
ready for it? I sort of got the idea that he thought that 
because I was a Marine.

John wished his academic advisor had more knowledge 
of military life:

I absolutely don’t believe that my advisor had an under-
standing of military personnel. It was almost laughable 
as he attempted to help me with my resume and trans-
late my military skills and abilities learned from my 
experiences into an understandable business resume.

He believed he would have had a much easier time with 
a veteran as an academic advisor. Shelby had a similar ex-
perience:

Having a veteran advisor would make me feel like 
someone was on my side. In the beginning I felt like 
I had to fight everyone to get things done and square 
away paperwork, find all the answers on my own, 
which is fine, but there isn’t a supportive network here 
for military folks.

None of the participants’ academic advisors was a vet-
eran, and although some reported that they received good 
advising, they nevertheless believed that having a veteran 
as an academic advisor—or at least having an advisor who 
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had more knowledge about military personnel and mili-
tary life—would have been beneficial.

Research

All of the participants believed that academic advisors who 
advise student veterans should do some research on mili-
tary life and that they should research the experiences of 
the specific veterans they advise. Joe and Shelby both stated 
that academic advisors should get to know their student 
veteran advisees and become familiar with their military 
experiences. Joe suggested that academic advisors should 
speak to veterans, ask what they needed to know about 
military life, and then research that information. Shelby 
said, “Get to know [us]. We have skill sets! Just talk to us!”

John’s academic advisor did not research military life. 
As a result, John felt that his academic advisor was con-
stantly trying to get him to take classes and do things that 
he would have understood John did not want to do if only 
he had done some research or tried to get to know John 
better. John offered this advice:

Do your research on what the student veteran did 
in the military, and ask what he did or did not like 
about his job function. Ask about interests and hobbies 
and what our passions are. Don’t think you can stick 
a round peg in a square hole, because before we were 
veterans, we were people too.

Robert was much more vocal about advisors’ need to 
research military life before advising student veterans. His 
advisor was knowledgeable about transferring credits and 
awarding credit for military experience because he often 
worked with military personnel. Robert noted, “While 
he was used to working with a lot of military people, [my 
advisor] really had no knowledge about…what it was to be 
in the military.”

Robert continued:

If the institution has the ability to put veterans in ad-
vising roles, that is helpful because…it’s not so much 
about what questions to ask as what questions not to 
ask. At least when they ask questions they have the 
ability to show empathy because they know what that 
was like to actually have served…. If they are not vet-
erans, they have to be able to show empathy and not 
sympathy. You know, they have to be able to say, “Gosh, 
I can’t imagine being in your shoes” and really be able 

to connect on a deeper level instead of saying, “Gosh, 
that’s just terribly sad.”

If there’s that person who can connect with them, 
who encourages a veteran to open up more…. And it’s 
gotten worse over the years, so they don’t have the time 
to develop a relationship with the veteran, so it only 
comes across as being very dry, very mechanical, and 
then if they’re trying to push you in a direction that you 
don’t want to go, then you just don’t trust them.

Education and Integration

To various extents, all participants believed that higher ed-
ucation institutions as a whole should educate the campus 
community about military life and encourage academic 
advisors to help student veterans integrate into the culture 
of higher education. All participants reported that con-
necting with non-veterans was difficult because of non-
veterans’ ignorance about military life.

Joe and Robert both discussed peers’ as well as instruc-
tors’ lack of knowledge about military personnel and how 
this led them to isolate themselves from non-veterans on 
campus. Joe said:

In one of my first classes in college, I was sitting in class, 
and I don’t know how but I guess this girl knew I was 
in the Marines because she asked me out of nowhere if 
I had ever killed anyone. I didn’t answer her; I sort of 
just walked out, but how stupid can you be?

Robert cringed at similar questions that were often di-
rected at him as his haircut alerted many of his peers to his 
veteran status:

There’s always this discomfort … that they are going to 
judge you. Some people don’t like the military, so you’re 
always walking this fine line. I even tell people today 
that I don’t put my military experience on my resume 
anymore—that I wait and then bring it up depending 
on whether or not I feel that the committee would be 
open to knowing that I spent those years in the mili-
tary. Because there are a lot of people who judge mili-
tary service negatively or think that we all have PTSD 
and that we’re gonna go crazy or be problematic in 
the office. And it’s really a negative stereotype for some 
people out there.

And then you always have this fear they’re going 
to ask you that question—“Did you kill anybody?”— 
and that’s just such an awkward question. Because if 
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you say no then the very next question is, “Did you see 
somebody get killed?” So there’s no escape from having 
to relive those memories of the time that you served.

I think about my haircut: Everybody knew I was in 
the military. So if you’re just coming out of the mili-
tary—or you’re still active duty but you’re trying to 
take college classes—you open yourself up to people ask-
ing those questions, and you know the other students 
think that you’re some kind of freak on campus because 
you’re not part of the fraternities and the sororities, and 
a lot of time you’re not the traditional age. So you don’t 
really fit socially, and then you have an advisor who 
doesn’t make you fit academically because you’re not 
pursuing a degree that you feel is worthwhile to pursue.

Shelby felt that she had very positive experiences inter-
acting with non-veterans as long as she did not identify 
herself as a veteran. Most people did not know she was a 
veteran, and she liked it that way. However, she did state 
that it would have been helpful to her success and happi-
ness on campus if her institution had promoted knowl-
edge about military personnel.

John said that institutions should promote greater 
knowledge about veterans and help connect veterans to 
student organizations. All participants believed it would 
be beneficial to have an academic advisor who was also a 
veteran, but they primarily wanted people on campus to 
know more about the military.

DISCUSSION

The qualitative and quantitative results of the present study 
demonstrate that student veterans believe they can suc-
ceed in higher education; however, they also believe they 
would have a much easier and happier experience if their 
academic advisors were also veterans—or at least were 
more knowledgeable about where to find other veterans 
and resources for veterans on their campuses. Student vet-
erans are a unique population of nontraditional students, 
and the academic advising of student veterans should ca-
ter to each individual student’s needs rather than relect a 
singular policy for all student veterans. Robert’s academic 
advisor directed all of his student veteran advisees into 
criminal law. Rather than recognizing these students as 
unique individuals with varying skills, interests, and needs, 
he assumed that all student veterans must be directed to 
what he believed to be the easiest program of study.

In a study conducted at Appalachian State Univer-
sity, Johnson (009) found that when student soldiers 
on reserve were deployed, the university was prepared 
to handle the students’ withdrawals and other academic 
needs because it allowed academic advisors and other ad-
ministrators to employ individual policies (rather than 
one blanket policy) for each student. Making a connec-
tion with each individual student veteran and advising on 
a case-by-case basis further eased the Appalachian State 
student veterans’ reenrollment when they returned from 
deployment ( Johnson 009).

The 1 participants in the first part of the present study 
were enrolled in 8 different academic programs; only half 
of the participants reported that their military experiences 
had influenced their choice of major. These results reflect 
the diversity of this student population and demonstrate 
why a blanket advising policy for student veterans is not 
likely to be the most effective or useful approach. That 
said, student veterans also encounter many shared risk fac-
tors that threaten their degree completion.

Robert’s experience demonstrates how academic advi-
sors may push student veterans into inappropriate fields 
of study in an effort to ensure or at least facilitate student 
success. However, efforts to help student veterans should 
not include treating them as ignorant, incapable, or “spe-
cial cases.” Joe and John were able to stay on their chosen 
academic paths despite feeling pressure to pursue certain 
majors because of their status as veterans. Academic advi-
sors are in a prime position to influence student veterans; 
it is therefore crucial that knowledge of their nontra-
ditional status not translate into lowered expectations 
(Branker 009).

