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ABSTRACT 

College choice is a socially constructed process that shapes individuals' educational 

and occupational mobility, resulting in a reproduction of the existing societal class 

structure. The complexity of the college choice process is especially apparent among the 

veteran population where most prospective college students belong to lower 

socioeconomic statuses, participate in military and working class socialization, and are 

impacted by organizational habitus. A considerable number of veterans transition from 

the military each year, eligible for significant educational benefits, yet an examination of 

their college choices is absent from the current literature on institutional choice. In an 

attempt to gain insight regarding veterans' college choices, this study aims to answer the 

following research questions: 

1. Do veterans intend to utilize their G.I. Bill benefits when they separate from the 

military and what factors influence their intentions? 

2. What type of institutions do veterans plan to attend and what are the major 

factors that influence their choices? 

3. What types of messages do veterans receive about attending higher education? 

A total of 30 enlisted veterans transitioning from one U.S. Army installation and 12 

educational counselors, education officials. Veteran's Administration representatives, and 

Army officials were interviewed. The vast majority of veterans interviewed in this study 

stated an intention to enroll in a community college rather than a four-year institution. 

Veterans acknowledged two salient reasons for selecting to attend a community college: 

the perception of financial resources and ability to bank extra financial resources. The 
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research data also indicates that veterans are heavily socialized regarding the value of 

higher education and institutional selection by military supervisors and education 

officials who encourage the development of practical skill, focus on the collection of 

miscellaneous credit hours for the promotion point system rather than actual degree 

attainment, and encourage community college attendance. 

Based on the research data, the following recommendations are made: 

1. Educate veterans and education officials about the structure of the higher education 

system including types of degrees, how to utilize educational benefits, and outcome 

differences between community colleges and four-year institutions. 

2. Refine the Army's current promotion system to emphasize and reward degree 
completion. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

College choice is a socially constructed process that shapes individuals' educational 

and occupational mobility, resulting in a reproduction of the existing societal class 

structure. The college choice process is complicated, requiring individuals to utilize 

complex decision-making skills, cultural capital, and habitus to navigate through a vast 

number of higher education institutions, influenced by a wide variety of social and 

economic variables. Clearly, individuals are presented with very unequal college choices 

dependent upon whether they encounter family, community, and educational resources 

that facilitate or constrain the possibility of educational or occupational mobility 

(McDonough, 1997). McDonough (1997) asserts, "differential resources contribute to 

the persistence and reproduction of a social-class-based stratified system of 

postsecondary opportunity that thwarts meritocratic ideals." 

Prominent models of college choice focus on traditional students and rely on theories 

of economic price response, status attainment, information processing, or a combination 

of the aforementioned theories to frame the discussion of institutional choice. These 

conventional tlieories traditionally employ a combination of variables of academic ability 

and performance, student involvement, financial aid packages, prior educational 

institution characteristics, family background factors, institutional reputation, and 

marketing efforts to craft an explanation of traditional students' college choices. 

Bourdieu (1990) states, "only by constructing the system of relations between the 



educational system and the structure of the relations between the social classes can one 

genuinely escape these reifying abstractions and produce relational concepts, such as 

probability of enrollment, disposition towards school, distance from academic culture, or 

degree of selection, which integrate into the unity of an explanatory theory properties 

linked to class membership." Many of the theoretical frameworks and variables 

commonly examined in the college choicc process ignore or underestimate the impact of 

the class structure even though social class is the most influential factor associated with 

educational aspirations. 

The complexity of the college choice process is even more pronounced when 

examined in the context of nontraditional students. This complexity is especially 

apparent among the veteran population where most prospective college students belong 

to lower socioeconomic statuses, participate in military and working class socialization, 

are impacted by organizational habitus, and are influenced by the design of military 

educational benefits. Clearly, the factors impacting veterans' college choices are too 

complex to be framed by traditional college choice models and singular variables. 

Veterans' college choices are better examined through a framework and critical lens 

of social reproduction tlieory and socialization theory of working class youth, 

incorporating the vast number of variables that work together to influence the college 

choice process. Bourdieu (1990) asserts that "it is the system of factors, acting as a 

system, which exerts the indivisible action of a structural causality on behavior and 

attitudes and hence on success and elimination, so that it would be absurd to try to isolate 

the influence of any one factor." Therefore, it is essential to analyze the multiple 



influential variables effecting veteran's college choices in the context of their 

socialization and social class structure. 

Statement of the Problem 

Enlisted soldiers are often described in the literature as coming from lower 

socioeconomic and working class backgrounds, a higher proportion of minority statuses, 

and lower academic preparation (Bennett, 1996; Joanning, 1975; MacLeod, 1995). The 

aforementioned variables may be salient factors in many veterans' choices to enlist in the 

military, deferring college attendance. A dramatic stratification in educational attainment 

exists among veterans when compared to the civilian population and officer corps. 

Figure 1 depicts that only four percent of enlisted soldiers possess baccalaureate degrees, 

a rate that is dramatically lower than the national average of seventeen percent 

(Department of the Army, 2003 ). An examination of enlisted soldiers' dismal rates of 

baccalaureate attainment is even more startling when compared to U.S. Army Officers 

who boast a baccalaureate attainment rate of eighty-eight percent, much higher than the 

national civilian average. It is important to note that these percentages describe current 

enlisted veterans who have not transitioned from the military and utilized educational 

benefits; however, clearly, educational attainment contributes to an entrenched class 

system within the U.S. Army. 

Despite the substantial economic assistance afforded through the Montgomery G.I. 

Bill and the Army College Fund, a disproportionate number of veteran collegc students 

appear to choose non-attendance or enrollment in community colleges rather than four-



year institutions. This enrollment choice itself presents numerous stratification 

implications to educational attainment as it is estimated that a very small percentage of 

students who attend community colleges ever transfer to four-year institutions 

(Dougherty, 1992). 

Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) state, "there is a substantial amount of evidence that 

where one begins his or her postsecondary education has a statistically significant 

influence on educational aspirations, persistence, and eventual level of educational 

attainment." Consistent evidence exists that initial enrollment in a community college 

rather than attending a four-year institution dramatically decreases the likelihood of 

attaining a baccalaureate degree (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991). There is a substantial 

baccalaureate gap in American higher education that directly impacts veterans as non-

traditional students. The baccalaureate gap indicates that when comparable community 

college students and four-year college students who desire a bachelor's degree are 

examined, community college students are between 11 to 19% less likely to earn a 

baccalaureate degree (Dougherty, 1992). 

Burton Clark (1960) asserts that the type of college a student attends plays a major 

societal role in sorting, selecting, and funneling students either toward additional 

education or entrance into the workforce. Clark's (1960) research indicates that 

community colleges are essentially an extension of academic "tracking," resulting in 
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U.S. Army 
Enlisted 
Personnel 
Civilian 
Population 

U.S. Army 
Officers 

Figure 1. Comparison of the percentage of each group that possesses a Bachelor's Degree 



working and lower class students being "cooled out'" of their aspirations for a bachelor's 

degree. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) characterize Clark's "cooling out" theory as a 

process "in which the curriculum, the socializing agents of the college (faculty, and 

student peers), and administrative procedures combine to lower students' educational and 

occupational goals." Dougherty (1987) asserts that there are established mechanisms 

through which community college attendance exerts a negative impact on educational 

attainment. 

Community colleges have historically been touted as "democracy's colleges" or 

"people's colleges" due to their traditionally open access admissions policies and 

enrollment of a disproportionate number of students from low-socioeconomic statuses, 

ethnic minority groups, and first generation students when compared to four-year 

colleges. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) state, "consistent with this view is the notion 

that public two-year community colleges are comparatively speaking, institutions of 

lower-social status groups in American society and that rather than fostering social 

mobility for these groups, such colleges tend to contribute to the reproduction of existing 

class differences." Veterans' socioeconomic status, military socialization and soldier 

peer groups, cultural capital, and prior educational experiences and preparation, in the 

context of their social class stature, may help to explain many veterans' college choices 

not to attend college or to enroll in community colleges despite extensive financial 

resources. Bourdieu (1990) highlights that when all else is held equal, individuals from 

working class backgrounds exhibit a higher probability to "eliminate themselves" from 

higher education by selecting non-attendance or if they do attend they have a higher 
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probability of attending "branches (establishments or sections) from which there is least 

chance of entering the next education level." 

Veterans' choices not to utilize their educational benefits or to attend community 

colleges also demonstrates that this population may be less influenced to gain access to 

four-year institutions through the availability of economic assistance through the 

Montgomery G.I. Bill and Army College Fund. The Montgomery G.I. Bill provides 

veterans with a $35,000 benefit allocated over three years. The Army College Fund is an 

additional educational benefit afforded to selected veterans during the recruitment 

process and provides an additional $15,000. Over 250,000 veterans separate from 

military service each year with educational benefits ranging from $35,000 to $50,000 for 

college attendance (Department of Veteran's Affairs, 2004). Although over 93 percent of 

U.S. Army veterans are afforded these benefits, only 55.6 percent utilize the benefit to 

enroll in even a single college course (Department of Veteran's Affairs, 2004). While 

data concerning veterans' institutional choices are not available, congressional testimony 

indicates that a majority of veterans attend community colleges and trade schools 

(Department of Veteran's Affairs, 2004). 

Despite the substantial number of veterans eligible for military educational benefits 

and the institutions vying for those resources, studies examining veterans' educational 

aspirations and enrollment choices are virtually nonexistent in the current higher 

education literature. An examination of military socialization and the influence of 

veteran educational benefits on students' price response to higher education tuition are 

also absent from the literature. The existing literature on the college choice process 
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neither addresses the pattern of veterans' choices to attend higher education institutions, 

nor their choices between two-year and four-year institutions. 

Statement of Purpose 

In an attempt to address the aforementioned void in the college choice literature 

regarding veterans, this study will examine the college choices of transitioning veterans 

in an attempt to ascertain the pattern of veterans' choices to attend an institution of higher 

education and their choices between two-year and four-year institutions. In addition, the 

study will utilize social reproduction and socialization frameworks and systemic variables 

including socioeconomic status, cultural capital, habitus, and background factors in an 

effort to explain veterans' college choice patterns. This study will examine veterans' 

choices regarding whether to utilize their G.I. Bill benefits and in which type of 

institution. 

Utilizing a social reproduction theoretical framework, this study will contribute to and 

expand the current literature written on the college choice process. This study aims to 

provide valuable information regarding the college choice process as it relates to 

nontraditional aged students and more specifically to transitioning veterans eligible for 

educational benefits. It is expected that the study will yield information that will be 

instrumental in crafting specific recommendations and implications for higher education 

policy, G.I. Bill benefits, veteran educational counseling and advising, admissions, and 

enrollment management. 
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This study will contribute to the field of higher education and student affairs by 

providing valuable information on the college choice process of a largely neglected 

student group, veterans exiting the military eligible for Montgomery G.I. Bill benefits. 

As an important segment of non-traditional aged students, veterans experience unique 

socialization influences and educational benefits. Research on the background factors 

that influence veterans' college choices will help inform higher education and 

Department of Defense policy decisions, outreach programs, and military educational 

counseling. It is expected that this study will expand the current college choice literature 

to reflect a population of students who are currently missing from the research. 

Research Questions 

A considerable number of veterans transition from the military each year, eligible 

for significant government funding in the form of military educational benefits, yet an 

examination of their college choices is absent from the current literature on institutional 

choice. In an attempt to gain insight regarding veterans' college choices, this study aims 

to answer the following four research questions: 

1. Do veterans intend to utilize their G.I. Bill benefits when they separate from the 

military and what factors influence their intentions? 

2. If veterans do intend to utilize educational benefits, what type of institution do 

they plan to attend? 

3. What are the major factors that influence veterans' choices to attend a particular 

type of institution? 



4. What types of messages do military officials, fellow soldiers, education officers, 

retention personnel, and VA representatives communicate about attending higher 

education and how do these messages influence veterans' college choices? 

Research Design 

This study utilizes a qualitative research design to examine social reproduction, 

veterans' educational aspirations, and factors influencing their college choice processes. 

The complexity of veterans" institutional choices, the influence of the social class 

structure, and the multiple variables working in combination mandate a careful 

development of a comprehensive research design. A qualitative research design was 

selected because the research questions posed in this study asked veterans to elaborate on 

their aspirations, perceptions, beliefs, messages they have received and their experiences 

concerning higher education. The utilization of a case study approach was also 

instrumental in researching this particular topic because of the complexity of factors that 

interact to influence veterans' college choices as well as the need for detailed narratives 

and descriptions. This approach enabled each individual veteran's rich personal account 

of his or her own background, military experiences, and future aspirations to be captured 

and compared with other members of their peer group. 

The research design is comprised of a scries of structured interviews and observations 

conducted with U.S. Army veterans, education personnel, Veteran's Administration 

representatives, and U.S. Army officials in an attempt to gain an understanding of 

veterans' college choices. The integration of these multiple viewpoints will attempt to 
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confirm, strengthen, and corroborate the study's findings. This study will utilize social 

reproduction theory, human capital, socialization, and working class youth literature as 

theoretical frameworks to examine veterans' college choices and conduct a comparison 

of the research findings with current literature on college choice. 

Research Strategy 

The research strategy utilized in this study focused on observing and interviewing 

veterans who were within six months of becoming eligible to utilize the educational 

benefits afforded under the Montgomery G.I. Bill and/or Army College Fund to conduct 

an in-deplh analysis of social reproduction, factors influencing veterans' belief structure, 

and their collegc choices. To study this process, I examined a population of veterans 

assigned to Fort Army who filed paperwork to separate or retire from the military within 

the following six months. I defined veterans as soldiers who had served on active duly 

military status for at least three years, earning full eligibility for educational benefits. I 

interviewed 30 enlisted veterans transitioning from active duty on one U.S. Army 

installation and 12 educational counselors, education officials, Veteran's Administration 

representatives, and Army officials. In addition, I observed 10 educational counseling 

sessions and multiple Veterans Administration and Retention briefings. The research 

strategy utilized in this study also mandated careful analysis of ethical considerations, 

data trustworthiness, and identification of sources of potential bias. 



24 

Assumptions 

A number of assumptions are inherent in the construction and implementation of the 

aforementioned research design. The study assumes that qualitative methodology 

comprised of interviews, observation, and document analysis can yield sufficient insight 

into the intricate areas of aspirations, values, and beliefs. In the development of the 

research design, I clearly assumed that the data would best evaluated through social 

reproduction, human capital, and socialization theoretical frameworks. 1 also made an 

assumption that the variables included in the study were the most influential in the 

veterans' college choice processes. An additional assumption was that the research 

methodology contributed to trustworthy data and that the interview participants provided 

honest and truthful information. Moreover, the study makes a critical assumption that the 

variables, patterns, and themes resulting from the interviews and observations can be 

generalized to other enlisted veterans transitioning from the military at other U.S. Army 

installations. 

Limitations 

In addition to the aforementioned assumptions in this research design, there are 

several limitations that are inherent in this research study. These limitations include the 

number of veterans who willingly consented to participate in the research study, clarity of 

the responses given by the research participants, the number of data collection locations, 

and the timetable for conducting the research study. First, this research study interviewed 

30 veterans and 12 Education Directorate. Veteran's Administration, and U.S. Army 
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officials and observed counseling and briefings at one U.S. Army installation. Although 

the interviewees are typical in terms of educational attainment, MOS, and demographic 

distribution to other veterans, I cannot guarantee that the answers expressed by the study 

participants are general izable to the entire veteran population. Veterans stationed at 

other installations or those who elected not to participate in the individual interviews may 

have provided different responses than the participants. Therefore, further research with 

greater sample sizes and multiple data collection sites would prove beneficial. In 

addition, the limited timeframe available for conducting the study may have influenced 

the number of veterans able to participate in the study. Future longitudinal studies that 

pose follow-up questions would be helpful because veterans' college choices are complex 

and develop over time. Although no one description of veterans or the college choice 

process is sufficient, there are several themes and patterns that emerge from the literature 

that can help explain the complexities involved in the development of aspirations and 

institutional choices. 

Definition of Terms 

College Choice. College choice involves a complex decision making process in 

which students navigate through a vast number of higher education institutions, 

influenced by a wide variety of social and economic variables. Gallotti and Mark (1994) 

assert that over two million students experience this complex decision making process 

each year, expending a large amount of time, money, and effort. Students" college 

choices are influenced by a wide variety of social and economic variables including 
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socioeconomic status, cultural capital, socialization, academic ability and performance, 

involvement, prior educational institution characteristics, family background factors, and 

institutional reputation and marketing efforts. Access to financial aid and institutional 

information, family and teacher expectations, and peer group choices also influence the 

college choice process. 

Social Reproduction. MacLeod (1995) describes social reproduction as a "tradition 

of sociological literature that strives to illuminate the specific mechanisms and processes 

that contribute to the intergenerational transmission of social inequality." Bourdieu 

(1990) defines social reproduction as a system of factors that act together influencing 

behavior and attitudes in a way that reproduces the current social class structure and 

existence of privileged status. This study utilizes the theory of social reproduction to 

examine the barriers that influence educational aspirations and educational achievement. 

Socialization. Socialization is defined as the formal and informal information, 

attitudes, support, expectations, and values that arc communicated to individuals and 

groups. Socialization is a process in which students acquire and internalize values and 

behavioral norms that impact aspirations and actions (Hosier et al, 1999). In this study, 

the term socialization is utilized to describe the formal and informal messages, attitudes, 

and values U.S. Army Officers and Enlisted personnel as well as educational 

representatives communicate to veterans. 



Habitus. Hossler, Schmit. and Vesper (1999) define habitus as "an internalized 

set of experiences, outlooks, and beliefs that individuals accumulate from their immediate 

environment." Organizational habitus is the concept that members of a group, 

organization, or social class hold a common core of perceptions and values that shape 

their aspirations and values. 

Cultural Capital. McDonough (1997) defines cultural capital as the information, 

experiences, and values that families transmit and communicate to their children, which 

provide a means to maintaining the current class system and sense of privilege. Hossler, 

Schmit, and Vesper (1999) state, "Preference for a college education and advanced 

degrees is one form of cultural capital that enables middle-class and upper middlc-class 

families to retain their economic status." Cultural capital transmitted by middle and 

upper class families most often resemble the information, analytical and linguistic 

patterns that are valued by institutions of higher education. 

Nontraditional students. Richardson and King (1998) describe nontraditional students 

as adults attending a variety of higher education institutions who are over the age of 

twenty-two and may be balancing competing responsibilities of employment and 

domestic obligations. The landscape of higher education and the concept of a traditional 

college-going population have changed witli the dramatic growth of nontraditional 

students. College students who are under twenty-two. who attend class on campus, and 

who attend full-time comprise only 20% of the current college student population 
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(Spitzer. 2000). In this research study, the participants were defined as nontraditional 

students because they have served in the U.S. Army for a minimum of three years to over 

twenty years, thus becoming eligible for the Montgomery G.I. Bill. Therefore, the 

majority of the study participants are clearly over the age of twenty-two and possess 

competing responsibilities, differing from traditional students ranging from eighteen to 

twenty-two years old. Since the design of this study includes veterans who have 

completed at least three years of active duty service, it is possible for veterans involved in 

the study to fall within the age range of traditional aged college students. However, only 

two of the thirty veterans involved in this study fell within the upper range of traditional 

age students. Therefore, the literature and previous research findings concerning 

nontraditional-aged students are clearly applicable to the vast majority of the research 

subjects involved in this study. 