The literature suggests that academic advisors who 
understand the complexities of military life and are 
knowledgeable about campus resources for veterans are 
vital to student veterans’ success (Parks and Walker 01, 
Wheeler 01). The results of the current study support 
these findings. Most of the participants indicated that 
their academic advisors had little or no understanding of 
how their military experiences impacted their choice of 
major or program of study. They reported that their advi-
sors lacked knowledge of institutional policies that grant 
credit for military experiences; had little or no knowledge 
of the rules governing VA benefits; had little or no under-
standing of their advisees’ military experiences; were un-
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aware of resources available to support student veterans on 
campus; and invested little if any effort in getting to know 
them. Participants in both the quantitative and qualitative 
sections of the study highlighted these concerns.

All four participants in the qualitative section of the 
study specifically identified knowledge of military life and 
military personnel as important issues. Robert and Joe 
noted, for example, that academic advisors’ knowledge 
of military experiences would help student veterans feel 
more comfortable speaking with them. Participants in 
DiRamio , Ackerman and Mitchell’s (008) study like-
wise noted that as student veterans, they needed their 
academic advisors to understand and have knowledge of 
military personnel and culture and to be able to direct 
them to veterans’ resources both on and off campus. The 
findings from Rumann and Hamrick’s (010) study were 
similar, although student veterans in their study also per-
ceived themselves as more interdependent than civilians 
and reported that civilians were awkward around them 
and did not understand them.

In both sections of this study, participants were ada-
mant that while it may be preferable for academic advisors 
to be veterans, it is not essential; nevertheless, advisors 
should conduct research in order to enhance their under-
standing of military experiences, VA benefits, and veterans’ 
resources. Because veterans often have trouble navigating 
unfamiliar university bureaucracies, many believe they 
would benefit from having an academic advisor who could 
help them do so (Vacchi 01). Shelby specifically noted 
that because her academic advisor had no idea how to help 
her, she had to contact a veteran outside of her university 
to get answers to her questions about VA benefits. The ma-
jority of the original 0 participants in the current study 
noted that academic advisors’ knowledge of the military 
and of resources available to assist student veterans was 
important to them, yet many reported that their academic 
advisors lacked such knowledge. Academic advisors can 
easily seek this information in order to better advise their 
student veterans.

The current study suggests that educating higher educa-
tion staff and faculty about military experience and inte-
grating student veterans into the campus community are 
the most important factors in helping student veterans 
succeed. Academic advising is important to student suc-
cess because advisors are in a unique position to help stu-

dents identify a program of study suited to their interests 
and abilities; to create a plan for students to graduate on 
time; and to identify campus and community resources to 
help them overcome the unique obstacles and challenges 
they face. The majority of student veterans who responded 
to the survey believed that their advisors’ opinions and 
beliefs about the military had an impact on how they 
advised them. John, Shelby, Robert, and Joe would have 
benefitted if their advisors had more accurate knowledge 
of military personnel and held fewer stereotypes.

LIMITATIONS

The mixed-methods design of the present study decreased 
the number of limitations that would be present in a study 
that relied on quantitative or qualitative methods alone. 
However, some limitations could not be avoided. For ex-
ample, the response rate was low despite the number of 
surveys sent electronically. This is a common limitation of 
quantitative studies that utilize a survey method ( John-
son and Turner 00). Nevertheless, the anonymity pro-
vided to survey respondents likely facilitated responses; 
veterans typically prefer to interact and discuss their ex-
periences with other veterans and do not feel comfortable 
discussing their experiences with non-veterans (Zinger 
and Cohen 010). The open-ended questions included in 
the survey yielded many vague responses or no responses 
at all; data analysis would have been incomplete if these 
responses had been included ( Johnson and Turner 00). 
Nevertheless, an interview can yield more extensive and 
comprehensive data than a survey ( Johnson and Turner 
00). Inclusion of the qualitative section of the study 
thus helped the researchers learn more about the mili-
tary experiences of those student veterans who were will-
ing to share them. That said, in the interview section of 
the study, many of the participants might not have been 
forthcoming or honest about their experiences either be-
cause of the lack of anonymity inherent in an interview 
( Johnson and Turner 00) or because of the co-research-
er’s non-veteran status. It is difficult to know whether and 
to what extent the participants’ responses were affected by 
the presence of the non-veteran co-researcher; however, 
the co-researcher did inform the participants that the pri-
mary researcher is a veteran and invited them to contact 
him directly if they would feel more comfortable speak-
ing to him.
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CONCLUSION
The results of the present study are consistent with the 
literature, which indicates that student veterans desire a 
stronger connection with their academic advisors; assis-
tance in being connected with other student veterans; and 
mentoring or other assistance from veterans who under-
stand their experiences and challenges. It also confirms 
previous findings that student veterans need information 
about VA benefits as well as referrals to campus offices that 
administer these benefits, and it reinforces the importance 
of higher education staff and faculty learning more about 
military life and experiences (Pellegrin 01; Physioc 01; 
Rumann and Hamrick 009). Given the key role of aca-
demic advisors in college student success (Drake 011), 
helping student veterans succeed in higher education 
should begin with improving the ability of academic advi-
sors to effectively serve student veterans.
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THE WAR ON LEARNING: GAINING 
GROUND IN THE DIGITAL UNIVERSITY

LOSH, E. 2014. CAMBRIDGE, MA: THE MIT PRESS. 302 PP.

Reviewed by Matthew Fifolt, Ph.D.

In The War on Learning, self-described digital rhetorician 
Elizabeth Losh contends that postsecondary institutions 
in the United States have willingly adopted commodity so-
lutions to instructional technology (i.e., learning manage-
ment systems) when they would be better served to have 
invested resources in new practices of digital literacy. In 
this highly academic and technically specific book, Losh 
states that online learning platforms, interfaces, and codes 
require “knowledge of technical specifics as well as practi-
cal pedagogical application” (p. 8) but err too often on the 
side of profit and bottom-line efficiencies that undervalue 
intellectual development and scholarly participation.

Losh argues that “instructional technology shapes in-
teraction, mediates communication, participates in social 
relations, and amplifies the message of the instructor” 
(p. ). Technology, therefore, is far from a neutral trans-
mitter of information. Rather, it reflects biases and hid-
den assumptions that both influence and are influenced 
by classroom instruction. Three critical theoretical frame-
works guide the discussion: (a) object-oriented ontology; 

(b) media archaeology; and (c) feminist theory, as related 
to boundary objects, infrastructure, and situated interac-
tions (p. ).

Losh identifies her intended audience as college and 
university presidents but acknowledges that they tend to 
focus on grand visions for institutions rather than granu-
lar details of instructional technology. However, consis-
tent with the findings of Chopp, Frost, and Weiss (01), 
she notes that college presidents “have to make decisions 
on a daily basis about where resources are invested−and 
when, how, and why and for whom” (p. 1). This challenge 
becomes more difficult as instructional technology in-
creases rather than decreases costs.

COMPETITION AND CONFLICT VS. COOPERATION

Losh proposes that in the current era of “socially net-
worked computing,” academic and popular forms of in-
struction should converge to support a “life-long culture 
of inquiry, collective intelligence, and distributed learning 
practices” (p. 18). Instead, higher education has created an 
environment that emphasizes competition and conflict 
over cooperation (p. ). By way of example, Losh de-
scribes a “war on learning” in which faculty members use 
technology to “command and control” while students use 
technology to “game the system.” She suggests that stake-
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holders in higher education must find common ground 
with one another to realize the full potential of the digital 
technologies they use every day.

In an especially powerful example of conflict, Losh 
discusses a series of YouTube videos in which students 
exhibit techniques for cheating on exams. Media outlets 
seized upon these “cheating videos” as an example of how 
students are using technology to undermine or “game” 
the educational system, yet Losh points out that beyond 
the ethical issues of cheating, the students in these vid-
eos demonstrate mastery of key concepts and proficiency 
with knowledge transfer. More to the point, she suggests 
that these “cheating videos” raise two critical questions for 
educators to consider:

 W What’s wrong with the education system that stu-
dents can subvert conventional tests so easily?

 W What’s right with YouTube culture that encourages 
participation, creativity, institutional subversion, 
and satire? (p. )

Losh suggests further that when instructors use mean-
ingful learning activities and develop exams that require 
students to apply knowledge rather than simply memorize 
and restate course content, learning assessments can be-
come “virtually uncheatable” (Lang 01, p. 1).

ADJUSTING TO THE NEW NORMAL

A number of academic reformers have proposed disabling 
Internet connections or prohibiting the use of electronic 
devices in order to create classrooms free from distraction. 
Yet Losh argues that such an approach to classroom man-
agement is unreasonable: “It may be possible to ban lap-
tops and lock down desktops, but as computing devices 
become even smaller, with smart phones that are impos-
sible to ban, a return to the analog classroom seems like a 
quixotic fantasy” (p. 7).

In this persistent tug-of-war between traditional forms 
of instruction and information technology, Losh suggests 
that the current debate need not be either/or. In fact, she 
describes successful teachers as individuals who can man-
age multiple channels of communication at the same time. 
Pragmatic bridge building between instructors and stu-
dents is critical at a time when the “gulf between a culture 
of knowledge and a culture of information is only getting 
wider” (p. ).

Losh believes that in addition to using technology, 
students must prepare for and make sense of emergent, 
technology-enhanced instruction. She recommends that 
students receive more rhetorical training in appropri-
ate uses of classroom technologies. She states, “Those 
[students] who lack digital literacy and competence in 
digital rhetoric could find themselves economically and 
professionally disadvantaged, deprived of social capital, 
alienated from critical social networks, and unable to col-
laborate or solve problems effectively” (p. 89).

COMMERCIALIZATION OF EDUCATION

Losh expresses concern that online commercial platforms 
in education (e.g., Blackboard, DesireLearn) are mar-
keted and adopted for use by universities on the basis of 
current trends in higher education rather than the quality 
of their content and ability to facilitate authentic learning. 
These corporate products “cannot be altered by the educa-
tional consumer as the primary vehicle of informational 
content that shapes curricula” (p. 1). For many, this 
limitation contradicts the promise of an “open system” in 
which users can “reuse, revise, remix, and redistribute” re-
sources (p. 18).

Distance Education

While innovations in instructional podcasts and “cour-
secasts” are evolving, Losh notes that relatively little has 
been done to conceptualize them as a distinct rhetorical 
genre separate from a live lecture performance. She ob-
serves, “Instructional technology often imagines teaching 
as a delivery system rather than an interpersonal relation-
ship” (p. 97). Reducing the instructional process to the 
mere delivery of information diminishes the experience 
and discredits the role of emotions in the process of teach-
ing and learning—which, she says, is fundamental to the 
human experience (p. 1). In fact, Losh suggests that 
many distance learning courses are more like traffic school 
tutorials than dynamic classroom experiences that encour-
age discussion and debate (p. 109).

MOOCs

One of the most visible, recent developments in large-
scale distance learning in higher education is Massive 
Open Online Courses (MOOCs)—courses delivered elec-
tronically, and usually free of charge, to massive audiences 
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via the Internet. Losh describes MOOCs as “command-
and-control” course management systems that promote 
“efficiency in learning” (p. 18) rather than dynamic and 
individualized learning experiences.

Despite widespread praise for the use of MOOCs in 
higher education, discussion of if and how such a deliv-
ery system may disrupt the foundations of traditional 
education is emerging. Losh notes that despite the rapid 
expansion of MOOCs, “there has been surprisingly little 
empirical study of the student experience in MOOC edu-
cation” (p. 17). The most vocal critics of MOOCs argue 
that such courses are homogenizing American education 
and limiting academic freedom that promotes diversity of 
opinion. Ultimately, Losh reminds the reader that online 
distance education options are essentially experiments in 
which failure is still a distinct possibility (p. 17).

BLURRED LINES

Losh also addresses the issue of technology and plagia-
rism in The War on Learning. In the highly competitive 
and digitally connected college campus environment, she 
describes online services which allow students to purchase 
term papers (e.g., WeTakeYourClass.com). She also cites 
the Center for Academic Integrity, which found that stu-
dents believe “cut and paste plagiarism—using a sentence 
or two (or more) from different sources on the Internet 
and weaving this information together into a paper with-
out appropriate citation—is not a serious issue” (p. 18).

To address issues of misappropriation and plagiarism, 
many campuses use plagiarism-detection software (e.g., 
Turnitin) that uses an algorithm to scan student papers 
for previously published information or academic work. 
Losh, however, describes mounting criticisms among cer-
tain factions of university faculty regarding the use of such 
software. While some faculty members argue that enforc-
ing academic standards and policies would be untenable 
without the assistance of a monitoring system, others see 
it as a violation of student privacy and an issue that may 
have implications regarding ownership of intellectual 
property and due process (p. 1).

Losh suggests that the use of plagiarism-detection soft-
ware pits faculty and students against one another. Citing 
Purdy, Losh notes that “technology and writing have be-
come so tightly enmeshed (that) the technological charac-
ter of written discourse is in danger of becoming invisible” 

(p. 18). That is to say, the questions of fair use and accept-
able text practices have become less clear as the two media 
have converged. These issues become even more compli-
cated when “collective and collaborative authorship is so 
important in the academy and valued in the professional 
world” (p. 19). Losh believes that more work needs to be 
done to promote a holistic approach to information lit-
eracy among students.

Losh also notes that the increase in the use and pres-
ence of digital technology on college campuses amplifies 
the largely unseen infrastructure that enables user connec-
tivity and places greater demands on its continuous main-
tenance and improvement. She describes the ubiquitous 
use of mobile technologies and suggests that universities 
benefit from the “blurring of work and leisure” (p. 178). 
She states, “The on-call availability of faculty and students 
on smart phones strengthens the extractive capacities 
(output) of the university as an institution” (p. 178). This 
argument, however, assumes that productivity increases 
simply because more individuals are available to connect 
with one another outside of class or regular office hours. 
This is a bold assertion that may or may not be true.

ALTERNATE REALITIES

Losh describes a number of digital innovations that have 
been developed to extend the classroom into virtual 
worlds; the most recognizable is Second Life (SL). In SL, 
individuals interact with one another through avatars or 
graphic representations of themselves. The author states 
that while there are a few notable examples of well-ren-
dered and educationally salient environments, the chal-
lenges of SL and similar software seem to outweigh the 
benefits. In many cases, students come to SL with dispa-
rate skills and abilities and frequently have difficulty ma-
nipulating the avatar to perform simple operations. Losh 
compares such an experience to “teaching a class of pre-
schoolers who were likely to wander off or succumb to 
strange bouts of fidgeting” (p. 19).