Veterans. The term veteran describes an individual who has engaged in some 

form of continuous active duty military service for at least six months. In this study, the 

term veteran was applied to individuals who were serving on active duty status in the 

U.S. Army for at least three years and were transitioning out of the Army. 

Military Separation. The separation process and procedures for Army veterans 

leaving military service is standardized for soldiers leaving service at military 

installations worldwide. On each military installation, the Army personnel division 

issues a roster (SIDPERS) that identifies veterans who are within 365 days of completing 
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their service contract. This roster is issued primarily for personnel management issues at 

the military unit level. However, the list is also widely utilized by retention officials to 

contact veterans in an effort to encourage reenlistment and re-contracting into the 

military. Transition personnel also utilize the separation roster to identify veterans who 

are eligible for transitional services, if the veteran intends to leave the military. Once a 

veteran decides to leave the military and is within one year of their separation date, they 

are eligible for transitional services including career counseling. However, it is important 

to note that because of unit missions, military pressure to reenlist, and career indecision 

regarding military reenlistment, many veterans do not utilize these services until much 

later, when they are within three to six months of separation or in some cases even a 

matter of days before exiting the military. Moreover, veterans are not required to meet 

with an education services staff member about their education benefits until they are out-

processing, which occurs in the last two weeks of military service. 

Military Education Benefits, hi this study, military education benefits refers to 

two U.S. Army programs, the Montgomery G.I. Bill and the Army College Fund, that are 

available to veterans after they successfully complete their term of military service and 

transition off of active duty status. The Montgomery G.I. Bill provides a $35,000 benefit 

spread over three years with a monthly payout of 900.00 dollars. The Army College 

Fund is an additional educational benefit afforded to selected veterans during the 

recruitment process and provides an additional $15,000 paid in monthly installments. 

The combination of these benefits pays veterans $1389.00 per month for three years. 
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The aforementioned benefits are paid directly to the veteran and veterans have ten years 

to fully exhaust their educational benefits. An important component of this benefit is the 

ability for veterans to receive accelerated payments for programs with higher tuition. 

Organization of the Dissertation 

In this introductory chapter I discussed social reproduction and veterans' unique 

characteristics that influence their educational aspirations and college choices process. I 

also addressed several problem areas concerning veterans' college choices including the 

prevalence of working class backgrounds among the veteran population, stratification 

within the U.S. Army, implications of community college attendance, and the absence of 

the veteran population in the existing college choice literature. Following a discussion of 

the problem, I presented the purpose of the study and the four research questions 

designed to achieve insight into the college choice process. I then explained the research 

strategy and design of the study that will be addressed in greater detail in Chapter Three 

as well as the assumptions and limitations associated with the study. To clarify conccpts 

and terminology referred to in subsequent chapters, a definition of terms section was 

included. 

Chapter Two provides a literature review that addresses factors influencing the college 

choice process. The purpose of this literature review is to synthesize the existing 

information on college choice models, variables influencing the college choice process, 

characteristics of veterans as non-traditional students, and implications resulting from 

choices between attending community colleges rather than four-year institutions. The 



literature review begins with conceptual definitions and an overview of the established 

college choice models. The chapter then asserts that theoretical frameworks of social 

reproduction, human capital, and socialization can better explain the college choice 

process as it applies to veterans. Characteristics of non-traditional students and veterans 

as an important subgroup of non-traditional students are then examined. Next, because 

the current literature suggests that students' college choices are influenced by the social 

class structure through a combination of numerous complex variables, including 

socioeconomic status, cultural capital, habitus, socialization, academic ability and 

performance, and prior educational institution characteristics, a discussion of each of 

tliese variables is presented. Then, student price response theories will be considered. 

Next, implications and stratification resulting from community college versus four-year 

institution enrollment choices are studied. Finally, a discussion of the limitations of the 

current literature on veterans" college choices and the factors influencing their decisions 

is presented. 

The information presented in Chapter Three addresses practical considerations 

involved in designing and conducting a qualitative research study examining veterans' 

college choice processes. First, I discuss the important contribution qualitative research 

methods provide in studying the complexities of social class, social reproduction, 

educational aspirations, cultural capital, and socialization. The benefits and limitations of 

qualitative research measures are noted. Next, a rationale for utilizing a qualitative case 

study methodology is presented. Then, the chapter provides an in-depth explanation of 



the study's design, research strategy, and data collection procedures as well as their 

impact on data trustworthiness and ethical considerations. 

Chapter Four presents data gained from the individual interviews, observations, and 

document analysis. First, I discus whether veterans intend to utilize their G.I. Bill 

benefits when they separate from the military and what factors influence their intentions. 

Then, data is offered concerning the type of institution veterans plan to attend if they 

utilize their military educational benefits. Next, the chapter presents data on the major 

factors that influence veterans' choices to attend a particular type of institution. Finally, 

data is presented describing the types of messages military officials, fellow soldiers, 

education officers, retention personnel, and VA representatives communicate to veterans 

about attending higher education and how these messages influence veterans' college 

choices. 

Chapter Five focuses on analyzing the data on veterans' college choices presented in 

the previous chapter. In Chapter Five, I discuss and make conclusions regarding the data 

gained from each of the research questions, observations, and document analysis. I then 

consider the implications of the research study's results and provide recommendations for 

military education officials. Army policymakers, and Veteran's Administration 

representatives that will enhance veterans' college choices. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE SURVEY 

This chapter focuses on the construction of a literature review that addresses factors 

influencing the college choice process. The purpose of this literature review is to 

synthesize the existing information on college choice models, variables influencing the 

college choice process, characteristics of veterans as non-traditional students, and 

implications resulting from choices between attending community colleges rather than 

four-year institutions. The literature review begins with an examination of early theories 

of the college choice process that emerged in the higher education literature. The chapter 

then examines concepts of social reproduction models and their impact on theories of 

college choice. Next, the chapter analyzes models of college choice that combine 

traditional models of college choice with theories of social reproduction and 

socialization. I then discuss veterans as an important segment of nontraditional students. 

The chapter then asserts that the theoretical framework of social reproduction, concepts 

of human capital, combination models of institutional choice, and socialization can better 

explain the college choice process as it applies to veterans. Next, because students' 

college choices are influenced by the social class structure through a combination of 

numerous complex variables, including socioeconomic status, cultural capital, habitus, 

socialization, academic ability and performance, and prior educational institution 

characteristics, a discussion of each of these variables is presented. Student price 

response theories will then be considered. Next, implications and stratification resulting 
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from community college versus four-year institution enrollment choices are studied. 

Finally, a discussion of the limitations of the current literature on veterans' college 

choices and the factors influencing their decisions is presented. 

Traditional College Choice Theoretical Frameworks 

Higher education researchers do not agree on a conceptual model explaining how 

individuals make complex college decisions. A review of the literature identifies 

multiple models that attempt to explain the complex decision-making process students 

experience as they engage in the college choice process. Early prominent models of 

college choice focused on traditional students and relied on theories of economic price 

response, status attainment, information processing. 

Economic Model of College Choice 

Economic models of the college choice focus on student and family price responses to 

the tuition and related enrollment costs of attending various institutions. Kotler and Fox 

(1985) describe their economic model of college choice as a process of examining a 

series of potential costs and risks. Economic models rely on students and their families 

possessing the required information, cultural capital, and ability to calculate and weigh 

potential advantages and disadvantages of each institutional option as well as a myriad of 

financial aid and college financing options. Proponents of economic models view 

students as rational consumers with accurate information engaged in a process of 

weighing the costs and benefits for all possible enrollment choices. However, Hossler et 



al (1999) and Heam and Longanccker (1985) assert that often students and their parents 

neither possess perfect information about colleges and financial aid, nor do they make 

rational decisions regarding the college choice process. 

Status Attainment Model of College Choice 

Status attainment models focus on the expectations regarding college choices 

communicated to students from parents and family members, educators, peers, and 

society. Hossler et al (1999) describe status attainment models as follows, 

Socialization processes, family condition, interactions with 
peers, and school environments help shape students' 
college choices. These models assume that behavioral 
variables, such as students' academic performance or how 
their families spend their leisure time, interact with 
background variables, like the occupational status of 
parents, to determine educational aspirations. 

Socioeconomic status and academic achievement are major determinants of how students 

are socialized to view their college choice processes. Students internalize expressed 

expectations and experiences, impacting the type and range of institutions considered 

(McDonough, 1997). 

Information Processing Model of College Choice 

The information processing model concentrates on students' proficiency in gathering 

and processing information and facts regarding institutional choices, financial aid 

options, and labor market information. This model focuses on the process of using 

information to reduce uncertainty regarding college attendance as well as choices 

between various institutions. The information processed in this model is impacted by 



many factors, including socioeconomic status, socialization, cultural capital, and 

expectations. Hossler et al (1999) assert that gathering information, processing the 

information, and deciding on the appropriate course of action is a cyclical process. 

Information processing models can help researchers understand how students accept or 

reject an institution and then evaluate another institution in the college choice process. 

However, the information-processing model does not explain how social and economic 

factors combine to exert an influence on educational choices. 

Social Reproduction Theory 

Much has been written in the literature about the mechanism through which 

schools and societal structures work to reproduce the class structure (Bourdieu, 1990; 

Willis, 1977; MacLeod, 1995). Bourdieu (1990) forwards the idea that one can only 

develop an explanatory theory of academic selection and probability of educational 

enrollment, "by constructing the system of relations between the educational system and 

the structure of the relations between the social classes." Bowles and Gintis (2001) assert 

schools and the powerful social class structure utilize a sense of authority to socialize 

individuals to adopt specific behaviors, values, and beliefs that replicate the class 

structure. Bowles and Gintis (2001) state, 

Schools prepare people for adult work rules, by socializing 
people to function well, and without complaint, in the 
hierarchical structure of the modem corporation. Schools 
accomplish this by what we called the correspondence 
principle, namely, by structuring social interactions and 
individual rewards to replicate the environment of the 
workplace. 
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Working class students face stratification socially, institutionally, and in degree 

attainment, encountering comprehensive and entrenched elitist systems as they pursue 

higher education (Richardson and King, 1998). Willis (1977) states. 

The whole nature of Western capitalism is also such that 
classes are structured and persistent so that even relatively 
high rates of individual mobility make no difference to the 
existence or position of the working class. No conceivable 
number of certificates amongst the working class will make 
for a classless society. 

MacLeod's (1995) study of working class youth who ascribed to the notion of 

advancement through education highlighted the immense cultural and structural barriers 

to success. Bowles and Gintis (2001) highlight that the reproduction of class privilege 

only partially results from unequal educational preparation and opportunities, but that it is 

also through socialization of expectations. In a discussion regarding human capital and 

the transmission of privilege from one generation to the next, Bowles and Gintis (2001) 

describe the different social status probabilities attributed to individuals originating from 

different social classes. 

It is necessary to take into account the ensemble of the 
social characteristics which define the initial situation of 
children from the different classes, in order to understand 
the different probabilities which the various educational 
destinies have for them, and the significance for individuals 
in a given category of finding themselves in a situation of 
greater or lesser probability for their category. 

Educational resistance and socialization not to attend college has been documented 

among groups of working class youth and it is clear that peer groups can exert both 



positive and negative pressure regarding future educational endeavors (Willis, 1977; 

McDonough, 1997; MacLeod. 1995). Working class youtli have been described as 

removing themselves from competing for admittance into competitive or elite colleges as 

well as for middle class employment through a combination of socialization, educational 

resistance, and nonparticipation. Bourdieu (1990) highlights that when all else is held 

equal, individuals from working class backgrounds exhibit a higher probability to 

"eliminate themselves" from higher education by selecting non-attendance or if they do 

attend they have a higher probability of attending "branches (establishments or sections) 

from which there is least chance of entering the next education level." Bourdieu (1990) 

asserts, " access to secondary education was extended to new fractions of the working 

classes only at the cost of relegation into establishments or sections objectively situated at 

the bottom of the academic hierarchy." Moreover, Bourdieu (1990) forwards that it is 

essential to examine students in terms of their aspirations, motivations, and previous 

educational experiences grounded in terms of their social condition and states 

"individuals hoped for nothing they have not obtained and obtained nothing they did not 

hope for." 

Willis (1977) and MacLeod (1995) highlight that the dismissal of the importance of 

school by working class youth is accompanied by an almost universal belief among the 

group that the members on the shop floor are more knowledgeable and that real world 

skills are more important than school or theoretical knowledge. Willis (1977) slates 

working class youth believe. 



Practical ability always comes first and is a condition of 
other kinds of knowledge. Whereas in the middle class 
culture knowledge and qualifications are seen as a way of 
shifting upwards the whole mode of practical alternatives 
open to an individual. 

Bourdieu (1990) highlights that a system of factors effect individuals perceptions as 

influenced by their position in the social strata. Moreover, structural influences from 

"total institutions," like the military, can exert a powerful indoctrinating effect through 

military drills and utilizing barracks as living quarters, exerting an extensive impact on 

aspirations through the development and communication of an entrenched organizational 

habitus. 

Willis (1977) also points out that the educational resistance movement and a counter-

school culture also share tremendous similarities with the working class occupations its 

members usually assume. Working class youth often take manual labor or occupations 

that require harsh working conditions and a great deal of management direction. Willis 

(1977) highlights that these harsh conditions and strict supervision often cause the 

members to develop their own work environment culture, to ascribe a sense of meaning 

to their work, and find enjoyment in their work activities even while they are working in 

an environment completely controlled by management. 

Social Reproduction and the College Choice Process 

The college choice process is socially constructed and heavily influenced by the social 

class structure. It is a process that shapes individuals' educational and occupational 

mobility, resulting in a reproduction of the existing societal class structure. The process 
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of college choice is complex, requiring individuals to utilize resources, cultural capital, 

and habitus to navigate through a myriad of institutional choices. Clearly, individuals 

from different class backgrounds experience very unequal college choices based upon 

their resources and the type of cultural capital and habitus to which they have been 

exposed. Moreover, individuals have a sense of entitlement regarding types of colleges 

based upon the class structure or habitus of their family (McDonough, 1997). 

McDonough (1997) asserts, "differential resources contribute to the persistence and 

reproduction of a social-class-based stratified system of postsecondary opportunity." 

Students' college choices are influenced by a wide variety of variables related to their 

social class positioning including socioeconomic status, cultural capital, socialization, 

academic ability and performance, involvement, prior educational institution 

characteristics, family background factors, and institutional reputation and marketing 

efforts. The complexity of the college choice process is even more pronounced when 

examined in the context of nontraditional students. 

Veterans and Social Reproduction 

Veterans" college choices are best examined through a framework of social 

reproduction theory and combined college choice models because the aforementioned 

theories of institutional selection fail to explain veterans" choices to either forgo college 

attendance or select community college attendance in disproportionate numbers, despite 

substantial military financial resources. Social reproduction theory provides an 

explanatory framework to describe the entrenched mechanisms that guide veterans' 



choices. Veterans are primarily from lower socioeconomic statuses, participate in 

military and working class socialization, are impacted by organizational habitus, and are 

influenced by the design of military educational benefits. Therefore, entrenched societal 

barriers and working class socialization factors may better explain why many veterans 

"opt out" or under utilize the educational benefits they have earned. 

The vast majority of veterans separating from the military can also be described as 

nontraditional aged students who are over the age of twenty-two and possess competing 

responsibilities, differing from traditional students ranging from eighteen to twenty-two 

years old. Richardson and King (1998) describe nontraditional students as adults 

attending a variety of higher education institutions who are over the age of twenty-two 

and may be balancing competing responsibilities of employment and domestic 

obligations. College students who are under twenty-two, who attend class on campus, 

and who attend full-time comprise only 20% of the current college student population 

(Spitzer, 2000). It is essential to disaggregate this immense student group because the 

members are extremely diverse. Non-traditional aged students are even more diverse 

than traditional age students in their educational motivations and expectations, student 

services needs, and experiences in higher education (Richardson and King, 1998). 

Veterans completing their service agreements within the U.S. Army and contemplating 

attending an institution of higher education clearly fit within the classification of 

nontraditional students. 

Stratification among nontraditional students is especially apparent institutionally and 

in degree attainment. Adult students are less likely to attend prestigious or expensive 



colleges or universities due to financial, domestic, and work commitments (Richardson 

and King, 1998 ). Moreover, a substantial number of non-traditional students attend 

community colleges (Richardson and King, 1998). Non-traditional students are less 

likely to graduate and earn a degree than traditional aged students (Tiemey, 1992). This 

can largely be explained by the attendance trends of adult students. Non-traditional 

students often enroll part-time, work, and have family commitments that can interfere 

with completion. Additionally, students who attend part-time are less likely to graduate 

(Tiemey, 1992). Furthermore, the greater the amount of time that elapses between 

attending college, the chances of degree completion decrease (Dougherty. 1992). 

The term cultural capital describes the information, analytical and linguistic patterns 

that are valued by institutions of higher education. Some non-traditional students may 

not possess the necessary cultural capital valued in higher education institutions. Non-

traditional aged students often lack the necessary information to successfully navigate 

through the college system and may be hesitant to ask for assistance (Richardson and 

King, 1998). Richardson and King (1998) assert that many non-traditional students 

believe adults should already know about career and academic advising issues. Adult 

students may have extensive experiences to draw upon but may lack the practice in 

abstract thinking and imalytical skills valued in institutions of higlier learning 

(Richardson and King, 1998). 



43 

Combined Models of College Choice 

Combined models of the college choice process recognize that social reproduction and 

cultural capital are integral components of college choice and that all of the 

aforementioned models, including economic, status attainment, and information 

processing provide important components, which can enhance an understanding of the 

college choice process. There are four major combined college choice models that 

emerge from the literature including Jackson (1982), Chapman (1981), Hanson and Litten 

(1982), and Hossler and Gallagher (1987). Hossler and Gallagher's Model of College 

Choice appears to be the most comprehensive of the combined models, integrating all of 

the variables included in the aforementioned combined models with economic, status 

attainment, and information processing models. 

Hossler and Gallagher's Model of College Choice is a sociological model that 

integrates numerous variables and potential influences into a framework for gaining 

insight into students' college choices (Bateman and Spruill, 1996; Hossler et. al, 1999; 

Hossler and Maple, 1993; Martin and Dixon, 1991). The Hossler and Gallagher model 

asserts that it is essential to examine socioeconomic, family background, school 

characteristics, social, and cultural factors influencing the college choice process (Hossler 

el al, 1999). The model frames the college choice process as three stages including 

student predisposition to attend a higher education institution, the college search process, 

and the student's final college choice. Hossler and Gallagher's combined model is more 

comprehensive than other models of college choice including economic, status 

attainment, and information processing because it incorporates a multifaceted view and 



numerous variables that influence student college choices. The model focuses on 

characteristics that influence students' predisposition for college attendance, emphasizing 

socioeconomic and socialization factors that exert a cumulative effect on the entire 

college choice process. 