In addition to virtual environments, the author notes the 
ongoing debate in higher education regarding the “gami-
fication” of learning or applying gaming principles to the 
instructional process in order to engage students in learn-
ing course content. While games may stimulate responses 
to extrinsic rewards (e.g., points, badges), they frequently 
diminish intrinsic motivation for learning. According to 
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Losh, one of the most significant challenges to educational 
online games is that they underestimate students’ willing-
ness to commit to difficult intellectual work (p. 0).

Losh notes that games, like other forms of media, have 
tremendous potential to enrich human experiences, en-
courage critical thinking, and test hypotheses (p. 17). 
However, to be effective, they must allow users to “alter 
inputs to infer how different influences, catalysts, or fac-
tors may play a role in the outcomes” (p. 18). Losh recom-
mends that instructors in higher education move beyond 
extrinsic “rewarding” to help students develop the efficacy 
they need to solve real-world problems.

MOVING FORWARD

Ultimately, Losh suggests that the educational enterprise 
is still a human endeavor; for that reason, educators and 
administrators have to make intentional decisions about 
how and why technologies are used. Specifically, univer-
sity faculty members should engage in the very human 

process of teaching and learning rather than blindly incor-
porate the newest, most exciting technology tool or ap-
plication that may or may not support student learning.

Losh identifies a number of simple principles that can 
be used to guide pedagogy and decision making:

 W Faculty should treat students the way they would like 
to be treated with regard to digital technology. For ex-
ample, faculty should be discouraged from using “in-
trusive technologies” (e.g., digital countdown quizzes, 
monitoring tools in learning management systems to 
track student activity) and spying on students’ social 
network profiles.

 W Faculty and students should use the same tools for 
learning. Rather than requiring expensive but ineffec-
tual instructional technologies (e.g., clickers, licenses for 
learning management systems), students should have 
access to and instruction in the use of digital resources 
that are frequently limited to faculty research (e.g., D 
modeling labs, geographic information systems, robot-
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ics). Separation of technologies only reinforces the no-
tion that “students are second-class citizens who only 
deserve non-faculty gadgets” (p. ).

 W Technology in the classroom can make education feel 
more special. Losh identifies unique ways to use digital 
technology to enhance rather than replace classroom 
instruction (e.g., hackathons, Wikistorms). She notes 
that working in teams and producing multiple drafts of 
a concept are critical experiences, yet “students mostly 
gain competence in these areas outside of the class-
room” (p. ).

 W Educators need to think beyond the novelty of devices. 
“The worst reason to implement a new instructional 
technology is because it is new. Yet newness is the most 
common reason that educational gizmos get adopted 
in the first place” (p. 7). Simply stated, students need 
models that have been tested, not fads.

SUMMARY

The War on Learning is a provocative account of the largely 
unexamined topics of instructional technology and digi-
tal literacy in higher education in the United States. The 
content and source material in this book are well-refer-
enced and theoretically rich, but the extensive use of end 
notes disrupts the flow of the text. Also, the author does 
not fully articulate the questions that guide her discussion 
until the last chapter of the book. She asks, “How can we 
influence the digital university to be more inclusive, gen-
erative, just, and constructive?” (p. ). Knowing these 
questions in advance would have established a context for 
digital technology and communicated the author’s own 
biases and assumptions from the outset.

Individuals who are unfamiliar with the topic may have 
difficulty deciphering the vast lexicon associated with dig-
ital technology. Further, Losh’s highly specialized knowl-
edge and unnecessarily complicated writing style make the 
text difficult to read and understand. Undoubtedly, digital 
literacy and instructional technology will continue to play 
an increasingly important role on college and university 
campuses, especially as educators strive to meet the needs 
of a digitally oriented student population. This book, 
however, seems better suited to individuals who already 
have extensive experience with the subject matter. There-
fore, The War on Learning may have limited appeal to a 
broader audience.
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In Minds on Fire, Mark Carnes, professor of history at Bar-
nard College-Columbia University, suggests that higher 
education in the United States is not “all wrong” but 
rather “only half right” (p. 1). The current pedagogical 
system, characterized by rational, hierarchical, and well-
ordered structures, often overlooks the equally important 
aspects of the human experience related to “emotion, 
mischievous subversion, social engagement, and creative 
disorder” (p. 1). Carnes suggests that active-learning ped-
agogies, such as Reacting to the Past and other historical 
simulations, resonate deeply with students and allow them 
to lose themselves in the experience (p. 1).

For this investigation, Carnes interviewed more than 
90 students enrolled at 0 colleges and universities over 
a four-year period to learn more about the motivational 
power of role-immersion curricula. Carnes notes that 
role-immersion courses are designed to promote in-class, 
interactive engagement. In fact, unlike many of his con-
temporaries who see online courses as the future of higher 
education, Carnes envisions role immersion as transform-
ing traditional classroom pedagogies such that students 
will actually want to come to school (p. 1).

Carnes observes that historically, U.S. higher educa-
tion has struggled to engage undergraduate students in 
academic pursuits. In fact, recent findings reveal that stu-
dents continuously demonstrate high levels of academic 
disengagement (Arum and Roska 010) and low levels of 
motivation and interest (Bowen, Chingos and McPherson 
009). Further, faculty members, driven by a system that 
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rewards scholarship over teaching (Bok 01), continue to 
finds ways to “free themselves from the ‘burden’ of under-
graduate instruction” (p. 1). Researchers have described 
this phenomenon as an educational stalemate in which 
students do as little as possible to receive the highest pos-
sible grades while faculty members focus on their research 
in order to earn promotion and tenure (Arum and Roska 
010, Levine and Dean 01, Samuels 01).

Consistent with the findings of Cox (009), Carnes 
argues, “Colleges underachieve because the predomi-
nant modes of instruction are inadequate learning tools” 
(p. 9). Despite calls for reforming the curriculum to in-
clude more active-learning pedagogies (Bok 01, Johans-
son and Felten 01), Carnes identifies three primary 
obstacles: (a) lack of resources to reward innovative teach-
ing, (b) faculty preference to cling to professional con-
ventions, and (c) student apprehension of active-learning 
approaches (p. 9). However, Carnes’ development of 
Reacting to the Past, which he describes as “innovation by 
accident,” marked a significant shift in his thinking about 
classroom teaching and student learning.

Frustrated with his own lecture-style class in the mid 
1990s, Carnes reformatted his seminar for first-year his-
tory students to include classroom debates. He noticed 
that given the latitude to shape the scenarios, students 
came to embody the personas of historical figures and thus 
drew other students into the “game.” Carnes reflects, “Stu-
dents grew more comfortable with their assigned roles and 
philosophical assumptions. They argued with conviction 
and force. Their [student] papers in support of oral argu-
ments were informed by texts I had not assigned” (p. ). 
Students immersed themselves in history. The seeds of Re-
acting to the Past had been planted.

SUBVERSIVE PLAY

For more than 00 years, college students have created 
play worlds separate from the formal structures of colleges 
and universities as a way to subvert “existing social hier-
archies and cultural assumptions” (p. ). Carnes suggests 
that student behaviors and activities often are driven by 
competition. And although they may be perceived as an-
tithetical to institutional structures, they are merely thinly 
veiled actions “behind masks of metaphors, secrecy, and 
make-believe” (p. ).

Beginning with literary and debating societies of the 
late 19th century, Carnes provides a brief overview of 
subversive play on college campuses to demonstrate the 
prevalence of student competitions over time. By the early 
0th century, fraternities and football stood as “the twin 
pillars of student life” (p. ). By the 1980s and early 1990s, 
subversive play was dominated by competitive drinking 
games and binge drinking. More recently, students have 
reported extensive involvement in online gaming and en-
gagement through social media. Carnes reminds readers 
that even Facebook, now accepted as part of everyday life, 
started out as subversive play when “undergraduate Mark 
Zuckerberg hacked into Harvard’s information system, 
uploaded thousands of pictures of female students, and 
invited viewers to judge which were the hottest” (p. 7).

Carnes argues that the more faculty and administrators 
attempt to eliminate these activities or to warn students 
of their dangers, the more appealing they become. Con-
sequently, subversive play is frequently driven further un-
derground. The author concludes that as long as students 
are engaged in and consumed by social competitions, their 
minds can never truly be engaged in academic pursuits.

DISRUPTING THE ACADEMIC ENVIRONMENT

While Reacting games are held in academic settings, 
Carnes suggests that when college instructors allow sub-
versive play worlds to exist in which students assume the 
identities of their characters, “the walls of authority seem 
to dissolve” (p. ). The author describes Reacting games 
as dynamic representations of historical events that are 
more similar to complex and rapidly changing puzzles 
than debates or exercises in role playing (p. 7).

Because students are responding to their peers in char-
acter, anything can happen at any moment. Students use 
historical texts and writings to support their arguments 
in oral presentations and writing assignments. Through-
out the game, the instructor functions as guide and game 
master, providing rapid feedback on assignments and 
prompting individuals or coalitions with notes, tips, and 
recommendations of additional resources. As students 
play, it is the game master’s prerogative to introduce new 
(and actual) historical developments—action that fre-
quently results in dynamic shifts in power. Thus, the con-
clusions of Reacting games do not always mirror actual 
historical outcomes. Carnes explains that at the end of 
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the final game session, the instructor guides students in a 
discussion about similarities and differences between the 
outcomes of the game and historical reality.

According to Carnes, Reacting games serve as a bridge 
that enables students to engage in the life of the mind; 
participation compels students to seek resources and to 
partake in authentic and meaningful learning experiences. 
One student said, “The game was fake; we all knew that. 
But the goal—influencing your peers, making your voice 
heard, saying something worth hearing—that was very 
real” (p. 78). Role-immersion classes change students in 
fundamental ways. “By internalizing different selves and 
ideas, these students asked themselves more questions 
about who they were and what they believe” (p. 1)—the 
ultimate definition, according to Carnes, of developing 
critical thinking skills.

SUCCEEDING BY FAILING

Consistent with other findings, Carnes notes that many 
of the students in the current generation are paralyzed by 
fear of failure (Chambliss and Takacs 01, Cox 009). 
Despite outward displays of self-confidence, they secretly 
harbor deep feelings of anxiety and self-doubt that can 
be activated at the first self-perception of academic inad-
equacy. Frequently, these students become so risk averse 
that they avoid any situation that might expose their 
doubts or uncertainties. Because Reacting games are de-
signed to replicate historical reality, “failure” for some stu-
dents is inevitable, eliminating some of the anxiety that 
otherwise might accompany academic pursuits and class-
room learning. Carnes has observed firsthand how role-
immersion games have taught students not only how to 
deal with failure but also how to grow because of it.

Carnes recounts one Reacting game in which a stu-
dent’s power base began to unravel. The game master of 
this particular course described the look on the student’s 
face as “a combination of discouragement, bewilderment, 
and amusement” (p. ). Upon reflection, the student 
indicated that the most important lesson she learned from 
Reacting was that life is full of uncertainty, and failure is 
always a possibility. Fear of failure should never deter an 
individual from pursuing an academic task. In describing 
active-learning pedagogies, Johansson and Felton (01) 
suggest that it is the job of faculty and staff members to 
“help students experience the appropriate amount of chal-

lenge at the appropriate time…stretching the student into 
discomfort without tearing him [or her] apart” (p. 1).

BUILDING COMMUNITY

Carnes describes various engagement initiatives that col-
lege and university instructors have developed in order to 
retain first-year students, including learning communities 
and first-year seminars. The problem with these initiatives, 
he says, is that they tend to attract like-minded individu-
als. Rather than “forcing” interactions, Carnes recom-
mends involving students in role-immersion courses. He 
notes that Reacting scenarios foster community by creat-
ing “complex and intellectually demanding competitions” 
(p. 198); he illustrates this rich web of social relationships 
through social network analysis. Further, he argues that if 
bricks-and-mortar institutions are to survive, “the college 
classroom must itself become the focal point of intellectu-
ally vital communities” (p. 01).

ADVANCING INTERDISCIPLINARY LEARNING

Perhaps Carnes’ strongest argument for role-immersion 
pedagogies is that they fulfill the interdisciplinary man-
date of general education. Specifically, role-immersion 
courses engage students in learning, enhance the develop-
ment of higher cognitive skills, foster more creative think-
ing, increase student sensitivity to ethical issues, and lead 
to a greater tolerance of ambiguity (Chopp, Frost and 
Weiss 01). Further, Carnes suggests that Reacting games 
can encourage faculty members to collaborate with col-
leagues in other academic departments.

In Remaking College, Hill (01) notes that the oppor-
tunity to work across departments—or disciplines—can 
appeal to faculty members’ core motivations, including 
autonomy, community, recognition, and efficacy. Some 
faculty members have reported that Reacting games have re-
vitalized their scholarship (Carnes 01, 80). In response 
to critics of Reacting to the Past, Carnes argues that role-
immersion courses are not intended to replace but rather to 
complement traditional curriculum. Role-immersion and 
traditional pedagogies differ from yet support one another.

SUMMARY

Carnes does a commendable job of sharing the successes as 
well as some of the pitfalls of Reacting courses —including 
suggestions for how to deal with reticent student partici-
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pants and “slackers” who fail to complete assignments or 
study the texts upon which their roles are based. Despite 
these challenges, Carnes argues that students in React-
ing courses (as compared to those in many traditional 
courses) cannot hide from their instructors or from one 
another. Rather, Reacting courses compel students to en-
gage with one another. According to the students he in-
terviewed, positive peer pressure encourages students to 
work harder to prepare for these courses than they had for 
any in which they had previously enrolled. Yet students 
repeatedly emphasized that preparing for Reacting courses 
never seemed like work.

Carnes articulates the benefits of Reacting games through-
out the book, but listing them may have helped the reader. 
A bulleted list of benefits might include the following:

Reacting to the Past:
 W Promotes critical thinking and authentic learning
 W Requires student engagement and participation
 W Provides an alternative to less productive forms of 
subversive play

 W Builds student communities around common goals
 W Allows students to ‘fail’ in safe environments
 W Fosters empathy and encourages deep reflection
 W Teaches consensus building and skills to both lead 
and follow

 W Promotes interdisciplinary and creative thinking

Carnes’ well-defended arguments of role immersion 
as a legitimate pedagogical tool should be attractive to 
faculty members and administrators who are searching 
for new and effective instructional methods with which 
to engage undergraduate students. Prospective college 
students and their parents might also be interested in 
reading this text as a primer to best practices in college 
teaching and learning. Although the background story of 
Reacting to the Past is interesting and important to the 
narrative, it is the stories of students embodying various 
roles from the Ming Dynasty, the French Revolution, 
Athens in 0 BCE, and more that make Minds on Fire an 
engaging and worthwhile read. One student said, “The 
instructor was like the GPS: he mapped out options, but 
we had to decide both the destination and the route” 
(p. 0). Carnes suggests that this sentiment perfectly 
captures the type of engaged learning that, indeed, sets 
students’ minds on fire.
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Reviewed by Matthew Fifolt, Ph.D.