Hossler and Gallagher's college choice framework focuses on students' 

predispositions and their desire to attend an institution of higher education (Hossler and 

Gallagher, 1987). A review of the current literature on college choice reveals many 

factors that influence the students' decision-making processes and predispositions, 

including socioeconomic status and family background characteristics, students' cultural 

capital and habitus, socialization, secondary school characteristics, ability, and academic 

performance (Hossler and Stage, 1992). Hossler and Gallagher (1987) assert that the 

aforementioned factors influencing student predispositions impacts the entire search 

process because it determines students' worldviews, perceptions, and the early choices 

they make regarding college attendance, institutional searches, course selection and 

academic preparation. Furthermore, Bateman and Spruill (1996) highlight that gaining 

insight and understanding the factors influencing students' predisposition to attend 

college is critical because the choices selected early in the process are likely to influence 

subsequent stages. However, this combined model of collcge choice still views 

influential factors as singular variables and must rely heavily on social reproduction 

theory in order to be applicable to veterans due to the complex nature of influences they 

experience including membership in an entrenched class structure, intense socialization 

factors, and overarching bureaucratic educational policies. 
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Connection Between College Choice Variables and Social Class Stracture 

The following section highlights the considerable number of variables commonly 

discussed in the existing combination models in the college choice literature. However, it 

is essential to rely on social reproduction theory and to view these variables as dynamic 

parts of a systemic process of aspiration development and institutional choice, influenced 

by the social class structure. Bourdieu (1990) asserts that "only by constnicting the 

system of relations between the educational system and the structure of the relations 

between the social classes can one genuinely escape these reifying abstractions and 

produce relational concepts, such as probability of enrollment, disposition towards 

school, distance from academic culture, or degree of selection, which integrate into the 

unity of an explanatory theory properties linked to class membership." Clearly, the most 

prominent variables evoked in the college choice literature include socioeconomic status, 

academic performance, cultural capital, habitus, financial resources, and educational 

preparation all are closely linked to class membership. 

Socioeconomic Status 

Socioeconomic status is clearly an integral component of the social class structure. 

Moreover, students' socioeconomic status, including parental education, income, 

professional experiences, and family background characteristics exeit a powerful 

influence on individuals' college choices. It is essential to note that parental income 
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levels alone are not a major determinant of students' college attendance aspirations 

(Hossler et. al, 1999). In fact, parental education and professional experiences exert more 

of an influence on students' decisions. Parents who are college graduates are more likely 

to identify and communicate the benefits of postsecondary education and encourage their 

children to enroll. As parental education levels and professional experiences increase, 

students' aspirations to attend a higher education institution increase (Hossler et. al, 1999; 

Cabrera and La Nasa, 2000; Choy et al. 2000; Manski and Wise, 1983). In fact, Cabrera 

and La Nasa (2000) assert that the number of students from lower socioeconomic statuses 

aspiring to enroll in a higher education institution lags behind students from higher 

socioeconomic strata. In addition, students whose parents possess higher educational 

attainment levels demonstrate higher levels of actualization of their college aspirations 

(Hossler et al, 1999). 

Socioeconomic status exerts a strong impact and a stratifying effect on the choice to 

attend a higher education institution and the type of institution selected (Hossler et al, 

1999; Chapman. 1981). Chapman (1981) states that students from different 

socioeconomic status (SES) levels "enter higher education at different rates, they also 

distribute themselves differently across types of colleges." Students from higher SES 

levels tend to enroll in four-year institutions at higher rates (Chapman. 1981). Students 

from the lowest SES groups apply to college at a rate that is much lower than their higher 

SES peers. Furthermore, Cabrera and La Nasa (2000) state. 

Controlling for relevant encouragement, qualifications, and 
other college-choice factors reduced the gap in college 
applications rates between the lowest SES and upper SES 



students from 55 percent to 26.4 percent. Differences in 
college application rates between the poorest and highest 
SES students are vast. Whereas 21.3 percent of the 
socioeconomically disadvantaged high school students 
applied to college, 76 percent of upper SES high school 
students submitted college applications to four-year 
institutions. 

Clearly, socioeconomic status applies a stratifying effect to the college choice process. 

Furthermore, socioeconomic status impacts students' preparation for college admission 

requirements, which directly impacts the range of students' college choices. Students 

from lower SES levels secure college qualifications at a lower rate than students from 

higher SES levels (Cabrera and La Nasa. 2000). Cabrera and La Nasa (2000) assert that 

students in the lowest SES group were fifty-one percent less likely to earn the minimum 

college requirements than students from upper SES groups. 

Students' college searches are dramatically influenced by predisposition factors 

including socioeconomic status, socialization, cultural capital, academic ability and 

performance, school factors, and family background (Bateman and Spruill, 1996). 

Students who are from lower socioeconomic statuses, who perceive college costs as 

restrictive, or who do not understand the financial aid opportunities may limit their 

college search process to institutions of low cost or those close in proximity to home. 

Moreover. Hossler et al (1999) state, "The lists of schools students generate will be 

tempered by students' social conditions." Students and their families must utilize critical 

thinking and research skills to gather, synthesize, analyze, and compare different 

institutions. 
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Predisposition factors, including socioeconomic status, also exert a major impact on 

students engaged in the process of narrowing search criteria, analyzing gathered college 

information, and choosing institutions that most match their perceived needs. 

McDonough (1997) asserts that college choice and enrollment decisions are largely due 

to self-selection, impacted by socioeconomic statuses. Furthermore, Hossler (1999) 

states, "As the academic perfonnance of students and the socioeconomic status of their 

families increase, the number of colleges considered also increases'' and "social status 

and social cultural capital determine the colleges students choose." Therefore, it is 

important to view the college choice stage as an extension of both student predisposition 

and college search stages, influenced by socioeconomic status. 

Cultural Capital and Habitus 

Students' cultural capital and habitus are determined by their families' position in the 

societal class structure and exert a major influence upon educational aspirations and 

college choices. Parents, siblings, peers, teachers, school officials, and mentors who have 

attended college are more likely to value higher education and communicate the 

importance of college enrollment to students. The transmission of educational beliefs 

and values as well as the internalization of those beliefs and values is central to a 

student's habitus. Furthermore, Dumais (2002) describes students' college decisions as 

dependent on their families' position within the class system and expectations for college 

choices. 

McDonough (1997) describes habitus as a profoundly internalized enduring system of 

beliefs, perceptions, and experiences about the society an individual gains from their 
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environment. McDonough (1997) also asserts that "habitus is a common set of subjective 

perceptions held by all members of the same group or class that shapes an individual's 

expectations, attitudes, and aspirations. Those aspirations are both subjective 

assessments of the chances for mobility and objective probabilities. They are not rational 

analyses, but rather are the ways that children from different classes make sensible or 

reasonable choices for their own aspirations." Individuals make decisions as a result of 

socialization and cultural capital gained from observing their surroundings. Individuals 

make decisions by examining their environment and assessing what those who surround 

them consider appropriate (McDonough, 1997). 

Students' cultural capital also exerts stratification in the college choice process, as 

individuals and families with knowledge and financial resources valued by institutions of 

higher education can access beneficial services and information. Increasingly, parents 

from higher socioeconomic statuses are hiring private college admissions counselors to 

raise students" level of cultural capital regarding the college choice process (McDonough, 

1994). In addition, parents who have graduated from college communicate knowledge 

of the process and possess more information regarding the necessary preparation and how 

to navigate through the college choice, admission, enrollment, and financial aid 

processes. Heam (1984) asserts that a Matthew effect exists, perpetuating advantages to 

those students who are already economically and socially advantaged. 

Socialization 

Socialization also exerts a major impact on educational aspirations and the college 

choice process. Educational resistance and socialization not to attend college has been 
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documented among groups of working class youth (MacLeod, 1995). In addition, 

parental expectations and encouragement exert one of the strongest influences on the 

college choice process (Hossler et al, 1999; Hossler and Stage, 1992). Students, who 

receive strong parental encouragement to attend college, attend at higher rates (Hossler et 

al, 1999). Moreover, students who receive stronger encouragement also attend four-year 

institutions in greater numbers (Hossler et al, 1999). Furthermore, Hossler (1999) states, 

The impact of parental encouragement can also be seen in 
the type of institution each group attended: nearly 64 
percent of the students receiving strong encouragement 
attended a four year institution, whereas a little over 39 
percent of those merely encouraged went to a four year 
institution. 

The aforementioned research highlights the importance of socialization in the college 

choice process. 

Information gained from peers, teachers, school personnel, counselors, institutional 

marketing, and college personnel is also influential (Hossler et al, 1999). A student's peer 

group influences the educational aspirations and expectations of students. Martin and 

Dixon (1991) and Canalc and Dunlap (1996) highlight the existence of social approval 

desires that influence students to choose high status institutions. Furthermore, Choy et al 

(2000) assert that students who have friends with salient college aspirations are more 

likely to attend college themselves. Peer groups can exert both positive and negative 

pressure regarding future educational endeavors (MacLeod, 1995). In addition, school 

counselors, college representatives, and institutional publications can provide students 

with information thai increases their perception of educational opportunities. 
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Most literature on the college choice process limits the discussion of socialization to 

three primary sources: including family members, peers, and school systems. Clearly, 

socialization concerning the college choice process is much more complex in the case of 

veterans. Information gained from peers is not simplistic in the context of military life. 

The rank, bureaucratic, and organizational structure of the military legitimizes messages 

transmitted concerning the importance or unimportance of higher education or types of 

educational institutions. 

Educational Background 

The structure and opportunities afforded by secondary schools themselves is heavily 

related to the societal class structure and can also impact the college choice process. 

Stratification between schools in affluent districts and disadvantaged schools often 

espouse vastly different college attendance expectations and afford their students with 

differential resources to learn about the college admissions and choice process. The level 

of college choice guidance and counseling services also varies by secondary schools. 

Affluent schools are more likely to staff more counselors to guide students through the 

college application process (McDonough, 1997). Funhermore, more affluent schools 

tend to encourage students to enroll in college preparatory courses at greater rates, 

increasing students' access, preparation, and college choices. However, many schools 

often further stratify students through tracking academic programs, which limits their 

preparation for college admissions requireinents and restricts their college choices 

(Rosenbaum, 1980; Anyon. 1980; and MacLeod, 1995). 
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Academic Performance 

Academic performance is another important predisposition factor related to social 

class that influences the college choice process. Students who demonstrate higher 

academic abilities and performance arc more likely to attend collcge and enroll in four-

year institutions as well as receive encouragement from parents and counselors (Hossler 

et al, 1999). Students who perfonn well in previous educational settings are more likely 

to espouse higher academic expectations. Hossler et al (1999) state. 

As the grade point average of students increased, the 
likelihood that they planned to go to college after high 
school increased. Indeed, next to parental encouragement, 
student achievement was the best predictor of 
postsecondary aspirations. Students who earn better grades 
receive more encouragement from parents and also from 
teachers, peers, and other family members to continue their 
education. 

This positive reinforcement appears to exert a dramatic impact on students' college 

choices. 

Student Price Response 

Students and families display very different responses to higher education pricing 

strategies. Social class and cultural capital influence students' cost consciousness and the 

perception of financial costs included in the enrollment decision. Students with limited 

financial resources are much more sensitive to tuition costs than students from higher 

socioeconomic statuses (Heller. 1997). Hearn and Longanecker (1985) highlight that 

poor students are almost twice as responsive to tuition increases as their middle-income 



peers. Clearly, portions of students sclect colleges on the basis of high financial aid or 

low tuition costs. 

Students from lower socioeconomic strata are less likely to understand how to 

calculate expected costs and navigate through financial aid programs (Heller, 1997). For 

example, many students from lower socioeconomic statuses simply see the college's 

sticker price and do not understand that people actually pay very different amounts to 

attend the same institution. In contrast, students from higher income levels are not 

shocked by the college's slicker price because they realize that the amount is often 

negotiable through many funding resources. Potential students from lower income 

groups may not have the necessary cultural capital to understand total college costs, 

available grants and loans, and how to file for financial aid. Paulson and St. John (2002) 

state, 

Cultural capital represents forms of symbolic wealth that 
are transmitted from upper and middleclass parents to their 
children to sustain class status from one generation to the 
next. A student's habitus provides a powerful filter that 
implicitly determines what a students "sees", how the 
student interprets and values what she sees, and what action 
she will take as a result. 

Clearly, students make enrollment choices that are based on context, their life 

experiences, and their exposure to the college admissions and financial aid processes. 

Issues of financial resources and cultural capital can help researchers understand why 

recent changes in state and federal student aid policy and resource allocations have been 

especially challenging for low socioeconomic status students as compared to students 

from families with more affluent backgrounds. High tuition, high aid policies also affect 
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the social and ethnic diversity on campuses. High tuition policies pose more difficulty 

for African American and Hispanic students than Caucasian students (Heller, 1997). The 

responsiveness of low-income and minority college students to high tuition and tuition 

increases is alarmingly high and every one thousand dollar increment rise in tuition 

decreases students' probability of enrolling by sixteen to eighteen percent (Paulson & St. 

John, 2002). Furthermore, low-income and minority students are more responsive to 

grants rather than loans (Heller, 1997). Therefore, policies focusing on high-tuition, high 

aid is clearly problematic for low-income students. Current higher education pricing and 

veterans' cultural capital, shaped by their social class membership may help explain 

veterans' price responses in the institutional choice process. 

College Choice and Educational Attainment 

The college choice process is important because institutional selection directly 

impacts educational altainment. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) assert that "where one 

begins his or her poslsecondary education has a statistically significant influence on 

educational aspirations, persistence, and eventual level of educational attainment." Initial 

enrollment in a community college rather than a four-year institution dramatically 

decreases the likelihood of attaining a baccalaureate degree (Pascarella and Terenzini. 

1991). There is a substantial baccalaureate gap in American higher education. The 

baccalaureate gap indicates that when comparable community college students and four-

year college students who desire a bachelor's degree are examined, community college 



students are between 11 to 19% less likely to earn a baccalaureate degree (Dougherty, 

1992). 

Burton Clark (1960) asserts that the type of college a student attends plays a major 

societal role in sorting, selecting, and funneling students either toward additional 

education or entrance into the workforce. Clark's (1960) research indicates that 

community colleges are essentially an extension of academic "tracking," resulting in 

working and lower class students being "cooled out" of their aspirations for a bachelor's 

degree. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) characterize Clark's "cooling out" theory as a 

process "in which the curriculum, the socializing agents of the college (faculty, and 

student peers), and administrative procedures combine to lower students' educational and 

occupational goals." Students enrolled in community colleges may also experience 

negative socialization influences that impact their aspirations and academic performance 

(Valadez, 1996; London, 1992; Grubb, 1991). 

Community colleges have historically enrolled a disproportionate number of students 

from low-socioeconomic statuses, ethnic minority groups, and first generation students 

when compared to four-year colleges. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) state, "consistent 

with this view is the notion that public two-year community colleges are comparatively 

speaking, institutions of lower-social status groups in American society and that rather 

than fostering social mobility for this groups, such colleges tend to contribute to the 

reproduction of existing class differences." Bourdieu (1990) highlights that when all else 

is held equal, individuals from working class backgrounds exhibit a higher probability to 

"eliminate themselves" from higher education by selecting non-attendance or if they do 



attend they have a higher probability of attending "branches (establishments or sections) 

from which there is least chance of entering the next education level." 

Literature Limitations 

Despite the aforementioned complexity and the substantial veteran college-going 

population, the current literature on college choice largely ignores veterans and the 

influence of veteran educational benefits and military socialization. The existing 

literature on the college choice process neither addresses the pattern of veterans' choices 

to attend higher education institutions, nor their choices between two-year and four-year 

institutions. The current literature also does not measure social variables influenced by 

the societal class structure including socioeconomic status, cultural capital, habitus, 

socialization, military education benefits, and background factors in an effort to explain 

veterans' college choice pattern. 

The substantial number of research studies and models of the college choice process 

primarily focus on high school students (Gallotti & Mark, 1999; McDonough, 1997; 

Martin & Dixon. 1991; Kelpe-Kem, 2000). A limited number of research studies have 

tailored assessment scales, designed initially for use with high school students; to 

examine current college students and even less have studied non-traditional age students 

(Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper. 1999). Therefore, the current literature does not adequately 

address specific differences that adult students and veterans in particular may experience 

in the college choice process. 



The current literature on the veteran population focuses on motivation to participate in 

college courses offered through Army Education Centers and the effect of these programs 

on military retention (Brauchle, 1997; Murphy, 1997; Meinhardt, 1979; and Brown, 

1993) and increased access to postsecondary education as a whole (Bennett, 1996; 

Joanning, 1975) rather than the college choice process while exiting the military, choice 

between two and four-year institutions, and utilization of the G.I. Bill and Army College 

Fund. In addition, most literature on the G.I. Bill was written concerning Vietnam era 

veterans. Clearly, future research is needed and must include a focus on veterans' 

institutional choices as influenced by the Montgomery G.I Bill, Army College Fund, 

socioeconomic status, socialization, cultural capital, and habitus. 



58 

CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

This chapter illustrates the techniques, methodology and research design utilized to 

examine the research questions about social reproduction, socialization, and social and 

economic variables effecting veterans' college choices. First, the chapter discusses and 

outlines the research design selection, overall strategy, and methodology. Next, I will 

present a discussion about research methodology and procedures, reliability and validity, 

information trustworthiness, analysis, and ethical concerns inherent in the research 

design. Then, the chapter will include a description of the research environment and the 

veterans who participated in the study. The structure and content of the research ' 

questions posed to each of the study participants will then be examined. Finally, I will 

summarize how the research methodology and strategy addresses important issues that 

have not been examined in previous research on the college choice process and veterans' 

educational aspirations. 

Research Design 

This section addresses the rationale behind selection of the research design and 

development of the overall research strategy to study social reproduction, veterans' 

educational aspirations and factors influencing their college choice processes. The 

purpose of this section is to explain how the selected research questions are best 

addressed by the employed research procedures and methodology. 
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A Qualitative Research Design 

A wide variety of research methods have been utilized to examine the college choice 

process, yielding diverse theoretical conceptions and conclusions about which variables 

influence college students' perceptions and decisions regarding higher education 

(McDonough, 1997; Hossler et al, 1999). Clearly, the complexity of the college choice 

process, the influence of the existing class system, and the multiple variables working in 

combination mandate a careful development of a research strategy. Veterans possess 

special characteristics and encounter different governmental structures and cultures, 

including military socialization, the structure of federal aid programs designed 

specifically for the military. Army education policy, and largely working class 

background factors that must be carefully considered in the design process. The 

numerous variables associated with veterans' college choices require a focused 

examination. For that reason, this study focuses on Enlisted Army veterans' educational 

aspirations, perceptions of higher education, and decisions regarding the college choice 

process as they approach eligibility for educational benefits. 