In this fourth edition of Colleges That Change Lives, Hilary 
Masell Oswald continues the work of author and educa-
tion reformer Loren Pope, who passed away in 008, by 
shining a light on institutions that are focused specifically 
on educating undergraduate students. From the outset, Os-
wald echoes Pope’s belief that the college experience should 
change students’ lives. Further, she argues that compared 
to the academic experience at large flagship and Ivy League 
institutions, liberal arts colleges are frequently better for 
students because faculty members are rewarded for the 
quality of their teaching as well as for conducting research.

Oswald notes that most of the faculty members she in-
terviewed had chosen to teach at liberal arts institutions 
for one of two reasons: (a) they had earned an undergrad-
uate degree at a similar institution and found it to be a 



A m e r i c A n  A s s o c i A t i o n  o f  c o l l e g i A t e  r e g i s t r A r s  A n d  A d m i s s i o n s  o f f i c e r s
o n e  d u p o n t  c i r c l e ,  n W ,  s u i t e  5 2 0 ,  W A s h i n g t o n ,  d c  2 0 0 3 6

www.aacrao.org/bookstore

To order these and other AACRAO publications, call (301) 490-7651 or visit us on the Web 
at www.aacrao.org/bookstore.

Featuring Recent Additions to the AACRAO Publications Library

in print
Leadership Lessons: Vision and 
Values for a New Generation

AACRAO’s Professional 
Development Guidelines for 
Registrars: A Self-Assessment

For nearly 40 years, AACRAO has pub-
lished the Self-Assessment, and this 
185-page update will provide a cost 
effective and simple way to evaluate 
your office operations by stimulating 
thought, encouraging self-reflection, 
and evaluating policies and procedures. 
The Assessment is arranged by topical 

area with chapters addressing most basic registrar functions. 
Within each chapter are Basic Principles, which provide a foun-
dation for the discussion topic and guide the development of 
the questions that follow. The questions give direction, evoke 
thought, and allow for a variety of approaches to a given topic. 
Action Plan items are provided to expand your expertise and 
allow more in-depth study of a topic. Finally, a Further Reading 
section has been added to the end of each chapter to direct the 
reader to useful resources on the topics discussed.

ITem #0136 |  $50 memBeRS |  $70 NONmemBeRS ITem #0133 |  $70 memBeRS |  $95 NONmemBeRS

If the finest voices in higher education 
were gathered together in one room to 
discuss leadership, what would you learn? 
Leadership Lessons: Vision and Values 
for a New Generation took that notion 
to create a compilation of 22 articles on 
the topic of leadership, written by today’s 
leaders in higher education. Filled with 
unique kernels of wisdom, each chapter 

shares the authors’ visions and values in ways that inspire, 
motivate, and illustrate how to be an exceptional leader. Au-
thors include many who have worked in the registrar’s office 
for decades to others with varied backgrounds in theater, stu-
dent activism and German literature. This is a book you will 
want to share with colleagues, friends and employees; all of 
whom will benefit from the lessons learned by these remark-
able, wise and fascinating professionals.



College & University |  62 

powerful and formative experience or (b) they had been 
students or teaching assistants at large universities and 
found the teaching and learning experiences to be unsat-
isfying. Across the 0 liberal arts institutions featured in 
this book, faculty members demonstrate a commitment 
to and talent for teaching and mentoring undergraduate 
students.

Oswald describes liberal arts institutions as places where 
community matters, values are central components of 
education, and learning is collaborative rather than com-
petitive (p. ). The author divides the institutions into six 
geographic regions and provides key statistics—including 
admission requirements, acceptance rates, typical finan-
cial aid awards, and more—at the end of each summary.

INSTITUTIONAL RANKINGS VS. INSTITUTIONAL FIT

Oswald ensures Pope’s legacy by encouraging students to 
select institutions based on “fit” rather than “ranking.” In 
order to find the right fit, she recommends that students 
be introspective and move beyond the popular—but inac-
curate—college ranking systems. She observes that most 
ranking systems use input factors such as incoming stu-
dent SAT scores, class rank, and professor salaries. These 
factors, however, have little or nothing to do with the edu-
cation process.

To demonstrate the absurdity of rankings, Oswald com-
pares the quality of a college as measured by the grades and 
scores of the freshmen it admits to the quality of a hospi-
tal as measured by the health of the patients it admits. In 
both cases, the inputs are not nearly as important as the 
outcomes. The author recommends that students who are 
interested in a more accurate depiction of engagement and 
learning seek more salient information, such as institu-
tional scores on the National Survey of Student Engage-
ment (NSEE) and the Collegiate Learning Assessment 
(CLA), a standardized measure of critical thinking, analytic 
reasoning, problem solving, and communication skills.

THE LIBERAL ARTS ADVANTAGE

Consistent with the findings of Chopp et al. (01), Os-
wald contends that a liberal arts education equips students 
with the skills necessary to be adaptive learners. Rather 
than training students for job-specific skills, a liberal arts 
education “builds nimble minds and creates independent 
thinkers” (p. 9). Chopp et al. (01) argue that students 

who pursue a liberal arts education develop higher cogni-
tive skills, increased sensitivity to ethical issues, and greater 
tolerance of ambiguity (p. ). Additionally, Oswald notes 
that a liberal arts education helps students develop the skills 
employers want—including effective communication, crit-
ical thinking, analytical reasoning, and more, as reported 
in a 009 survey of private-sector employers (AACU).

INSTITUTIONAL OVERVIEW

For the 0 institutions identified in Colleges That Change 
Lives, Oswald describes unique program offerings and 
distinctive campus cultures as well as curricular and co-
curricular programs and services that reflect high-impact 
educational practices (Kuh 008). Research suggests 
that these practices benefit college students from many 
backgrounds and increase student retention and student 
engagement rates (AACU 01). While Oswald does not 
frame the discussion in terms of high-impact educational 
practices, such teaching and learning designs accurately 
depict many of the featured institutions’ strengths; several 
are cited in this review as examples of best practices.

 W First-year seminars and experiences. At McDaniel Col-
lege (MD), all freshmen enroll in faculty-led thematic 
courses that emphasize critical thinking, writing, and 
analytical skills for college-level work (p. 87). Similarly, 
at Guildford College (NC), all freshmen take a First-
Year Experience (FYE) course designed to establish and 
inform the academic and ethical expectations of each 
student (p. 17). These introductory courses typically 
emphasize critical inquiry, collaborative learning, and 
information literacy (Kuh 008).

 W Writing-intensive courses. For students at Millsaps 
College (MS), writing skills are emphasized at all lev-
els of instruction and across the curriculum. According 
to Oswald, each student submits a writing portfolio of 
work from different classes for evaluation by faculty 
members. If a student’s work does not meet minimum 
standards, faculty members may either require or rec-
ommend additional instruction (p. 1). Across insti-
tutions, faculty members consistently discuss writing as 
a foundational skill for success.

 W Undergraduate research. Oswald describes Clark Uni-
versity (MA) as combining the best characteristics of 
a liberal arts college with the best characteristics of a 
research university. She suggests that Clark students, 



College & University |  63 

working alongside teams of scholars on major research 
grants, develop an accurate understanding of the pace 
of discovery as well as the types of questions asked and 
methodologies used to conduct real laboratory science.

 W Diversity/global learning. According to Lewin (009), 
study abroad is frequently cited as one of the most trans-
formative learning experiences that college students can 
have. At Juniata College (PA), faculty and administra-
tors believe so strongly in the value of studying abroad 
that even health sciences students, whose programs typ-
ically allow few elective courses, can study abroad for a 
full year and still finish the professional school prereq-
uisites in time to submit their applications.

 W Internships/experiential learning. At Lynchburg Col-
lege (VA), every student has access to hands-on learning 
opportunities through Experiential Learning Grants 
(ELGs), which waive the cost of up to three credit hours 
for internships, faculty-student research, study abroad, 
or community-based research during summer and 
winter sessions. Of all of the high-impact educational 
practices, internships are the most ubiquitous at these 
0 institutions; students frequently completed one or 
more prior to graduation.

 W Capstone courses and projects. At Reed College (OR), 
students develop a senior thesis based on an experimen-
tal, critical, or creative problem. Similarly, at Allegheny 
College (PA), students complete a series of seminars be-
tween their freshman and junior years that culminates 
in a senior comprehensive project for which they con-
duct original research in their major field. At the con-
clusion of their projects, students submit a substantive 
paper and sit for an oral defense.

SUMMARY

Oswald does an excellent job highlighting the holistic ap-
proach of liberal arts education in general as well as the 
innovative practices of 0 institutions in particular. In ad-
dition to the high-impact educational practices referenced 
above, the author describes academic environments in 
which students and faculty members interact with one an-
other frequently and have a shared sense of purpose. One 
student at Hope College (MI) calls this a “game changer”: 
“Every professor I’ve had cares about me” (p. 0). The 
theme of institutions fostering a caring community echoes 
throughout the book.

Oswald’s clear and precise writing should appeal to a 
wide audience. That said, there is a great deal of redun-
dancy among the institutions. Thus, rather than reading 
the book cover to cover, it may be better for readers to 
explore colleges by region and then review their statistics 
(as, for example, their admission criteria and availability 
of financial aid). Because Oswald does not include tuition 
and other costs, students and their families may also want 
to visit college websites to learn more (a list is included as 
an appendix).

Despite its readability and ease of use, Colleges That 
Change Lives is not without its shortcomings. Perhaps the 
most egregious is the author’s failure to identify how these 
0 institutions were chosen for inclusion in the book. 
Other than geography and some perceived benefit to stu-
dents, no mention is made of the criteria used to include 
or exclude institutions. Because a number of them are in-
troduced by a brief sentence or two by Loren Pope, it ap-
pears that several schools were carried over from previous 
editions whereas others were either added or removed. Yet 
Oswald provides no information about how or by whom 
this process was carried out.

Further, at the beginning of the book, Oswald men-
tions that she spoke with scores of faculty members and 
students to gain insights into their perceptions of their in-
stitutions’ unique qualities. Again, she makes no mention 
of how she selected interviewees, captured their responses, 
or corroborated these findings with her own observations. 
Because this book is intended to be a guide for prospective 
students and their parents, it may not have been the au-
thor’s prerogative to include these details. However, in the 
absence of substantiated, empirical evidence, her claims 
about the educational value of these institutions are little 
more than her own opinions supported by carefully cho-
sen quotes of students, faculty, and staff.

Oswald lauds the academic achievements of the gradu-
ates of these institutions, citing the number of national 
awards they receive (e.g., Goldwater, Fulbright, Rhodes) 
and the disproportionate number who go on to earn ad-
vanced degrees. However, she circumvents the fact that 
students who attend residential liberal arts institutions 
typically are from families with greater financial resources 
(Hill et al. 01). So it should come as no surprise that 
graduates of liberal arts institutions are exceptionally well-
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prepared for graduate studies and well-poised for presti-
gious national awards.

Even though Oswald points out that many of these 
schools accept students who demonstrate potential 
through written essays in lieu of standardized test scores, 
current students’ average reported high school GPAs dem-
onstrate that admission might still be out of reach for a 
vast majority of potential applicants. Further, given the 
relatively small enrollment of many private liberal arts col-
leges—as well as the requirement of many that students 
attend full time and reside on campus—enrollment may 
not be a possibility for students whose life circumstances 
differ from those of the typical traditional-age college 
student. These observations, along with national policy 
changes regarding financial aid, validate Mettler’s (01) 
critique of the widening economic disparity and class divi-
sion in higher education.

In many ways, Colleges That Change Lives reads more 
like an expanded version of a college promotional packet 
than a fair and balanced institutional review. While Os-
wald identifies some of the challenges of living and learn-
ing within a small community of scholars, she provides an 
exceptionally one-sided perspective that might mislead 
students and families as higher education consumers. 
Nevertheless, Colleges That Change Lives’ presentation of 
best practices in teaching and learning, regardless of insti-
tutional type, may serve as a reasonable starting point for 
students to begin exploring college options.

REFERENCES
Association of American Colleges and Universities. 009. Raising the 

Bar: Employers’ Views on College Learning in the Wake of the Economic 
Downturn. Retrieved from: <www.aacu.org/sites/default/files/files/
LEAP/009_EmployerSurvey.pdf>.

Association of American Colleges and Universities. 01. High-Impact 
Educational Practices: A Brief Review. Retrieved from: <www.aacu.
org/leap/hips>.

Chopp, R., S. Frost, and D. H. Weiss. 01. Remaking College: Innovation 
and the Liberal Arts. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press.

Hill, C., J. Tiefenthaler, and S. P. Welsh. 01. Economics and affordabil-
ity. In Remaking College: Innovation and the Liberal Arts, edited by R. 
Chopp, S. Frost, and D. H. Weiss. Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press. –9.

Kuh, G. D. 008. High-Impact Educational Practices: What They Are, 
Who Has Access to Them, and Why They Matter. Washington, DC: As-
sociation of American Colleges and Universities.

Lewin, R., Editor. 009. The Handbook of Practice and Research in Study 
Abroad: Higher Education and the Quest for Global Citizenship. New 
York: Routledge.

Mettler, S. 01. Degrees of Inequality: How the Politics of Higher Educa-
tion Sabotaged the American Dream. New York: Basic Books.

About the Author

MATTHEW FIFOLT, PH.D.,  is Associate Director of the Evaluation and 
Assessment Unit at the University of Alabama at Birmingham.

CHILLING THE MELT

CASTLEMAN, B., AND L. PAGE. 2014.  
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CAMBRIDGE, MA: HARVARD EDUCATION PRESS. 200 PP.

Reviewed by Stephen J. Handel

“Summer melt” refers to high school graduates who have 
been admitted to a college but who fail to matriculate in 
the fall. Losing students in this way is especially costly to 
colleges and universities, which spend considerable effort 
reviewing the credentials of applicants and reserving seats 
for them in their incoming classes. It is also a significant 
loss for students, who have devoted the better part of the 
previous year visiting colleges, completing applications, 
compiling letters of recommendation, filling out financial 
aid forms, and securing housing. Depending on the selec-
tivity of the college, enrollment officers anticipate that 
anywhere between  and 1 percent of the entering class 
will fail to matriculate, despite having paid a sizable deposit 
(usually a minimum of 0).