A qualitative research design was selected because the research questions posed in this 

study asked veterans to elaborate on their aspirations, perceptions, beliefs, messages they 

have received and their experiences concerning higher education. Strauss and Corbin 

(1998) assert that qualitative research methodology is particularly powerful when a 

researcher is attempting to ascertain and describe the nature or meanings that individuals 

associate with their experiences. This research approach enabled each individual 



veteran's rich personal account of his or her own background, military experiences, and 

future aspirations to be captured and compared with other transitioning veterans. 

Utilization of a qualitative case study approach enabled the following research questions 

to be examined in this study; 

1. Do veterans intend to utilize their G.I. Bill benefits when they separate from the 

military and what factors influence their intentions? 

2. If veterans do intend to utilize educational benefits, what type of institution do they 

plan to attend? 

3. What are the major factors that influence veterans' choices to attend a particular type 

of institution? 

4. What types of messages do military officials, fellow soldiers, education officers; 

retention personnel, and VA representatives communicate about attending higher 

education and how do these messages influence veterans' college choices? 

A qualitative design was selected to achieve richer descriptive information depicting the 

process through which variables act together and are influenced by the societal class 

structure. 

Creswell (2003) states, "Qualitative research uses multiple methods that are 

interactive and humanistic. The methods of data collection are growing and they 

increasingly involve active participation by participants and sensitively to the participants 

in the study. Qualitative researchers look for involvement of their participants in data 

collection and seek to build rapport and creditability with the individuals in the study." A 



methodology that enables active participation of the research subjects was essential in 

this study. A major goal of this study was to investigate the effects of military 

socialization and veterans are active participants in their own socialization process as 

well as the socialization of others. Strauss and Corbin (1998) describe qualitative 

research methods as essential in obtaining "intricate details about phenomena such as 

feelings, thought processes, and emotions that are difficult to extract or learn about 

through more conventional research methods.'" Clearly, gaining a clear picture of these 

intricate details is critical to achieving a belter understanding the college choice process 

as it evolves within the veteran population. 

Creswell (2003) notes that the intent of qualitative research is to "obtain a holistic 

picture of the subject of study with emphasis on portraying the everyday experiences of 

individuals by observing and interviewing them and relevant others." Qualitative 

research seeks to understand particular social phenomena and interactions through an 

investigative process where a researcher analyzes a situation by contrasting, comparing, 

and classifying a subject utilizing a variety of methods (Creswell, 2003). Consequently, 

the research design and strategy utilized in this study employed several methods of 

qualitative data collection to explain how veterans' beliefs, attitudes, backgrounds, and 

aspirations interact with the societal class structure. Army culture, policies, and 

educational benefit configurations. Qualitative data concerning the aforementioned areas 

provides helpful information on the mechanism through which social reproduction takes 

place and the wide variety of factors that help shape veterans' college choices. 
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The utilization of a case study approach was also instrumental in researching this 

particular topic because of the complexity of factors that interact to influence veterans' 

college choices as well as the need for detailed narratives and descriptions. In the 

following section devoted to the research strategy utilized, I elaborate on the variables 

that influenced the selection of veterans who were invited to participate in the research 

study. My goal was to develop an understanding of the factors that influence veterans' 

beliefs and choices regarding higher education, which result in a different decision 

making process than is discussed in most of the college choice literature. A qualitative 

case study methodology was selected to research this social phenomenon because of the 

complexity in studying social class influences, culture, socialization, and investigating 

past and present higher education experiences as well as future aspirations. 

Creswell (2003) asserts that one of the benefits of qualitative research is that it occurs 

in participants' natural environments. Furthermore, Creswell (2003) states, "This enables 

the researcher to develop a level of detail about the individual or place and to be highly 

involved in actual experiences of the participants." Additional strengths of qualitative 

research observations include the ability to document information as it is discovered. 

Furthermore, unexpected findings can be readily identified during the observation 

process, and observation may yield information participants may not be willing to discuss 

during individual interviews. Moreover, the ability to conduct individual interviews 

allows the researcher to guide the questions and enables participants to provide additional 

important information as well as historical data that can enhance the researcher's insight. 

However, qualitative research also has several inherent weaknesses, including the 
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possibility of biased responses and obtrusive data collection methods. It is also important 

to note that qualitative methods involve data that is filtered through the participants' 

perceptions and that participants often differ in their ability to articulate perceptions and 

analytical skills. 

Research Strategy 

Since my goal was to conduct an in-depth analysis of social reproduction, factors 

influencing veterans' belief structure, and their choices regarding college attendance and 

institutional selection, my research strategy was to observe and interview veterans who 

were within six months of becoming eligible to utilize the educational benefits afforded 

under the Montgomery G.I. Bill and/or Army College Fund. In this study, I examined a 

population of veterans assigned to Ft. Army who filed paperwork to separate or retire 

from the military within the following six months. I defined veterans as soldiers who had 

served on active duty military status for at least three years, earning full eligibility for 

educational benefits subsequent to separation from the military. The veteran population 

at Fort Army who filed paperwork to initiate separation from the military included 780 

enlisted personnel ranging from specialist (E-4) to sergeant major (E-8) who had more 

than three years of military service. 

Qualitative case studies mandate careful considerations of ethical considerations and 

bias that are often inherent in the research design. Therefore, it is important to conduct a 

discussion of the researcher's background in relation to the research participants to 

highlight any bias that might impact the study's design or conclusions. It is also essential 
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to examine other potential ethical considerations resulting from this research design 

selection. In the following section, I address background factors and ethical 

considerations associated with this research design. 

Ethical Issues 

Creswell (2003) states that "first and foremost the researcher has an obligation to 

respect the rights, needs, values, and desires of the informant(s)." In addition, Creswell 

(2003) asserts that research subjects rights can be protected through the following 

measures: (a) verbal and written articulation of the research objectives, (b) written 

permission from the subject, (c) disclosure of the data collection methodology, (d) 

verbatim transcripts and interpretations made available to the subject, (e) the rights of the 

research participant will be the primary concern in the data reporting process, and (f) 

confidentiality will be the final decision of the research subject. 

Participants involved in this study were informed verbally and in writing about the 

research objectives, risks and benefits of participation, and the methodology utilized in 

the study. Written consent was also obtained from each veteran. Appendix A displays 

the participant consent letter, signed by all veterans who agreed to be interviewed about 

their educational choices. In addition, veterans were asked a series of questions 

constructed to screen for their eligibility to participate in the study and this information 

was compared to each veteran's separation records to verify self-reported demographic, 

educational, and service time variables. Moreover, each veteran was afforded the 
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opportunity to review a written transcript of his or her interview in an attempt to enhance 

accuracy. 

Confidentiality issues and concerns were specifically addressed verbally and in 

writing at the outset of the research process. Each research participant signed a consent 

form (available in Appendix A) which specifically addressed privacy and confidentially 

of the research data. During and after the data collection process, strict confidentially 

was maintained, as only 1 was able to access the data, as it was stored in a secure 

location. Moreover, confidentiality and privacy was protected through the removal of 

names and military units that were mentioned both negatively and positively as barriers 

or facilitators of higher education throughout the interview process. In addition, I refer to 

the research environment as Fort Army, in an attempt to avoid identifying the military 

installation by name or characteristics to protect organizational privacy issues. Clearly, 

the privacy of the research subjects was an important priority during the data reporting 

process. 

Researcher's Background 

Creswell (2003) notes "the role of the researcher as the primary data collection 

instrument necessitates the identification of personal values, assumptions and biases at 

the outset of the study." As a researcher, I assumed several roles during this research 

study including that of an interviewer, observer, and an analyst. Clearly, my experiences 

and background shaped my perception of the research topic and the veterans I 

interviewed. Undoubtedly my own educational experiences and my formal study of 
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higher education and the impact of college attendance have fostered my belief that 

college attendance is valuable. My background also includes an association with military 

communities for over 30 years and work experience with veterans as a Contract 

Installation Manager and Counselor within the Education Directorate for a period of three 

years. 

Working directly with veterans separating from active duty for over three years, I 

witnessed the typical sentiments and concerns veterans expressed about discontinuing 

military service and the utilization of benefits afforded through their military service. 

My direct work experience also enabled me to be surrounded by military culture and 

socialization, witnessing how soldiers communicate with each other as well as the 

messages communicated to veterans by their supervisors, education counselors, retention, 

and VA representatives. I also experienced the advantage of being able to witness and 

gauge veterans' reactions to these messages. My role working to help veterans afforded 

me a level of credibility and trust that enabled veterans to be more open and willing to 

truthfully disclose their educational aspirations, college choices, and experiences with 

military socialization. My background with the military enhanced my ability to correctly 

communicate, analyze, and interpret the experiences veterans communicated. 

Research Method 

This section is designed to elaborate upon and discuss the research methodology 

utilized within this study. The data collection procedures utilized in the study will first be 

addressed, followed by a discussion of data trustworthiness. Next, I discuss reliability 
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and validity issues, data analysis, and an outline of the data presentation, including 

information regarding the characteristics of the research participants. Finally, I will 

provide an explanation of the interview questions used to gain information from the 

veterans participating in the individual interviews. 

Procedures 

I met with the Director of Education Services at Fort Army to describe the conceptual 

basis of the research study and data collection methodology, gain permission to conduct 

the research study, and identify additional education counselors to include in the 

interview process. In addition to granting me permission to conduct the study, the 

director also facilitated my ability to access transitioning personnel listings, education 

records, and to observe a variety of education benefits briefings. 

To identify potential research subjects, I reviewed the official retention listing of all 

veterans stationed at Fort Army who were scheduled to exit the Army within six months. 

An examination of the transition records identified a total of 780 veterans who were 

scheduled to exit the military within six months. I restructured the list in alphabetical 

order instead of date of exit order. I then selected every 26"' record to participate in an 

individual interview. Once I selected participants, I reviewed the demographic portion of 

their educational records sheet and ensured the interview participants were comprised of 

diversity in gender and race in proportion to total Army demographics. 

I interviewed 30 separating veterans during a six-week time span from June 8 to July 

23, 2003. During this same timeframe, I also interviewed five education counselors, a 



chief education officer, two Veteran's Administration representatives, two retention 

officials, and two military leaders who provide advisement to the Education Directorate 

at Fort Army. In addition, I observed four Veteran's Administration Education Briefings, 

three retention briefings that included national guard and reserve educational benefits 

information sessions, and 10 educational counseling sessions between separating veterans 

and educational counselors. 

At the beginning of each individual interview, I explained the nature and purpose of 

the research study. I also explained the research methodology and their rights as research 

participants. A subject consent form (Appendix A), which described the research study 

and methodology, was administered to all separating veterans, military leaders, education 

officials and counselors, veterans administration representatives, and retention officials 

who agreed to participate in the individual interviews. Officials who allowed me to 

observe the benefit briefings they facilitated were also given a participant consent form. 1 

then posed the same pre-selected interview questions to each participant and recorded 

their responses. I used separate audiotapes for each participant's individual interview and 

the observed benefits briefings. The duration for each individual interview ranged from 

45 minutes to 75 minutes in length. The educational benefits briefings I observed were 

approximately 90 minutes in duration and the educational counseling sessions ranged 

from 5 minutes to 20 minutes. Next, I address specific data collection methods utilized in 

this study. 



Data Collection 

A variety of data collection methods are commonly utilized in qualitative case studies 

(Creswell, 2003). Employing multiple methods of data collection as well as utilizing a 

variety of sources can help ensure data trustworthiness. 1 utilized three methods in the 

data collection process including recorded individual interviews, recorded observation 

and field notes from benefits briefings and counseling sessions, and document analysis. 

In the following sections, I elaborate on the specific methodology utilized. 

Documents 

I collected and examined three documents and two websites published by the U.S. Army 

and the Veteran's Administration pertaining to the educational benefits programs 

available to veterans during and after their periods of military service. The data sources 

included a Montgomery G.I. Bill contract, Ft. Army's Educational policy agreement and 

support statement, the Education Directorate's written policies regarding educational 

counseling sessions, and two G.I. Bill websites. The rationale for utilizing the 

aforementioned documents was to expand my current insight about the messages 

communicated to veterans concerning their educational benefits and the extent that 

current Army education policies work to reinforce social reproduction. 

Interviews 

As highlighted in the research procedures section, I conducted 30 semi-structured 

individual interviews with veterans separating from military service and eligible for 
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participation in the G.I. Bill and/or Army College Fund educational programs. In 

addition, I conducted 12 semi-structured individual interviews with education leaders and 

counselors. Veterans Administration representatives, and Army officials. The interview 

questions were carefully constructed to include mostly open-ended questions to 

encourage participants to elaborate on their educational aspirations, military experiences, 

and the variables affecting their college choices. 

Throughout each interview, a combination of pre-selected research questions and 

follow-up questions were posed in an effort to gain a clear understanding and insight 

regarding the factors that influence decisions veterans made about college attendance. In 

this research study, each interview was recorded utilizing an audio taping device and 

transcribed verbatim in an attempt to increase data trustworthiness. Each transcript was 

carefully analyzed and interview data was then coded in to groups and subgroups 

utilizing emerging themes as well as broad categories addressed in the study's research 

questions. 

Observations 

To gain a more thorough understanding of factors impacting veterans' college choices, 

I also engaged in a variety of observation opportunities to examine the information 

relayed to veterans regarding their educational benefits as well as to gain a better picture 

of how veterans communicate with one another about higher education. The inclusion of 

observation as a method of inquiry was particularly important because research 

participants may behave in an inconsistent manner with the answers provided during their 

individual interview sessions (Crcswell, 2003). Observations can clearly help to verify 
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data obtained through individual interviews. I observed four VA Educational Benefits 

briefings and three Retention briefings to examine how the benefit information was 

delivered to veterans, veterans' reactions to the educational benefit information they were 

presented, as well as what veterans communicated to each other about the value of this 

information. I also observed 10 educational counseling sessions between separating 

veterans and educational services counselors. 

Data Trustworthiness 

A discussion of data trustworthiness is essential to ensure the accuracy, reliability, and 

validity of information gained utilizing qualitative methodology. Creswell (2003) 

forwards eight strategies for ensuring data trustworthiness, which include the use of rich 

descriptions to communicate research findings, triangulation of data sources, participant 

review of interview records, inclusion of contradictory information, extended time in the 

field, and clarification of researcher bias. 

To ensure that data gained through the individual interviews was trustworthy, I 

utilized a standardized interview protocol, asking each participant identical questions in 

the same order. I utilized a number of interviewing techniques to clarify and question the 

information I received through the research process. In addition, I employed the use of 

probes, clarification, and paraphrasing to obtain more accurate information. The use of 

probes and clarification involved short responses that encouraged the participants to offer 

more information on a topic or to elaborate more on their feelings or experiences. 

Paraphrasing information given by respondents enabled me to ensure I understood the 



participant correctly through a process of restating or summarizing the given information. 

The use of these techniques helped ensure data trustworthiness of the information gained 

through the interview process. In addition, a number of common probes were employed 

in addition to the formal interview questions listed in appendix A. The following probes 

were posed during individual interviews: 

• Could you tell me more about that? 

• What did you think about that? 

• What did that mean to you? 

• How did that make you feel? 

• Could you be more specific? 

• What else? 

• And? 

• Was this a common experience for most soldiers? 

• Why do you think that is? 

• What were the costs, consequences, or benefits? 

• What caused you to make that decision? 

During the individual interviews, I assumed the role of facilitator by encouraging the 

participants to share openly and by remaining neutral on all of the beliefs, experiences, 

and positions expressed. To enhance data trustworthiness. I limited my contacts with the 

research subjects to the interview sessions and observation of the retention and 

educational benefits briefings. After the individual interviews. I invited each participant 



to review a transcript of their interview to identify any areas where they would like to add 

clarification or elaborate more on a particular topic. In addition, I reviewed each 

participant's educational and separation file to ensure the self-reported educational and 

demographic information was accurate. During the briefings I observed, I remained 

neutral and refrained from expressing any views during the discussions. As a neutral 

interviewer and observer, I was able to gain a more accurate picture of the participants' 

true beliefs, experiences, and the socialization and peer influences during meetings. This 

neutral focus also enabled me to gauge the veterans' comfort and feelings about the 

questions posed to them. 

The accuracy of the interpretation and analysis of data gained through individual 

interviews, observations, and documents are also critical to the issue of data 

trustworthiness. Strauss and Corbin (1998) assert that professional experience with the 

research subjects can allow the researcher to better understand the topic, language, 

culture, and enable the researcher to examine a topic more readily without having to 

spend resources gaining knowledge and familiarity with the culture. My background 

with the military enhanced my ability to correctly communicate, analyze, and interpret 

the research data. For example, the veterans who participated in the study, utilized 

military jargon and acronyms throughout every individual interview and in each briefing 

I observed. The fact that I have been associated with military communities for over 30 

years and that J worked with veterans as a Contract Installation Manager and Counselor 

within the Education Directorate enabled me to thoroughly understand and interpret 

veterans' responses. This familiarity also allowed me to gauge whether specific feelings 
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expressed by veterans were similar in nature and could be generalized to help understand 

the experiences of other veterans. 

In addition to the safeguards mentioned previously about maintaining data 

trustworthiness, Strauss and Corbin (1998) maintain that it is essential to foHow the 

research strategy and procedures established in the study. This consistency helps in 

making comparisons and examining accuracy. Moreover, to ensure data trustworthiness, 

data collection and coding must be perfonned with purpose, utilizing skillful and 

adaptable application of the procedures (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 

Data Analysis 

Creswell (2003) states, "The process of data analysis involves making sense out of 

text and image data. It involves preparing the data for analysis, conducting different 

analyses, moving deeper and deeper into understanding the data, representing the data, 

and making an interpretation of the larger meaning of the data." To assist in the coding 

and sense-making stage of analysis, I constnicted matrices to organize veterans' 

responses to the individual interviews. After evaluating the transcriptions from the 

recorded individual interviews, I utilized the matrices to highlight developing themes and 

patterns within the collected data. Figures 3, 4, 5, and 6 are sample matrices that were 

used to analyze veterans' aspirations, college choice patterns, and variables influencing 

attendance and institutional choices. These matrices were also helpful in evaluating 

whether the data fits within postulated theoretical frameworks. In addition, I utilized 

matrices to organize data on college choice by race and gender (Figure 7) and by parental 
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educational attendance (Figure 8). While constmcted matrices and charts were 

immensely helpful during the data analysis process, an evaluation of published literature 

was also a critical component of data analysis. 

Previous research on the college choice process, social reproduction, human capital, 

and socialization theory was instrumental in evaluating the data collected in this study 

and conducting a comparison of the research findings with current literature on college 

choice. Literature elaborated on previously in Chapter Two. assisted in the identification 

of common themes and patterns as well as helped to strengthen and corroborate the 

study's findings. In Chapter Four, I discuss data collected from the procedures 

highlighted in this chapter and how the data fits and differs from previous research on the 

college choice process. 

Characteristics of Research Subjects 

The following sections describe important characteristics attributable to the study's 

research participants including socioeconomic status, educational attainment and parental 

educational background, gender, race, and eligibility for military educational benefits. 

The existing literature on college enrollment indicates that these characteristics are often 

influential in the college choice process. Therefore, a discussion of each variable as it 

relates to this study is listed below. 
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Research Question 1: Do veterans intend to utilize their G.I. Bill benefits when they 
separate from the military and what factors influence their intention? 

Factors Effecting Attendance 

Theoretical 
Framework 

Research 
Sub-Question 

Data Collection 
Method 

Data Question(s) Coding 
Categories 

Factors Effecting Non Attendance 

Theoretical 
Framework 

Research 
Sub-Question 

Data Collection 
Method 

Data Question(s) Coding 
Categories 

Table 1. Sample Research Design Matrix; Veterans' Educational Aspirations 
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Research Question 2. If veterans do intend to utilize educational benefits, what type of 
institution do they plan to attend? 

Theory Research Sub-
Question 

Data Collection 
Method 

Data Question(s) Coding 

Table 2. Sample Research Design Matrix: Veterans' College Choice 
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Research Question 3. What are the major factors that influence veterans' choices to attend a 
particular type of institution? 

Theory Research Sub-
Question 

Data Collection 
Method 

Data Question(s) Coding 

Table 3. Sample Research Design Matrix: Factors Influencing Veterans' Educational 
Aspirations 
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Research Question 4. What types of messages do military officials, fellow soldiers, 
education officers, retention personnel, and VA representatives communicate about 
attending higher education and how do these messages influence veterans' college 
choices? 

Theory Research Sub-
Question 

Data Collection 
Method 

Data Question(s) Coding 

Table 4. Sample Research Design Matrix: Veterans' Socialization Factors 
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College Choice by Race and Gender 

Research Participants Nonattendance Community 
College or 

Trade 
School 

Four-year 
Institution 

White Female 

African American 
Female 

Hispanic Female 

White Male 

African American Male 

Hispanic Male 

Table 5. Veterans' College Choices by Race and Gender 
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College Choice by First Generation College Students 

Research Participants Nonattendance Community 
College or 

Trade 
School 

Four-year 
Institution 

First Generation 
College Students 

Father with AA 

Father with Bachelors 

Father with Masters 

Father with Ph.D. 

Mother with AA 

Mother with Bachelors 

Mother with Masters 

Mother with Ph.D. 

Table 6. Sample Matrix: Veterans' College Choices by Parental Education 
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Socioeconomic Status and Educational Attainment 

The participants in this study were U.S. Army enlisted personnel ranking from 

specialist (E-4) to sergeant major (E-8). Enlisted soldiers are often described in the 

literature as coming from lower socioeconomic and working class backgrounds, a higher 

proportion of minority statuses, and lower academic preparation (Bennett, 1996; Joanning, 

1975). In this study, none of the veterans interviewed possessed a Bachelors degree. 

Nationally, only four percent of enlisted soldiers possess baccalaureate degrees, a rate 

that is dramatically lower than the national average of seventeen percent (Department of 

the Army, 2003). Nearly ninety percent of officers have attained a baccalaureate degree, 

highlighting a dramatic difference in status and educational attainment (Department of 

the Army, 2003). In addition, the vast majority of the study participants were first year 

college students, a factor shown repeatedly in higher education literature to negatively 

effect educational attainment. 

Race and Gender 

Race and gender are two variables commonly referred to in the college choice 

literature. Although social class has been found to be the most prominent factor 

influencing educational aspirations, there is clearly a strong connection between social 

class and race (Hossler el al, 1999). The participants in this study were diverse in racial 

composition and mostly male, representative of the constitution of the U.S. Army as a 

whole. 
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Veteran Status/Time in Service 

Time in service was a major factor considered in the sampling procedures. This study 

focuses on veterans' college choices as influenced by the Montgomery G.I. Bill and the 

Army College Fund. Therefore, the determination of veteran status and time in service 

through each soldier's separation paperwork was an important part of the sampling 

process. Although a soldier is considered a veteran after six months of continuous active 

duty service, soldiers are not eligible for full G.I. Bill and Army College Fund benefits 

until they successfully complete at least three years of continuous active duty service. 

Therefore, the sampling procedures utilized in this study were dependent upon a soldier 

completing at least three years of service. 

Fort Army Characteristics 

This research study was conducted at one U.S. Army installation that is typical in 

many ways of most major Army installations in the United States. The installation 

provided a full service Educational Services Directorate and Higher Education Center 

typical of most Army installations in terms of the number and type of offered programs, 

staffing, and counseling services. Higher education programs available through the 

installation included a range of institutions ranging from community colleges to four-year 

doctoral granting research universities. In addition to offering a typical Army Education 

Center, the installation also mirrored most other Army installations in the diversity of unit 

and operational make-up. The installation is comprised of many different unit specialties 

and therefore soldiers of many different military occupational specialties (MOS), ranging 



from Special Forces and Military Intelligence to Food Service and Transportation. 

Soldiers assigned to the installation are attached to both garrison units, which 

traditionally offer standard work hours and limited deployments as well as field units 

with unpredictable work hours and numerous deployments. In addition, most of the 

veterans who participated in the study had been assigned at other installations during 

their Army tenure. Therefore, due to the diversity of unit representation at Fort Army 

and the nature of personnel assignments, groups of soldiers transitioning from other 

Army facilities are likely to possess the same characteristics and college choices as those 

transitioning from Fort Army. 

Interview Questions 

Thirty individual interviews were conducted with veterans separating from military 

service. The questions posed in each individual interview concentrated on six important 

categories including: 

1. Individual background characteristics (including social class, previous educational 

background, cultural capital, and reasons for joining the Army) 

2. Family Background Factors (first generation college students, parental 

encouragement, and parental beliefs) 

3. Educational Aspirations (perceptions and intent regarding college attendance as 

well as view of military educational benefits) 

4. College choice (nonattendance, community college, trade school, or four year 

institution) 



85 

5. Reasons veterans cite as influential in their college choice process 

6. Military Socialization and Organizational habitus (formal and informal 

communication) 

Questions posed to the Director of the Education Directorate, education counselors. 

Veteran's Administration representatives, and military officials focused on three main 

categories: 

1. Educational Background 

2. Perceptions regarding the college choice process and institutions 

3. Recommendations provided to veterans 

Conclusion 

This chapter examines the most salient considerations involved in designing and 

conducting a qualitative research study examining veterans" college choice processes. 

The chapter commenced with a discussion of the important role qualitative methods 

contribute to an evaluation of the intricate complexities of social class, social 

reproduction, educational aspirations, cultural capital, and socialization. This discussion 

provided a rationale for utilizing a qualitative case study methodology to study the 

aforementioned factors. The study's design, research strategy, and data collection 

procedures were then discussed as well as their impact on data trustworthiness and ethical 

considerations. 



This study included interviews of 30 enlisted veterans transitioning from active duty 

on one U.S. Army installation and 12 educational counselors, education officials, 

Veteran's Administration representatives, and Army officials. In addition, I observed 10 

educational counseling sessions and multiple VA and Retention briefings. A qualitative 

research design and structured interview questions and prompts were utilized because the 

research questions posed in this study requested veterans to elaborate on their aspirations, 

perceptions, beliefs concerning higher education. 

The discussion that occurred in Chapter One and the literature examined in Chapter 

Two suggest that the college choice process is complex; veterans may possess a 

combination of unique characteristics that make the process more complex, and theories 

of social reproduction, human capital, and socialization may better explain the choices 

made by veterans rather than traditional college choice theoretical frameworks. Current 

research on the college choice process is largely concentrated on traditional student 

populations, and veterans are virtually ignored in the cunent college choice literature. 

Qualitative research methods were instrumental in the effort to ascertain the complex 

mechanisms in which the social class structure influences a complex combination of 

variables to impact veterans' college choices. 

The research data and the interpretation of the information presented in the following 

chapter addresses the following four questions: 

i. Do veterans intend to utilize their G.I. Bill benefits when they separate from the 

military and what factors influence their intentions? 
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2. If veterans do intend to utilize educational benefits, what type of institution do 

they plan to attend? 

3. What are the major factors that influence veterans' choices to attend a particular 

type of institution? 

4. What types of messages do military officials, fellow soldiers, education officers, 

retention personnel, and VA representatives communicate about attending higher 

education and how do these messages influence veterans' college choices? 
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CHAPTER 4 

DATA ANALYSIS AND PRESENTATION 

This chapter presents and analyzes data that provides a response to the research 

questions examining factors that influence veterans' college choices and educational 

aspirations. The section first provides an overview of the organization of how the 

research data will be presented and analyzed. Each of the individual interview questions 

is then discussed in the context of the research subjects' responses. Throughout the 

following sections, the interviewees' responses are compared and analyzed utilizing the 

theoretical frameworks and variables discussed in Chapter Two. Once veterans' 

responses regarding educational aspirations, factors influencing those aspirations, 

institutional selection, factors effecting that selection, and socialization are examined, the 

chapter will then highlight the data collected during interviews with education officials. 

Veteran's Administration representatives, and U.S. Army officials. Next, I discus data 

associated with the participants as working class and first generation college students. 

This discussion is followed by an analysis utilizing social reproduction and human capital 

theoretical frameworks. The chapter concludes with a summary of the research study's 

key findings. 

In Chapter One, I identified several problematic aspects concerning veterans' college 

choices including the prevalence of veterans originating from working class backgrounds, 

stratification in educational attainment, community college attendance, and military 

socialization. A review of current literature addressing the college choice process 

provided little information regarding nontraditional student groups such as veterans. In 
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an effort to address the absence of veterans in the college choice literature, I posed a 

series of questions to veterans in an attempt to answer the four research questions being 

examined in this study. After transcribing the interviews, I coded the key phrases and 

terms into a series of matrices to organize the data. Veterans' responses regarding 

college attendance, institutional choice, and influential factors are discussed in the 

following sections. Finally, I discuss veterans' responses within the frameworks of 

socialization, working class social structure, and social reproduction. 

Educational Aspirations 

This section addresses the educational aspirations veterans indicated during the 

individual interviews conducted as part of this research study. Veterans participating in 

this research study were asked a variety of questions to gauge enrollment decisions in 

order to answer the following overarching question: 

Do veterans intend to utilize their G.I. Bill benefits when they separate from the military 

and what factors influence their intentions? 

The majority of veterans interviewed in this study expressed intentions to attend some 

form of higher education or further civilian training after separation from the military. 

Eighty percent or twenty-four veterans out of the thirty interviewed stated that they 

planned on utilizing their G.I. Bill benefits in the future. The degree plan aspirations of 

the separating veterans were strikingly similar despite differences in gender, race, age, 

and time in service. Of the 24 veterans who stated an intention to enroll in a four-year 

institution, community college, or trade school, 19 veterans aspired to or mentioned 



earning a degree of some type. Four veterans, two retiring master sergeants and a young 

specialist and sergeant, expressed the intention to earn a vocational certificate to aid them 

occupationally. Figure 2 depicts the representation of veterans who intend to utilize their 

G.I. Bill benefits and therefore enroll in college after separation from the military. 

Factors Influencing College Attendance 

As the majority of veterans in this study espoused aspirations to attend college, this 

section focuses on the factors that veterans indicated as having a major influence on their 

decision to participate in higher education or further civilian training. An analysis of the 

data generated in the individual interviews highlights that veterans rated three key factors 

as being influential in their college attendance decisions: the desire to prepare for a new 

career and anticipation of high financial returns, utilization of an earned benefit, and the 

desire to obtain a higher education credential. The following sections elaborate on the 

data gained relating to each of the aforementioned factors in an effort to provide insight 

into the details influencing veterans' educational aspirations. 

Preparation for a New Career and Anticipation of Higher Financial Return 

During the individual interviews, 12 veterans who indicated an aspiration to attend a 

higher education institution stated that preparation for a new career and anticipation of a 

high financial return were influential factors in their decision to attend college. 

Therefore, fifty percent of the veterans transitioning from the military in this sample 

viewed preparing for a new career field and earning a higher salary as paramount in their 
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Education 
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Figure 2. Representation of Veteran's Educational Aspirations 
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decisions to attend college. Preparation for a new career and higher financial returns 

category can be represented by the comments from a master sergeant highlighted below. 

When asked what factors motivate him to attend a higher education institution, he stated, 

I've devoted my entire adult life to serving my country. 
Now that I'm transitioning, it's time to focus on how I can 
take care of myself, my wife, and four kids. My MOS in 
the Army doesn't really translate to the civilian world, so I 
see college as the way to land a better position and 
hopefully earn a lot of money. 

Likewise, a retiring sergeant first class commented. 

The Army's been pretty good to me, so now that it's time 
to retire, I'm a little unsure about the transition process. I 
think attending college will help me to have a better edge in 
getting the kind of job I need to support my family. God 
knows the Army hasn't made me rich, so I've got to look at 
what's going to bring home the money now. 

A sergeant first class who witnessed another veteran's success after completing an 

Associates degree program commented, 

It's going to be tough balancing work, family, and life 
stuff, but I think it's important to go to school. I'll tell you, 
I had a young cable dog, a specialist, that I supervised a 
couple years ago running fiber optic cables. He got out and 
went to get certified in Cat V installation, and now he's 
making over $50,000 a year and I was his supervisor. I 
plan to go get certified, too. 

It is important to recognize that the aforementioned retiring veterans aspired to attend 

college in an effort to achieve largely middle class occupational positions. Although the 

following younger veterans also indicated the importance of increasing their earning 

potential through college attendance, they differ from the previous veterans, expressing 
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limited expectations. The younger veterans simply hope college will increase their 

earning power beyond the poverty line. 

I'll tell you about the Army. I've been poor and I mean 
poor for a long time. I'm going to go get me some college 
so I won't be poor no more. 

A specialist with specific career aspirations stated. 

I want to be a probation officer. I have to get go to college 
because most jobs now days require some kind of college. 
The county looks at the number of credit hours you have. 
I'm going for a comfortable job, that's why I came into the 
military because I didn't want to accept a job working at 
Burger King or Wal-Mart. No fast food restaurants. You 
know I gotta have a nice office job above $26,000 a year. 

Like the previous specialist, two additional veterans commented on their reasons for 

attending higher education as a way to avoid having to engage in working class type of 

job duty, 

I'm going to go for more education because I don't want to 
pick up trash for my whole life. I do enough of that in the 
military. I want to get a good job and make a lot more 
money. 

Another specialist stated, 

I worked fast food before I came in the Army. I sure don't 
want to do after 1 get out too. I had enough of that. That's 
why I came in the Army. Man, I would be embarrassed to 
leave the military, go home, and do that again. 

It is important to note that many veterans participating in this study allude to working 

class positions including fast food service positions and trash collection services as their 

occupational alternatives. The limited occupational perceptions and world-views these 

veterans describe are consistent with the working class youth literature that attests to 
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limited perception of available alternatives among youth from the lower socioeconomic 

strata. 

Utilization of an Earned Benefit 

The Montgomery G.I. Bill and the Army College Fund are educational benefit 

programs veterans earn after completing three years of continuous active duty service. In 

addition, veterans possess the ability to use the educational resources up to ten years after 

separation. Utilizing a benefit earned through military service was an additional factor 

that emerged as being influential throughout the individual interviews with veterans. It is 

interesting to note that despite substantial monetary benefits afforded through the G.I. 

Bill and massive promotional campaigns by the military encouraging young people to 

join the military to earn education benefits, only five veterans participating in the study 

indicated the importance of using resources available to them through military service. 

Although two veterans stated that the G.I. Bill was the primary reason they joined the 

military, the sentiment of simply not wanting to waste a provided benefit was more 

prominently expressed during the interview process. The influence of the G.I. Bill as an 

incentive to join is evident in the following excerpt from a master sergeant. 

The G.I. Bill is one of the main reasons I joined the 
military. You definitely work for what you get in the 
Army. 1 worked for this benefit and therefore I will use it. 
Too many people don't. 

A sergeant expressed a similar sentiment, 

I joined the military to get money to go to college. I don't 
know that I was ready for college before, so I decided to 
earn the money to pay for it first. I didn't realize how hard 
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it was going to be, but I'm almost done, so of course I'm 
going to use it. 

Two younger veterans expressed a very different perception regarding the utilization of 

their benefits, demonstrating that utilizing military educational benefits is a secondary 

concern. A young sergeant noted, 

I've earned college credits through my MOS and now the 
Army is going to give me the dollars to go to school. I 
guess it'd be kinda crazy not to take them up on it. 

A specialist commented, 

I'm going to take some college courses because I have all 
of the education benefits. I'm not really fired up to go to 
school because I feel like I've been going to military 
trainings forever, but I would feel bad wasting the G.I. Bill 
benefits. 

Likewise, another specialist elaborated on not wasting his educational benefits, 

I worked hard for my education benefits; you bet I'm going 
to use every penny. I'm looking into a couple technical 
training institutes right now that want to take every penny 
of it. 

Obtain a Higher Education Credential 

A third major reason provided by veterans as influential in the development of their 

educational aspirations was to obtain a higher education credential. Although, in many 

cases this category appears similar to the preparation for a new career and higher 

financial returns categories, veterans' statements included in this category focus on 

higher education as simply a credential. A majority of the interview respondents, 16 

veterans, mentioned higher education in terms of a credential or "piece of paper." This 
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sentiment is highlighted in the following statement by a sergeant, who was asked why he 

intended to engage in further education, and responded, 

Mainly for the piece of paper. It seems like a requirement 
to have a degree in something just to have the piece of 
paper even though I already do many of the tasks these jobs 
involve without the degree. But it seems like if you haven't 
sat in a classroom for a couple years and have that 
Associates or something, you're not going to get a foot in 
the door to do anything. 

Another veteran indicated the importance of gaining a credential to help in the job search 

process, 

I'm getting out and I need some college behind my name. 
Got to get that piece of paper, you know? 

A specialist spoke in a similar fashion about the need for higher education, 

I feel like I need the certification. It's kind of stupid. I 
mean you can be the smartest person on earth, but unless 
you have a piece of paper saying so then it doesn't matter. 
You have to have the paper to be marketable. 

A master sergeant with extensive telecommunications experience reaching retirement 

stated, 

I have all the knowledge I need to do the job I want to do. 
I've been working with electronics and waifighter systems 
for almost 20 years now. I'm a master trainer, teaching the 
new soldiers in AIT how to troubleshoot all of the new age 
technology. All of these defense contractors have jobs 
doing exactly what I do everyday, but the government 
makes you have a degree as a civilian. So, I just need to go 
get that piece of paper to make them happy. 