For many years, college admission officials never gave 
“melt” a second thought. It was treated as a regular part 
of doing business and was understood to be a largely pre-
dictable source of enrollment variation. In recent years, 
however, some institutions have reported increases in the 
number of students who fail to register for classes. Identi-
fying the causes of this trend has become a popular topic 
at conferences.

The most widespread theory is that students are ap-
plying—and being admitted—to more colleges than ever 
before. But rather than pledge their allegiance to a single 
institution on May 1 (the national decision date for fresh-
man admission), students are submitting deposits to mul-
tiple schools as they await decisions about their wait-list 
status or play one school off another in negotiating a bet-
ter financial aid package.

Of course, sending deposits to multiple colleges is a 
breach of admission etiquette. Some applicants manipu-
late the system to engineer whatever advantages they can 
and justify their actions in the name of capitalism or enti-
tlement. But that’s not the primary story of concern. Sum-
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mer melt is much more about students from low-income 
backgrounds and others unfamiliar with the unwritten 
and unspoken process of higher education enrollment.

This is why Summer Melt: Supporting Low-Income 
Students through the Transition to College, by Benjamin 
Castleman and Lindsay Page, is so important. It serves 
as a corrective to the current narrative about the causes 
of—and solutions to—the problem of non-matriculating 
students. The book is far from a polemic; rather, it reads a 
little like a “how to” (or, in this case, how not to) manual. 
Researchers at the University of Virginia and the Univer-
sity of Pittsburgh, respectively, Castleman and Page offer 
practical advice—based on empirical research—about the 
ways in which high schools, colleges, and community ser-
vice agencies can help students make the transition from 
secondary school to college.

In Part 1, Castleman and Page provide a detailed look 
at the phenomenon of summer melt. They stress that al-
though national data are unclear, surveys conducted by 
the U.S. Department of Education indicate that approxi-
mately 8 percent of the high school students who are ad-
mitted to a college ultimately enroll. When these survey 
data are broken down by income status, however, it is clear 
that far more students from low-income groups than their 
wealthier peers fail to matriculate. Data also suggest that 
compared to students who live in the suburbs, those liv-
ing in rural and urban areas are less likely to attend college 
even once they are admitted.

The reasons that students fail to enroll in college are 
predictable: lack of money and insufficient understand-
ing of the college-going process. Many students are almost 
completely unaware that their letter of admission repre-
sents only the start of a complex process culminating in 
their enrollment in the fall. Not surprisingly, first-gener-
ation college-goers have the greatest difficulty negotiat-
ing the process from beginning to end. Without family 
members or peers who can help, many students’ financial 
aid award letters are left unread, housing deadlines go 
unheeded, and requests for final transcripts are ignored. 
When August arrives, many of these students are surprised 
to learn that they have no place to live and no money to 
pay for college.

Castleman and Page note that the financial aid pro-
cess is the biggest obstacle to enrollment for prospective 
students. Many— especially those who lack access to col-

lege counseling—have virtually no idea how much it will 
cost to attend college. Financial aid award letters are often 
difficult to understand, and the rules concerning college 
loans are mysterious if not opaque. Castleman and Page 
detail the circumstances of a student who almost missed 
the opportunity to enroll because she transposed two 
numerals on her FAFSA, with the result that she was de-
termined to be ineligible for aid. Ultimately, the student’s 
advisor identified the error, but correcting it was stressful 
and threatened to derail the student’s college plans.

Even the most ardent student advocate might argue that 
students smart enough to go to college ought to be able to 
successfully negotiate the enrollment process. Castleman 
and Page debunk this idea, noting that teenagers are not 
particularly good at managing their time or responsibili-
ties during the summer. The authors state than even “high 
school graduates from more affluent backgrounds often 
are not any better at managing and completing this com-
plex array of summer tasks—they just have more help” 
(p. 7). Affluent high schools are more likely to employ 
college counselors who alert students to deadlines and 
other elements of the enrollment process. Compared to 
counselors at public schools (assuming, of course, that 
they have any college counselors), those at private schools 
devote twice as much time to college advising.

The lack of expert advice is exacerbated by the fact that 
poorer students more often must justify their need for fi-
nancial aid. Castleman and Page reveal that approximately 
one-third of all FAFSA applicants are asked to provide 
additional evidence of their income and that, ironically, 
low-income applicants are more likely to be flagged for 
follow-up because their income profiles tend to vary com-
pared to those of middle- or upper-class families. Income 
verification is an important and necessary public account-
ability mechanism, but it often amounts to little more 
than an additional obstacle for students who are unfamil-
iar with the college enrollment process and who do not 
have adults in their lives who can help them successfully 
complete it.

The second part of Summer Melt describes effective 
techniques for mitigating melt. The authors assert that col-
leges and universities can play a significant role in connect-
ing more effectively with their newly admitted students, 
but they believe that high schools and community organi-
zations are better positioned to have a positive impact on 
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the problem. Castleman and Page state that “summer melt 
begins in February”—when students begin to receive their 
admission acceptance letters and must respond to a flurry 
of inquiries from the colleges and universities at which 
they have been accepted. For students who attend well-
resourced high schools or who have college-educated par-
ents, the spring semester of their senior year in high school 
is a key period for completing a great many tasks associ-
ated with the transition to college. Of course, it is also a 
key period for students who attend poorly resourced high 
schools, but they are less likely to complete the necessary 
tasks because of the scarcity of good advice and counsel. 
Unless a student’s parents insist that he check his e-mail 
or “call the college,” students simply do not know what 
they do not know. Providing assistance during the sum-
mer months when schools are closed is one way in which 
community organizations can play an important role.

The authors highlight low-cost interventions that pro-
vide students with the information they need to success-
fully negotiate the transition from high school to college. 
This includes sustained text messaging strategies, which 
might cost as little as 7 per student. Other interventions 
include the use of Facebook and other social media to 
keep students focused on the college-going goal. The au-
thors also found that interventions such as the provision 
of peer advisors and other types of summer advising, al-
though more expensive than texting, spur positive results.

The strategies described in Summer Melt are not game 
changers. Although their impact is statistically significant, 
it is modest; increases in college-going rates typically are 
no more than a few percentage points. However, even this 

is important for students who otherwise might not tran-
sition successfully to college; it highlights the need for 
colleges and universities to be better partners with high 
schools and other community agencies to address the 
complexity of the college enrollment process. The authors 
suggest that postsecondary institutions adopt the U.S. 
Department of Education’s “financial aid shopping sheet” 
as a means of standardizing financial aid information so 
that students and families will be better able to respond 
in a timely and accurate way. But colleges and universi-
ties can do more: They need to take responsibility for the 
way in which they request information. One of the sig-
nificant lessons noted in Summer Melt is that the current 
generation of students is far less likely to check e-mail on 
a regular basis—and yet most colleges and universities use 
e-mail as their primary mode of communication.

No single means of communications is perfect; some 
students will never understand what they need to do next. 
But Castleman and Page argue that a coordinated approach 
is likely to reach the very students most at risk of failing to 
matriculate in college—and that such an approach need 
not be complex or expensive. It is a hopeful message for a 
group of students who have already done the hard work of 
preparing for higher education. Like most American teen-
agers, they just need one final kick in the butt.
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