Factors Influencing College Nonattendance 

Twenty percent of the veterans interviewed in this study indicated no aspirations or 

intentions to engage in any form of higher education despite substantial financial benefit 

eligibility afforded through the G.I. Bill and Army College Fund. In an analysis of 

veterans' responses regarding their reasons for nonattendance, three major factors emerge 

from the data: a lack of interest or belief in higher education, performance concerns, and 

perceived lack of resources or competing responsibilities. Data pertaining to each of the 

aforementioned categories is discussed in the sections below. 

Lack of Interest or Belief in Higher Education 

The majority of veterans who did not indicate aspirations of attending higher 

education noted a lack of interest or a lack of belief in the importance of higher education 

as their primary reason for nonattendance. The following statement by a sergeant first 

class is representative of this lack of interest category. When asked what factors 

influenced his decision not to attend higher education an experienced veteran responded, 

I don't really look at ever taking college courses. I've had 
a lot of great mentors who were fantastic with no education 
who did very well and that's something that I really admire. 
And at the same time there are people who have gone to 
college and done that, but I don't want to be that person. 
There's been a lot of people who have gone to college and 
not really gotten much out of it. 

A second sergeant first class expressed a similar thought process regarding the 

importance of higher education in the following statement, 
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These days I don't think a degree is as important as a trade 
skill especially with what I do you can be better at a trade 
school. If you are working on computers, there is no 
reason to study Greek philosophy. No purpose in it. Not a 
big fan of civilian education for promotion points, should 
just be job related. It's almost like they're trying to pigeon 
hole everybody. 

A specialist stated. 

College don't do nothing for you. There are people who 
can go through and come out being book smart and have no 
like practical application of what they can do because of 
what they learned in college. They have no real world 
experience in anything, which I think is more important. 
Especially for the military than actually having book 
smarts. 

Another veteran about to retire attested to the importance of practical experience over 

theoretical knowledge gained in college. 

Shoot, I just can't see sitting in a classroom at my age. 
studying some sociology or something crazy like that. I've 
spent a lot of years in countries all over the world 
managing big time transportation projects. I think my 
experience will land me a good job. I think people value 
people who actually work for a living instead of some snot 
nosed kid straight out of college. 

Clearly, twenty percent of the veterans participating in this study removed themselves 

from the process of pursuing higher education. Enlisted soldiers are often described in 

the literature as coming from lower socioeconomic and working class backgrounds 

(Bennett, 1996; Joanning, 1975). MacLeod (1995) and Willis (1977) highlight that the 

dismissal of the importance of school by working class youth is accompanied by an 

almost universal belief among the group that the members on the shop floor are more 

knowledgeable and that real world skills are more important than school or theoretical 
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knowledge. Willis (1977) states that working class youth believe that "practical ability 

always comes first and is a condition of other kinds of knowledge. Whereas in the 

middle class culture knowledge and qualifications are seen as a way of shifting upwards 

the whole mode of practical alternatives open to an individual." 

Self-efficacy Concerns 

A second reason for nonattendance emerged from the data. A number of veterans 

indicated that they were not engaging in higher education due to self-efficacy concerns. 

These concerns ranged from a perceived lack of preparation to dissatisfaction with 

previous educational performance. The following statement by a specialist uncertain of 

how he could perform in a college environment illustrates this sentiment, 

I've never actually taken a formal college class. All my 
college credits are from military training. I don't think I'd 
do very well in college that's kind of why I came into the 
military. From what I've heard nothing's mandatory, you 
know? You just show up for class if you want to, do all 
your work, and you'll pass. I think the motivation level for 
me to go to class would be pretty low, if it's not mandatory. 

Another specialist stated, 

I wasn't any good at school in high school and I didn't like 
it much either. I'm not sure that I want to go through that 
frustration again trying to learn all that new stuff. 

A young sergeant provided the following statement when asked about his educational 

aspirations, 

Man, no. I couldn't wait to get out of school. Why would I 
go back? Don't get me wrong, I tried hard when I was in 
school, but it just wasn't for me. I felt like I spent all my 
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time in tutoring, I can't even imagine what it would be like 
in college level stuff. 

Perceived Lack of Financial Resources and Competing Responsibilities 

A third important factor influencing veterans' college attendance, centering upon 

financial resources and competing priorities emerged from the data. Despite the 

substantial educational assistance afforded through the Montgomery G.I. Bill and the 

Army College Fund, all of the veterans cited lack of financial resources as a reason for 

nonattendance. Work and family responsibilities as well as time constraints were also 

cited as factors influencing higher education attendance. The following response by a 

master sergeant highlights this perception of tight financial resources. 

I have a wife and four kids to support. That means I got to 
work full time, more than full time. Then there's ball 
games and sports practices. I ain't got no time to be sitting 
in a classroom. 

A young specialist agreed, 

I have too many tilings on my plate right now. College is 
important, but my family responsibilities are more 
important. I've spent so much time away from my wife 
and babies, I really couldn't be gone more for school. 

A retiring sergeant first class slated, 

I've done all right without college so far. Hard work is 
what matters and 1 just can't see spending a lot of money to 
go to school when I don't need to. There are just so many 
other things I need to be concentrating on like getting a 
good job and banking some money instead of putting out 
money. 

When asked how his G.l. Bill benefits influenced his decision, he stated. 
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Yeah, but by the time I used it for books and tuition, it 
wouldn't pay me to go to college. Time is money, you 
know? 

College Choice 

In the previous section, 1 presented data indicating that a majority of veterans in the 

study intended to enroll in an institution of higher education after separation from the 

military. During the individual interviews, each veteran who stated an intention to pursue 

higher education was asked what type of institution he or she planned to attend. An 

overwhelming trend readily emerges from the data. Twenty-one out of the twenty-four 

veterans who planned to attend an institution of higher education, stated that they planned 

to attend a community college and two planned on attending a vocational training 

program. Only one veteran in the study planned to attend a four-year baccalaureate 

granting institution. Figure 3 represents these institutional choices and Table 7 

represents these choices by race and gender. The following section elaborates on the 

factors influencing veterans' college choices. 

Factors Influencing College Choice 

The sections to follow will describe the data associated with veterans' college choices. 

Each veteran planning on attending an institution of higher education was asked what are 

the major factors that influence his or her choice to attend a particular type of institution. 

Four major factors emerged from the data conccrning the choice of community college 
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College Choice by Race and Gender 

Research Participants Nonattendance Community 
College or 

Trade 
School 

Four-year 
Institution 

White Female 2 (100%) 

African American 
Female 

1 (100%) 

Hispanic Female 1(100%) 

While Male 3 (20%) 11 (73%) 1 (7%) 

African American Male 1 (20%) 4 (80%) 

Hispanic Male 1 (20%) 4 (80%) 

Table 7. Veterans' College Choices by Race and Gender 
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attendance: veterans' perception of financial resources and price response, ability to bank 

extra financial resources, program of study offerings, and flexible schedules. Data 

concerning each factor is described below. 

Perception of Financial Resources/Price Response 

The majority of research study participants indicated they selected attendance at a 

community college due to financial resources. It is surprising to note that over 80 

percent of veterans selected this factor despite substantial benefits through the G.I. Bill. 

A description of veterans' beliefs about financial expenditures for college attendance is 

provided in the following section. For example, when a twenty-two year old specialist, 

eligible for over the G.I. Bill and an additional 10,000 from the Army College Fund, was 

asked what type of institution he planned to attend, he responded, 

I'm not going to go for the best, because if I decide to go 
on to higher education, that's the time to go for the bigwig 
schools. For a lower degree in general it really doesn't 
matter what kind of school you go to. Cost is a big factor. 
I have to work, so I'll probably just go to the local junior 
college because it's cheap and close. 

In a follow-up question regarding the need to work the veteran stated. 

Money is still a factor for me even though I'm getting 
almost $50,000, because the money I get from the Army is 
because I'll be attending school, but it doesn't have to go to 
school. I've always had to live with people in the Army, so 
getting an apartment somewhere is a big deal. I also will 
need the money for a truck and health insurance. 

Another specialist, eligible for the G.I. Bill and an additional $15,OCX) from the Army 
College Fund stated. 
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Well, the two-year colleges are the best way to go and this 
is what both of my parents say as well. That way you don't 
have to set up a degree plan, you just get the basics out of 
the way cheaper. Basically to get the basics out of the way 
without paying much money for the basics. 

When a female sergeant was asked what type of institution she planned on attending she 
began laughing and stated. 

Gosh I have no clue. I'm trying to do my associates in 
Chinese. I don't know. I guess time will tell. I'm not 
really sure what I want to do. I'm thinking about going to 
culinary school or some crazy shit like that. I like a lot of 
things so... Right now, since I already have a lot of credits 
out there floating from the 45 credits I got from military 
training at DLL I'm going to go to a community college to 
save some money and put them all together for an 
Associates. 

A seasoned master sergeant who has already earned an Associates degree in Criminal 

Justice stated, 

I'm looking at XX Community College for when I get out 
for a second associates degree. 

When asked why he desired a second Associates degree instead of pursuing a 

baccalaureate degree the veteran responded, 

They have the EMT training program I'm looking at. Low 
prices for courses also is definitely a factor. 

Ability to Bank Extra Resources 

A second factor that emerged from the data was the selection of community colleges 

in an effort to bank extra financial resources left after paying for tuition and books. A 

large proportion of veterans stated this factor as being important in their institutional 
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choice process. Interview excerpts in the following section highlight the thought process 

that veterans utilize in maximizing financial resources. A specialist planning to enroll in 

the local community college stated. 

I like that the Army pays the G.I. Bill money straight to the 
soldier. That way you can make money from going to 
school. 

Could you tell me more about that? 

Yeah, if you pick a school that doesn't cost a whole lot, 
you'll have money left over from the G.I. Bill and the 
kickers. Like, I'm going to a college that costs like a 
hundred dollars per class. So, if I take four classes, I only 
spend like 500 dollars for tuition and books. But, the Army 
is going to pay 1300 dollars a month, so I can use that 
money for my apartment, living expenses, and extra stuff. 
Everyone I know that goes to college gets extra money. 

When asked about the factors influencing his college choices, a sergeant first class from 

the Midwest stated. 

I'm going to try to go to the least expensive place I can go 
to of course. See, that way you don't spend all your money 
on tuition. 1 have a family with three kids so there are 
basic necessities in life. I will work, go to a cheap school, 
and try to bank all the extra money I can from the G.I. Bill. 

A young specialist expressed a similar sentiment, 

I'll try to find a low cost school and I mean cheap. My 
wife does this too, she goes to XX Community College, so 
we are actually making money off of her going to school. 
I'll probably do it that way too. I'll need the extra money 
for my two kids and I'll work, too. I don't really see 
myself ever not working. 

A veteran soldier who just transferred from another installation stated. 
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I plan to be involved in the E-Army U program. You know 
you get the laptop and all that free stuff. I'm going to go 
for an Associates in disaster planning online through 
Central Texas College at E-Army U. It's pretty good, right 
now I'm close in credits because they take all my P.E. and 
marksmanship from the Army for credit. And they gave it 
to me for free, so I got to bank the extra money from the 
Army. 

Program Offerings 

Several veterans in the sample as indicated that program offerings drove their decision 

to attend a community college. Although program offerings were not the primary reason 

for intuitional selection, many of the veterans in this sample indicated an interest in 

pursuing a vocational or training program in a specific skill area. The following 

statement by a sergeant highlights the value many veterans place on practical or 

vocational programs of study. A sergeant interested in HVAC technology shares the 

following sentiments about attending a community college, 

Two year colleges prepares you better for work. It is more 
practical, vocational stuff. Practical is important because 
taking care of my family has to come first. I have a short 
attention span, so regular college classes would get old. 

Another veteran staled. 

I'm going to X Community College because they offer an 
Associates in Military Intelligence Operations. That's my 
specialty in the Army, so I don't think I'll learn much, but I 
think the degree will be good in the job market because 
they are just pouring money into all the homeland security 
programs. 
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In addition to program of study options, veterans also select programs based upon other 

resources. For example, the following sergeant first class describes why he sought out a 

specific commimity college to attend, 

I selected that community college because they are part of 
the E-Army U system. Free laptop, printer, monthly online 
service. 1 work hard one week, slack off for three and pass 
ok. None of the classes are terribly difficult. I signed up 
just for the free stuff and free Internet access. And well 
shoot, I have to take classes for promotion points, so I 
might as well get a free laptop for it. 

A young specialist, the only veteran in the sample selecting to attend a four-year 

institution stated, 

1 plan to go to NC State because they have a really good 
agriculture program. All my family is in that field and NC 
State is a good school. I plan to live at home to save 
money the first year that I'm there. 

Flexible Schedules 

The convenience and flexibility of community college course offerings was also noted 

as an influential reason for selecting community college attendance. Five veterans 

mentioned flexibility in class schedules as an important factor when choosing an 

institution. The following excerpts from the interviewed veterans describe the impact of 

flexible schedules on community college attendance. A sergeant describes the 

importance of flexible schedules in the following statement, 

I find it hard to fit school into my work schedule. That and 
I spend a lot of time taking care of my kids. Community 
colleges in this area are really the only ones that offer 
classes at the times when I can actually take them. So, I 
would say cost and flexibility in schedules are most 
important. 
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A specialist describes a similar outlook, 

Man, I'll tell you, between juggling work and soon I'll have 
reserve duty, I need to take my classes online or at least 
have teachers who understand when I'm out of town for 
awhile. Two-year colleges are better for that kind of thing. 

Institutional Perceptions 

An interesting pattern evolved during the individual interview sessions, highlighting 

that many veterans do not understand the differcncc between community colleges and 

four-year baccalaureate granting institutions. There appears to be quite a disconnect 

between veterans' understanding of the differences in degree offerings at community 

colleges and four year institutions. For example, a twenty-four year old specialist 

anticipating enrolling in XX College, a local community college clearly indicated a lack 

of understanding about the type of institution he selected in the following statement, 

I'm going to a fully accredited university I want a good 
school name behind my name that's why I chose XX 
Community College. Two-year colleges are like a lesser 
school kind of dealie, I wouldn't go to anything like that. 
Once I go, I want the highest level in criminal justice. 

A specialist shared the following statement regarding her choice to attend a local 

community college in her home town, 

I feel comfortable at X Community College and I really 
like that they have locations all over town. I'll probably 
stay there for my bachelor's degree as well. 

Likewise, a twenty-five year old sergeant stated. 



I am now planning on going to XX Community College 
working on a bachelor's degree. 

However, at the time of this interview, XX Community College did not offer any 

baccalaureate programs. Clearly, there are a number of veterans who do not understand 

the differences in institutional characteristics between community colleges and four-year 

institutions. This is particularly troubling when one considers the vast literature 

describing the major differences that exist in college quality, attrition, student satisfaction 

with student services, teacher preparation and ideology. 

Socialization 

Socialization is defined as the formal and informal information, attitudes, support, 

expectations, and values that are communicated to individuals. In this study, the term 

socialization is utilized to describe the formal and informal messages, attitudes, and 

values Anny officials. Enlisted personnel, and educational representatives communicate 

to veterans. This section focuses on the types of messages military officials, fellow 

soldiers, education officers, retention personnel, and VA representatives communicate 

about attending higher education and how these messages influence veterans' college 

choices. 

Military Supervisors 

This section examines the messages communicated to veterans by their military 

supervisors. Veterans participating in this study expressed that they received mixed 

messages from military supervisors regarding college attendance. Twenty-eight out of 
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thirty of the veterans participating in this study responded that they had encountered at 

least one military supervisor who was unsupportive of higher education. When asked 

about the messages she received from her military supervisors about education, a twenty-

one year old female specialist states. 

A few supervisors mention education, but if you're not 
really into it, they're not really going to push you. As far 
as the supervisors I've had, a few of the people have had 
education, but the majority of people haven't done any 
classes whatsoever. So, they really don't want you to go to 
college if they haven't. 

A male sergeant with five years of military services stated. 

I'm gonna tell you for real. I lost some money because I 
tried to use some education benefits and then I was sent to 
Albania. It's a lose-lose situation because I'm a good 
soldier and they want you in the field. And you know 
you're going to make them look good when you go to the 
field because you have experience and the bad thing is that 
my commander said he was going to support me going to 
college and that he was all for college. And then when I 
wanted to do it, I couldn't. That wasn't cool at all. Most 
commanders talk big about college but don't walk the talk. 

Likewise, a specialist also expressed the discouragement he felt from his military 
supervisors. 

With the promotion point system and through officer 
programs it seems like it's highly encouraged. But. at the 
same time there's an undercurrent against it. I think they 
kind-of don't want people to do it because it may make 
enlisted soldiers closer to officers even though they make 
so much more than enlisted do. 

A sergeant stated. 

Here my supervisors are kind of indifferent, but at my last 
duty station before I PCSed they didn't like it at all. When 
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I said something about college, my first sergeant said "Oh, 
so you want to be a hotshot college boy, huh? You're too 
good for us, huh?" I didn't really mention it around him 
again. 

There were also a significant number of veterans who indicated they had encountered 

military supervisors who encouraged college attendance. Twenty-four of the 30 veterans 

interviewed stated they had at least one supervisor who spoke positively about the value 

of higher education. However, twenty-three out of the twenty-four veterans who 

expressed experiencing these positive messages, attributed their military supervisors' 

encouragement of higher education to the influence and reward system inherent in the 

military promotion structure. The military promotion system awards up to 100 

promotion points for military or civilian educational coursework at a rate of 1 point per 

credit hour, focusing on the accumulation of credit hours rather than earning a degree. 

A 25-year-old sergeant stated. 

My military supervisors really stress the importance of 
higher education and it reflects in the army's promotion 
system. The best way to put it is that it's based on 
promotion points you get more preference for being 
promoted if you have some college courses. It doesn't 
matter what they are, it could be Basket Weaving 101 as 
long as you get credits for it. 

Another veteran who also encountered encouragement for education based upon the 

promotion system commented, 

The only thing I've pretty much heard is that it's good to go 
to college because of the promotion points. Especially 
being junior enlisted coming up on Sergeant, it's good to 
go take a course or two, that way you'll get some points for 
the promotion list. But at the same time, when you start to 
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move from E6 to E7 and E8 it matters even more so it 
becomes a building block for your professional 
development. 

A veteran with sixteen years of military service stated, 

I think military supervisors have been more supportive of it 
to the point of pushing, nudging, and even driving people 
down to the education center because of the promotion 
system. The leadership don't care what it is, anything will 
count toward the points system. Used to be that we'd 
caravan people down to the education center for military 
correspondence courses, but now civilian education counts 
too. A lot of soldiers have a course or two of college. You 
know, it's not really important to get a degree, but the 
promotion boards definitely look at college credits as an 
important consideration for promotion. 

When asked if a lot of people in his opinion pursue higher education because of the way 

the promotion system is designed he stated, 

I think it's a big factor. I know for me it was a big reason. 
1 knew I needed some sort of piece of paper to dangle in 
front of the promotion board. I want to stay competitive in 
front of the promotion board with all my peers. 

Messages from other Veterans 

Veterans are active participants in the socialization process, influencing the aspirations 

of fellow soldiers. When asked about the messages he received from other soldiers about 

the importance of college attendance, a twenty-two year old specialist stated that other 

soldiers had sent him the message. 

You're enlisted you don't need a college degree. I get that 
from other soldiers. I mostly get that from senior enlisted, 



some of them probably have that attitude because they 
regret that they didn't do it and they don't want you to. 

Another specialist noted, 

Other soldiers put people down sometimes. Like you're 
not a real soldier if you are interested in doing school stuff. 
It's more of a subculture against it if you do it in combat 
arms. It's not really encouraged because having a skill and 
doing your job is more important. 

Likewise, a sergeant expressed the following sentiments. 

If asked if they are going to college, most of the soldiers I 
work with would say, "Naw, I work for a living." School is 
seen as something that's not really something you'll use. 
It's better to have a skill like computers or telecom where 
you can make money. 

A staff sergeant indicated that veterans' messages are not always clear-cut, she stated. 

It really depends. If you are working with or TDY with 
soldiers who have gone to college, then they are supportive. 
If you are around people who haven't been to college 
courses, then they downplay the importance and kind of act 
like you are wasting your time. I think they just don't want 
you to get ahead of them. Like they didn't go, so you 
shouldn't either. 

A young specialist agreed. 

Most soldiers I've been stationed with value practical stuff 
and skill level instead of having that piece of paper. The 
message sent is: it's more important to be a squared away 
soldier and concentrating on the unit instead of yourself. 
And I can understand that and may send that message too. 
I mean if you are at war, I'd sure rather be there with a 
soldier that is super squared away instead of a college 
person. 
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Education, Veteran's Administration, Retention, and Military Officials 

Interviews with the Director of the Education Directorate, education counselors, 

Veteran's Administration representatives, and military officials appear to verify veterans' 

previous testimony about receiving encouragement to attend community colleges or other 

low cost institutions and the prevalence of the endorsement of college attendance for 

promotion points. When the Director of the Education Directorate was asked to describe 

the recommendations provided to begimiing students he stated. 

We steer beginning students here toward XX Community 
College. One, because it's a good school and it's got a lot 
of general education courses. Its' cheap. It's a community 
college, so it's not going to cost a lot of money. It's 
convenient, you can go downtown or here on base and 
there's a lot of different, I'll say variety and different types 
of courses offered. 

An experienced education services counselor commented. 

Our students are lucky to have a good community college 
here with a lot of offerings. We like to encourage our 
starting students to XX Community College because it's 
inexpensive and convenient. 

Likewise, a Veteran's Administration representative asserted, 

I think most soldiers should start at the community college. 
That way it saves them money and they can explore some 
different course areas. I went to a community college, and 
I was able to save a lot. 

Another educational services counselor commented on the cost savings of attending a 

community college in the following statement. 

The community college is just so inexpensive. I cringe 
when I see soldiers pick these high priced technical 
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institutes that aren't accredited. Soldiers can rack up 
massive tuition bills and use up all of their benefits for 
credits that can't be transferred anywhere. I try to sell them 
on taking a few courses at a cheaper school first. 

In a higher education market where unaccredited institutions are proliferate and 

aggressively seek to capitalize upon veterans government funded educational benefits, it 

is important to acknowledge that the educational services counselors interviewed in this 

study actively encourage veterans to avoid high-priced, unaccredited institutions that may 

issue institutional credit that veterans may be unable to transfer to baccalaureate granting 

institutions in the future. Clearly, guiding veterans to community college where they can 

access traditional coursework is better than steering students toward high priced technical 

institutions that yield no accredited or transferable coursework veterans can build upon in 

the future. 

In a formal Retention Briefing conducted by a seasoned master sergeant, military 

educational benefits as well as Reserve and National Guard benefits were presented. The 

animated master sergeant conducted the briefing in a large military trailer to a crowd of 

fifty-two separating veterans. When the master sergeant spoke of educational benefits he 

told the group. 

You're going to get $900 a month. If you have a kicker or 
the Anny College Fund you may get up to $1300 a month. 
If you go to a community college you're going to pay about 
600 dollars for the semester. That means you are going to 
put the rest of that money in your pocket. That's what I did, 
the first time I got out, the Army actually paid me to go to 
school. 

Speaking about Reserve and National Guard additional benefits, he stated. 
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I want you to think about joining the Reserves or National 
Guard and continuing to serve your country. If you are 
interested in education. I've got a great deal for you. If you 
join, you can double dip in your benefits. The only 
stipulation is that you can't use the money for the same 
degree program. So, you go to the community college for 
an Associate's in General Studies, then you can go for a 
Bachelor's in Computer Information Systems. See what I 
mean? 

Military officials, providing advice to the Education Directorate and the soldiers they 

command, do not appear to place a value on attending four-year or prestigious 

universities. When I inquired about the importance of the college choice process, a 

senior military official who provides advisement to the Education Directorate stated. 

When it comes to the college choices soldiers make, it's 
either West Point or it's not. If you don't go to the Point, 
then it doesn't really matter. 

Another military official stated. 

It doesn't really matter where you go to school. To be an 
officer in the Army, they just look for a completed degree. 
I don't think the civilian world when these troops get out is 
going to look at things much differently. 

A large number of veterans mentioned the importance of promotion points in the 

messages they received from their military supervisors. When asked about the impact of 

the promotion system on higher education attendance, a VA Counselor stated. 

To be competitive for promotion, to get promotion points 
requires a certain education level. So, I think all the 
military from the commanding general all the way down 
support education a lot more than they used to. I think a lot 
of that is due to the promotion system. I think maybe it 
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goes in stages, if you are a young soldier and you're low in 
rank, you might just be taking courses to get that rank, so 
you see the importance might just be taking college courses 
to get promotion points. But when you become like an E5, 
E6, or E7 you become somewhat settled in your career you 
might be looking for a transition ticket to help you get a 
better job in the future. 

Likewise, an education counselor stated, 

Soldiers have to in-process with the Ed Center each time 
they PCS, but then we don't typically see most of them 
again. I think it's the promotion system that gets some of 
them back to see us. They get to the platoon and hear that 
points will help them progress, so they come take a course 
or two. 

In addition to encouraging community college attendance, the Education Directorate 

also participates in partnerships with the local community college that facilitates 

community college enrollment. The Director of the Education Directorate describes the 

program below. 

We've started a real, real good program this past January, 
it's called the MOS Credcntialing program. If you pay a 
matriculation fee at XX Community College you can also 
be earning college credits with that college as you take your 
MOS school, so when you walk across the stage and are 
presented with the MOS certificate, you also get an official 
transcript from XX Community College. And you'd be 
amazed at the number of soldiers, well above 80% of the 
people go through this program and pay the matriculation 
fee. It's real cheap, you pay a one time $35 matriculation 
fee and you are enrolled in the community college, earning 
16-22 credit hours. And XX Community College doesn't 
have to pay for an instructor. The instructor is a military 
instructor, XX Community College simply takes a resume 
and transcript from each instructor and qualifies them as a 
vocational professional. So they don't have any expense, 
there's no room, no electricity, there's no teacher expense 
at all. Down the road, they are hoping to get a 
reimbursement for full time student equivalencies. But, 
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even if they don't, they have already generated enough 
money to pay for three full time workers, and that is just 
from the first six months of this year. 

When asked to describe their perceptions regarding the importance of college attendance 

for veterans, the Director of the Education Directorate stated, 

I don't know the numbers right off the top of my head, but I 
can say we are not in an organization that graduates people. 
Very few of our students ever graduate. Our average 
veteran takes about 2.5 classes a year. Now if you add that 
up to 60 courses to get a bachelors degree, it's going to take 
him a long time to get that. Going to college means taking 
a course or two. But, the business that we are in is getting 
people started in education, gearing them toward a career 
goal. Most soldiers come to take courses for the promotion 
points. 

When asked about the factors that influence the college choice process, an education 

services counselor asserted. 

Most people go to XX Community College because most 
people are first-time students and it would be foolish for us 
both money wise and student wise to steer them toward a 
school that charges $150 a credit hour versus XX that 
charges $38 an hour. 

A Veteran's Administration representative stated. 

We send everyone to the local community college. It 
would be crazy for them not to. It just costs so much less. 

A retention official stated. 

Cost is the most influential factor. Cost and I'd probably 
mix in quality, and the program they're looking for. 
Location would be another factor. A lot of schools have a 
reputation of processing VA forms and payments slow and 
that is talked about among the veterans. That's a worst 
thing a school can do is not pay someone on time and all 
the students talk about that. So, I'd say cost and quality of 
the program, location, and convenience. 
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When asked whether they thought veterans selected lower cost institutions in an attempt 

to bank additional financial resources left from tuition and book payments, an educational 

counselor stated, 

Sure, if they don't have to spend the VA money on school, 
they get the 900 dollars, so if they can put 300 dollars a 
month in their pocket that will help them eat, buy gasoline, 
and pay for the apartment. And whatever, so sure they look 
at that. 

Another counselor agreed. 

That is one of the questions veterans ask me about the 
most. The word is definitely out among veterans that if you 
chose a less expensive school, if there is money left over, 
it's yours. 

Clearly, many educational counselors, veteran's representatives, and military officials 

recommend for soldiers to start at a community college rather than a four-year institution. 

In fact, every education counselor and VA representative interviewed in this study 

encouraged community college attendance and viewed community colleges as the best 

educational institutions for veterans. Although this encouragement may hinder veterans' 

probability to earn a baccalaureate degree, the advice provided by these representatives 

also serves an important function of steering veterans away from high-priced 

unaccredited technical institutions that seek to capitalize upon the government funding 

afforded to veterans. It is apparent throughout the data that counselors view the cost 

savings as the most influential factor. 
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First Generation and Working Class Status 

During the individual interviews, veterans were asked to elaborate on their educational 

backgrounds, their parents' highest levels of education and occupational backgrounds, 

their parents' perspectives toward college attendance, and how their parents felt about 

military service. The data gained through these individual interviews indicated that 22 of 

the 24 veterans with college aspirations were poised to be first generation college 

students. Of the six veterans who did not espouse college aspirations, none of them 

originated from family backgrounds where a parent had attended college. Most of the 

veterans also described backgrounds consistent with working class status. When asked to 

elaborate on their educational background, a young specialist stated, 

Ah, in high school I was an average student because I never 
studied, I mean I never took a book home or nothing like 
that. My school didn't offer nothing like AP, so 1 made the 
best with what I had. 1 never thought about college, just 
about becoming an EMT. I wish my parents had talked 
with me about college, but they really just left it up to me. 
My mother is a beautician. I think my father has a 
associates or something like that, but he's working as a 
bartender in New Orleans. 

A sergeant commented. 

My parents kind of wanted me to go to college, but they 
didn't' make a big deal of it. I guess that's why 1 didn't. 
That's about it. Before I entered the Army I tried to go to 
college. I went for one semester and that was it. I was on 
my own at Houston Community College and it didn't work 
too well. I really only went to badminton. I never went to 
the other classes. 1 told my parents that 1 wasn't going back 
to college and my parents said that was fine. But he said 
you're going to have to find a job that pays over 20,000 a 
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year before you're 19'*' birthday. So I went around for 
about a week and all I could find required a college degree 
except for the military. I figured the military would do it. 

Likewise, a seasoned veteran also expressed that his parents did not stress college 

attendance in the following statement. 

My parents didn't really go to school, so they didn't focus 
on school stuff. I didn't make it all the way through high 
school. I dropped out in the tenth grade and got a GED 
soon after that. I wasn't really having any fun and I 
thought that pretty much the only reason to stay in high 
school was to go to college and then 1 learned that you 
don't have to graduate from high school to go to college. I 
worked odd jobs mainly fast food and a credit card agency 
and then I joined the military. I joined the military for 
glorious reasons and to satisfy my mother and maybe I 
could make a change on a global scale, instead of being a 
cop or a fireman and making a change on a local scale. I 
joined for god and country and if I could get paid for that 
then that's good. 

A master sergeant whose parents are both teachers expressed admiration for his relatives 

that succeed without a college education in the following comment, 

My mom and dad both have degrees, but 1 spent the most 
time growing up with my grandparents. My grandmother 
had a degree but she never used it and my grandfather 
dropped out of high school and had no college degree, but 
went on to become a CEO of two major corporations 
without that piece of paper. 

A sergeant with five years of service discussed previous educational disappointment and 

uncertainty about his future Army educational benefits, 

I didn't really have no preparation in high school for 
college I just kind of graduated. 1 was average, but 1 kind 
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school at that point. I wanted an art scholarship to go to art 
school, but I didn't get accepted so I was mad and 1 didn't 
want to stay home so I joined the military. I probably 
wouldn't have joined if it wasn't for the G.I. Bill. Well, I 
look at it as a percentage and I need to do something to 
occupy myself and I'm not saying that I'm a bad guy like 
I'd be robbing stores. But. it was an incentive to join. 
I have the G.I. Bill, but I don't know about the Army 
College Fund. Oh yeah, I think my contract does say 
something about an extra $4,000 a semester. I'm not sure 
bout all that. 

Where do you get information regarding your educational benefits? 

I have a written contract that says it and I guess I could go 
to a counselor too. I guess I just haven't been too 
concerned with it because I got other stuff going on. 

When asked about previous educational experiences, a 25 year-old specialist stated, 

I kind-of slacked off a lot during high school. 1 met the 
bare minimum standards. Cs and Ds. I was just out 
partying instead of trying to go to college. In high school, 
they put college out as an option but no one really stressed 
it at the school level. My parents wanted me to go to a 
community college but personally, I knew if I went to 
college right away I would have screwed it up and flunked 
out, accomplished nothing so instead of working fast food 
or something I decided to join the military instead. 

Also expressing that food service as an alternative occupation to joining the Army, a 
specialist stated, 

My decision to join the military was the best deal for me 
straight out of high school. I mean, most of the people I 
knew in high school ended up working at McDonalds or 
something like that and I just didn't feel like doing that. 
And my father's retired military so that kind-of made me 
check out what the services had to offer. And basically the 
Army just gave me the best deal. 
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When asked about his educational background and encouragement to attend college a 

specialist responded. 

Mostly from my dad he always encouraged me to learn 
from his mistakes. Like he never went to college because 
he got the job at the aluminum factory during his senior 
year in high school. And he was making really good money 
and then he got laid off after 10 years with nothing to fall 
back on. My dad has always gone to community college 
and as far as the police field, employers prefer you to go to 
a community college because it's easier to continue your 
education and it has more flexible schedules. 

An examination of the experiences and beliefs expressed in the aforementioned 

statements by veterans, illustrates that characteristics that are common among working 

class individuals. The study participants indicated that their parents' educational ' 

backgrounds were mostly high school completion, making these veterans first generation 

students. Consistent with the literature on working class youth, veterans in this study 

expressed that they received strong parental encouragement to develop a marketable 

skills rather than an entrenched expectation to attend a prestigious college. 

Conclusion 

This chapter focused on the salient issues influencing veterans' educational aspirations 

and college choice process. The important conclusions from this study concentrate on 

four areas including veterans' educational aspirations and factors influencing those 

educational aspirations, college choice and factors influencing college choice, military 



125 

socialization, and the influence of working class culture on veterans as first generation 

college students. 

The data regarding veterans' educational aspirations and the factors influencing their 

intentions to engage in higher education illustrates the following key findings: 

1. Eighty percent, the majority of veterans transitioning from the U.S. Army in this 

study, eligible for the Montgomery G.I. Bill and Army College Fund, plan to 

attend some type of higher education or training program. 

2. All veterans in the sample indicated that multiple factors influenced their 

educational aspirations. 

3. Veterans identified three main factors that influenced their choices to attend 

college including (a) the desire to prepare for a new career and anticipation of 

high financial returns, (b) utilization of an earned benefit, and (c) the desire to 

obtain a higher education credential. 

4. Despite substantial financial benefits, veterans highlighted three key reasons that 

influenced their decision not to participate in higher education including a lack of 

interest or belief in higher education, self-efficacy concerns, and perceived lack of 

resources or competing responsibilities. 

An analysis of data provided by veterans concerning their college choices produced 

the following key findings: 

1. The vast majority (21 out of 24 respondents intending to enroll in further 

education) of veterans interviewed in this study stated an intention to enroll in a 

community college or trade school rather than a four-year institution. Only one 
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veteran indicated an intention to attend a four-year baccalaureate granting 

institution. 

2. Veterans acknowledged three salient reasons for selecting to attend a community 

college including the perception of financial resources and price response, ability 

to bank extra financial resources, program of study offerings, and desire for 

flexible schedules. 

3. Many veterans do not have the cultural capital to understand the structure of the 

American higher education system, especially the difference between education 

and degree offerings in community colleges and four-year institutions. 

The research data also indicates that veterans are heavily socialized regarding the 

value of higher education and institutional selection. Listed below are the key' 

messages veterans receive from military officials, fellow soldiers, education officers, 

retention personnel, and VA representatives. 

1. Veterans indicated that military supervisors communicate the importance of a 

practical .skill rather than formal education. 

2. Many military supervisors who encourage higher education focus on the 

collection of miscellaneous credit hours for the promotion point system rather 

than actual degree attainment. 

3. Military peers value a "practical skill" and participate in educational resistance 

MacLeod (1995) describes as "shop culture." 

4. Education officers, retention personnel, and VA representatives formally and 

informally encourage community college attendance as a cost saving measure. 
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5. Veterans are socialized to select lower cost schools in an attempt to bank extra 

financial resources. 

6. The vast majority of veterans in this study were first generation college students 

and possess characteristics common in working class backgrounds. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study was designed to examine the college choices of transitioning veterans in an 

attempt to ascertain the pattern of veterans' choices to attend institutions of higher 

education and their choices between two-year and four-year institutions. This research 

study commenced in Chapter One with a discussion of college choice as a socially 

constructed concept resulting in social reproduction. I also addressed several problem 

areas concerning veterans' college choices including the prevalence of working class 

backgrounds among the veteran population, stratification within the U.S. Army, 

implications of community college attendance as an enrollment choice, and the absence 

of the veteran population in the existing college choice literature. In Chapter Two, I 

conducted a literature review to synthesize the existing information on college choice 

models, variables influencing the college choice process, characteristics of veterans as 

non-traditional students, and implications resulting from choices between attending 

community colleges rather than four-year institutions. The chapter asserts that theoretical 

frameworks of social reproduction, human capital, and socialization can better explain 

the college choice process as it applies to veterans rather than traditional college choice 

models. Chapter Three addresses practical considerations involved in designing and 

conducting a qualitative research study as well as an in-depth explanation of the study's 

design, research strategy, and data collection procedures. In Chapter Four, 1 present 

qualitative data gained from the individual interviews, observations, and document 
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analysis regarding the key factors that influence veterans' educational aspirations and 

college choices as well as the types of messages military officials, fellow soldiers, 

education officers, retention personnel, and VA representatives communicate to veterans 

about attending higher education. 

In this chapter, I focus on analyzing the data concerning veterans' college choices 

presented in the previous chapter in the context of existing literature on social 

reproduction, working class youth, socialization, and the college choice process. I 

discuss and make conclusions regarding the data gained from each of the research 

questions. I then consider the implications of the research study's results and provide 

recommendations for military education officials. Army policymakers, and Veteran's 

Administration representatives that will enhance veterans' college choices and 

educational opportunities. 

Educational Aspirations and Perceptions 

The first research question examined in this study was: Do veterans intend to utilize 

their G.I. Bill benefits when they separate from the military and what factors influence 

their intentions? The majority of veterans interviewed in this study expressed intentions 

to attend some form of higher education or further civilian training after separation from 

the military. An examination of veterans who espoused aspirations to attend college 

highlighted three key factors as being influential in their college attendance decisions: the 

desire to prepare for a new career and anticipation of high financial returns, utilization of 

an earned benefit, and the desire to obtain a higher education credential. Fifty percent of 



130 

the veterans transitioning from the military in this sample viewed preparing for a new 

career field and earning a higher salary as paramount in their decisions to attend college, 

although the research data indicates that in many cases "a higher salary" to these working 

class veterans simply means payment above the poverty line. Utilizing a benefit earned 

through military service was an additional factor that emerged as being influential 

throughout the individual interviews with veterans. 

In fact, eighty percent of the study participants felt they would engage in further 

formal education. However, it is important to note that many of the veterans who 

participated in this study communicated diffuse and unfomiulated plans to actually 

accomplish their stated intentions of higher education enrollment. This confusion and 

lack of concrete plans can be explained through an examination of veterans' perceptions 

regarding higher education and the type of cultural capital they possess. 

Veterans who participated in this study displayed a consistent and pervasive 

perception of what constitutes "going to college." Veterans repeatedly referred to "going 

to college" as attending a course or two a year through the Army Education Center or 

enrolling in a distance education course offered through a local community college rather 

than enrolling full time in traditional college coursework. In addition, many veterans 

claim to have attended college by virtue of receiving college credit from community 

colleges for their previous military experience. For example, veterans discussed college 

attendance in terms of the physical education college credit they were granted by local 

community colleges for their military marksmanship proficiency. This perception of what 



131 

constitutes college attendance is dramatically different from the perception of a 

traditional residential college experience held by most middle and upper class students. 

Veterans' untraditional perception regarding the meaning and importance of college 

attendance is also apparent in the way veterans communicate about higher education. 

Veterans repeatedly referred to the need to "get me some college," treating higher 

education as simply a credential or commodity. Even more consistent in this study was 

veterans' reference to earning a college degree as getting a "piece of paper." This 

dismissal of the importance of higher education and relegation of college as simply a gate 

keeping force for higher occupational opportunities demonstrates a working class based 

perception of higher education. The fact that a majority of the interview respondents, 16 

veterans, mentioned higher education in terms of a credential or "piece of paper," 

demonstrates the strength of social class socialization and class-based habitus in 

dismissing the merit of higher education for the sake of learning, instead espousing a 

consumer mentality, focusing on earning a credential. 

Many veterans also espouse a perception of higher education institutional differences 

that is inaccurate. An interesting pattern evolved during the individual interview 

sessions, highlighting that many veterans do not understand the difference between 

community colleges and four-year baccalaureate granting institutions. When questioned 

about their perception of the differences between community colleges and four-year 

institutions, many veterans were unable to articulate any difference between the two 

types of institutions. In addition, veterans consistently reported an intention to attend a 

community college to earn a baccalaureate degree even though the stated institution did 
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not award such a degree. This worldview and perception regarding higher education is 

clearly different from students from higher social strata who possess a better 

understanding of the types of degree programs available in different types of higher 

education iastitutions. 

Cultural Capital 

Uncertainty and lack of understanding regarding the process of engaging in an 

institution of higher education is consistent with students from working class 

backgrounds who may not possess the necessary cultural capital to guide them through 

the college choice and enrollment processes. Enlisted soldiers are often described in the 

literature as coming from lower socioeconomic and working class backgrounds, a higher 

proportion of minority statuses, and lower academic preparation (Bennett. 1996; Joanning, 

1975). Clearly, individuals from working class backgrounds are presented with very 

unequal college choices dependent upon whether they encounter family, community, and 

educational resources that facilitate the possibility of educational or occupational 

mobility (McDonough, 1997). McDonough (1997) asserts, "differential resources 

contribute to the persistence and reproduction of a social-class-based stratified system of 

postsecondary opportunity that thwarts meritocratic ideals." 

Veterans participating in this study demonstrated a distinct lack of understanding 

about the structure of the higher education system. Veterans repeatedly indicated a 

desire to attend a community college to complete "the basics," yet they demonstrated no 

understanding of what the basics are comprised of or what degree programs are available 

to them. For example, one study participant disclosed an intention to earn an Associate's 



Degree in Chinese at an institution that offers no such degree. Another veteran stated a 

lack of interest in higher education for the reason that if "you are working on computers, 

there is no reason to study Greek philosophy." Clearly, this veteran lacks the 

understanding that there is an abundance of applied degree programs in Engineering and 

Computer Science where a student can concentrate their studies on subjects they feel will 

be of practical use to them in the future. McDonough (1997) defines cultural capital as 

the information, experiences, and values that families transmit and communicate to their 

children, which provide a means to maintaining the current class system and sense of 

privilege. As primarily first generation college students, many veterans have not been 

afforded information from their families or the military to help them navigate the higher 

education system. 

Not only are veterans unknowledgeable about the mechanisms to navigate through the 

higher education structure, many are equally uneducated about how to navigate the 

occupational world. Veterans' repeated references to fast food service positions, trash 

collection services, and "good jobs" with salaries barely above the poverty line for a 

family of four as their occupational alternatives demonstrates that veterans possess 

limited expectations for occupational achievement. Their limited expectations are 

consistent with Willis (1970) and McLeod's (1995) account of working class youth. 

Additional Factors Influencing Aspirations 

Twenty percent of the veterans interviewed in this study indicated no aspirations to 

engage in any form of higher education despite substantial financial benefit eligibility 
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afforded through the G.I. Bill and Army College Fund. Even benefits in excess of 

$50,000 did not sway their educational aspirations. Moreover, veterans who espoused no 

aspirations to attend higher education were distributed across the sample in terms of race 

and time in service. This is an important finding, which differs from traditional student 

price response literature that asserts working class students will be especially responsive 

to grant or scholarship aid (Heam and Longanecker, 1985). Interviews with veterans not 

aspiring to attend higher education highlight entrenched working class socialization that a 

practical skill is more important than a college education and a resistant group culture. In 

an examination of veterans' responses regarding their reasons for nonattendance, three 

major factors emerge from the data: a lack of interest or belief in higher education, 

performance concerns, and perceived lack of resources or competing responsibilities. 

The majority of veterans who did not indicate aspirations of attending higher 

education noted a lack of interest or a lack of belief in the importance of higlier education 

as their primary reason for nonattendance. Clearly, a substantial percentage of the 

veterans participating in this study removed themselves from the process of pursuing 

higher education. This self-elimination is common among working class youth and 

veterans largely originate from lower socioeconomic and working class backgrounds 

(Bennett, 1996; Joanning, 1975). MacLeod (1995) and Willis (1977) highlight that the 

dismissal of the importance of school by working class youth is accompanied by an 

almost universal belief among the group that the members on the shop floor are more 

knowledgeable and that real world skills are more important than school or theoretical 

knowledge. This focus on the importance of developing and demonstrating a masculine 
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practical skill was pervasive throughout interviews with separating veterans. Veterans 

repeatedly stated that a practical skill and "real world knowledge" is more valuable than a 

formal college education. One veteran stated, " I think people value people who actually 

work for a living instead of some snot nosed kid straight out of college." 

Consistent with the data gained from veterans in this study, Willis (1977) states, 

working class youth believe that "practical ability always comes first and is a condition of 

other kinds of knowledge. Whereas in the middle class culture knowledge and 

qualifications are seen as a way of shifting upwards the whole mode of practical 

alternatives open to an individual." It was readily apparent in the interviews with 

veterans not aspiring to higher education that they had been socialized to see college as 

"a piece of paper" and their military training as a valuable and practical skill. 

Among many of the enlisted veterans interviewed, a counter-school culture and an 

idealization of MOS training emerged as a strong trend. Willis (1977) asserts that the 

counter-school culture among working class youth shares many similarities with shop 

floor culture where many of these youth will work. Willis (1977) states, "The central 

thing about the working class culture of the shop-floor is that despite harsh conditions 

and external direction, people do look for meaning and impose frameworks. They 

exercise their abilities and seek enjoyment in activity, even where most controlled by 

others." Clearly the enlisted members of the U.S. Army endure harsh working conditions 

and undergo extreme control by management in this heavily rank-based, stratified 

organizational system. Throughout the interviews veterans repeatedly shared a belief 

structure, which highlighted a cultural framework where an intense sense of meaning and 



importance was attached to each MOS or practical duty, the soldier was assigned. An "us 

versus them" organizational culture was also apparent in many of the enlisted veterans' 

view of the officer core. Enlisted veterans repeatedly made statements that they "worked 

for a living" whereas officers "simply went to school." 

It became clear in the interview process that many veterans had negative experiences 

or perceptions regarding their previous educational endeavors. A substantial number of 

veterans repeatedly stated that they did not believe higher education or had previously 

performed poorly is school environments. These self-efficacy concerns are common 

among working class youth who have often endured low academic performance 

expectations and institutional tracking that taint their perception of the importance and 

relevance of education. Several veterans indicated a lack of confidence in their ability to 

be successful in an educational environment, based upon previous academic difficulties. 

Social class and financial resources heavily influence academic performance and the 

quality of previous educational experiences. Working class youth are clearly 

disadvantaged in the educational process. Previous educational experiences shaped 

veterans' perceptions of their ability to perform in a higher education institution. 

Students who have demonstrated higher academic abilities and performance are more 

likely to attend college, enroll in four-year, espouse high expectations for success, as well 

as receive encouragement from parents and counselors (Hossler et al, 1999). 

Despite the substantial educational assistance afforded through the Montgomery G.I. 

Bill and the Army College Fund, all of the veterans cited lack of financial resources as a 

reason for nonattendance. This is an important finding that demonstrates that even 
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significant amounts of funding, like the $50,000 afforded by the Montgomery G.l. Bill 

and Army College Fund, may not be powerful enough to alter working class veterans' 

perceptions of their ability to afford a college education. 

College Choice 

The college choice process is clearly heavily influenced and shaped by the social class 

structure. It is a process that shapes individuals' educational mobility, resulting in a 

reproduction of the existing societal class structure. The second research question 

examined in this study was: If veterans do intend to utilize educational benefits, what 

type of institution do they plan to attend? When this question of institutional choice was 

posed to veterans participating in this study, a dramatic trend of community college as the 

premier institutional selection emerged. Twenty-one out of the twenty-four veterans 

who planned to attend an institution of higher education, stated that they planned to 

attend a community college and two planned on attending a vocational training program. 

Only one veteran in the study planned to attend a four-year baccalaureate granting 

institution. This finding is consistent with literature on the college choices of students 

from working class backgrounds, especially students from Hispanic and African 

American origin. Bourdieu (1990) highlights that when all else is held equal, individuals 

from working class backgrounds exhibit a higher probability of attending "branches 

(establishments or sections) from which there is least chance of entering the next 

education level." However, the strength of this finding is unexpected among Caucasian 

male students who tend to gravitate in larger numbers to four-year institutions. 
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Community colleges traditionally enroll of a disproportionate number of students from 

low-socioeconomic statuses, ethnic minority groups, nontraditional aged students, and 

first generation students when compared to four-year colleges. This enrollment pattern is 

a major concern because evidence exists that initial enrollment in a community college 

rather than a four-year institution dramatically decreases the likelihood of attaining a 

baccalaureate degree (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991). 

Factors Influencing College Choice 

The third research question examined in the study was: What are the major factors 

that influence veterans' choices to attend a particular type of institution? Veterans' 

elaborations on their educational backgrounds, their parents" highest levels of education 

and occupational backgrounds, and their parents' perspectives toward college attendance 

reveal that 22 of the 24 veterans with college aspirations would be first generation college 

students. All of the veterans who did not espouse college aspirations originated from 

family backgrounds where neither parent had attended college. In addition, many of the 

veterans who participated in this study were married with small children, thus 

experiencing socialization factors and expectations from a second family as well. While 

several of the veterans indicated a desire to attend college to better provide for their 

families, it is important to note that only one of the veterans' spouses had attended 

college. Therefore, most of the veterans who participated in this study described 

backgrounds consistent with working class status. 
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Four major factors emerged from the data concerning the choice of community 

college attendance: veterans' perception of financial resources and price response, ability 

to bank extra financial resources, program of study offerings, and flexible schedules. The 

majority of research study participants indicated they selected attendance at a community 

college due to financial resources. Over 80 percent of veterans selected this factor 

despite substantial benefits through the G.l. Bill and Army College Fund. This finding is 

consistent with the price response literature that indicates working class youth are acutely 

price sensitive despite financial aid resources. The fact that such a large percentage of 

the veterans in this study and the national G.I. Bill participation rate of 55.6% 

(Department of Veteran Affairs, 2004) demonstrates that veterans are in need of 

educational counseling intervention to teach them how to access and utilize their financial 

resources. 

A second major factor that emerged from the data was the selection of community 

colleges in an effort to bank extra financial resources left after paying for tuition and 

books. A large proportion of veterans stated this factor as being important in their 

institutional choice process. The ability of veterans to bank extra resources is a function 

of the structure of the G.I. Bill being paid directly to each soldier. Since working class 

students are traditionally acutely responsive to price, it is not surprising that this response 

to the benefit allocation emerges. It is also important to recognize the influence of 

military supervisors, veteran's representatives, and educational counselors in promoting 

the ability to bank additional resources. In addition, although program offerings were not 

the primary reason for intuitional selection, many of the veterans in this sample indicated 
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an interest in pursuing a vocational or training program in a specific skill area. The 

convenience and flexibility of community college course offerings was also noted as an 

influential reason for selecting cormiiunity college attendance. 

Socialization 

The fourth research question posed in this study was: What types of messages do 

military officials, fellow soldiers, education officers, retention personnel, and VA 

representatives communicate about attending higher education and how do these 

messages influence veterans' college choices? 

In this study, veterans consistently described the formal and informal messages, 

attitudes, and values Army officials, Enlisted personnel, and educational representatives 

communicated to veterans as focused upon encouraging community college attendance, 

development of a practical occupationally related skill, and enrolling in courses for the 

purpose of earning promotion points. Veterans participating in this study expressed that 

they received mixed messages from military supervisors regarding the importance of 

college attendance. Twenty-eight out of thirty of the veterans participating in this study 

responded that they had encountered at least one military supervisor who was 

unsupportive of higher education. 

Veterans in this study also indicated they had encountered military supervisors who 

encouraged college attendance. A majority of veterans interviewed stated they had at 

least one supervisor who spoke positively about the value of higher education. However, 

twenty-three out of the twenty-four veterans who expressed receiving these positive 
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messages, atlributed their military supervisors' encouragement of higher education to the 

influence and reward system inherent in the military promotion structure. The current 

Army promotion system awards up to 100 promotion points for military or civilian 

educational coursework at a rate of 1 point per credit hour, focusing on the accumulation 

of credit hours rather than earning a degree. 

Interviews with the Director of the Education Directorate, education counselors. 

Veteran's Administration representatives, and military officials reveal a consistent and 

pervasive encouragement to attend community colleges or other low cost institutions and 

the prevalence of the endorsement of college attendance for promotion points. In fact, 

every education counselor and VA representative interviewed in this study encouraged 

community college attendance and espoused community colleges as the best educational 

institutions for veterans. 

This recommendation to attend a community college and the statement "anyone would 

be crazy not to," by a Veteran's Representative conducting a benefits briefing in front of 

a room full of veterans is key to understanding veterans' socialization. Bourdieu (1990) 

states, 

The mere fact of transmitting a message within a relation of 
pedagogic communication implies and imposes a social 
definition (and the more institutionalized the relation, the 
more explicit and codified the definition) of what merits 
transmission, the code in which the message is to be 
transmitted , the persons entitled to transmit it, or better, 
impose its reception, the persons worthy of receiving it and 
consequently obliged to receive it and . finally, the mode of 
imposition and inculcation of the message which confers on 
the information transmitted its legitimacy and thereby its 
full meaning. 
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Clearly, the messages provided to veterans send a more powerful message because they 

are consistent, persistent, and appear to be sanctioned at the highest levels and throughout 

the entire bureaucratic structure of the Fort Army. Bowles and Gintis (2001) assert that 

the powerful social class structure utilize a sense of authority to socialize individuals to 

adopt specific behaviors, values, and beliefs that replicate the class structure. The U.S. 

Army with its' formal rank and stratification present an overarching social class structure. 

Recommendations 

The purpose of this research study was to examine the college choices of transitioning 

veterans in an attempt to ascertain the pattern of veterans" choices to attend an institution 

of higher education and their choices between two-year and four-year institutions. This 

study was necessary because, despite the substantial number of veterans eligible for 

military educational benefits and the institutions vying for those resources, studies 

examining veterans' educational aspirations and college choices are virtually nonexistent 

in the current higher education literature. 

Utilizing a social reproduction theoretical framework, this study contributes to and 

expands the current literature written on the college choice process. This study also 

provides valuable information regarding the college choice process as it relates to 

nontraditional aged students and more specifically to a largely neglected student group, 

veterans exiting the military eligible for Montgomery G.l. Bill benefits. As an important 

segment of non-traditional aged students, veterans experience unique socialization 

influences and educational benefits. This research study examined factors that influence 

veterans' college choices to help inform higher education and Department of Defense 
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policy decisions, outreach programs, and military educational counseling. This study 

also yielded information instrumental in crafting specific recommendations and 

implications for higher education policy, G.I. Bill benefits, veteran educational 

counseling and advising, admissions, and enrollment management. 

Following an analysis of the key findings in this study, five recommendations emerge 

as important interventions in veterans' college choices. 

Recommendation 1. Educate veterans about the structure of the higher education system 

including types of degrees, differences between community colleges and four-year 

institutions, and the wide variety of educational opportunities available to them. 

In this study, a distinct pattern evolved during the individual interview sessions, 

highlighting that many veterans do not understand the difference between traditional 

types of educational degrees and certifications, the structure of higher education, and the 

differences between community colleges and four-year baccalaureate granting 

institutions. Throughout the interviews, a disconnect was apparent between veterans" 

understanding of the differences in degree offerings at community colleges and four year 

institutions. For example, many veterans expressed the intention to attend a community 

college to earn a bachelors or masters degree. Moreover, several veterans failed to 

articulate the difference between an associate's degree and a baccalaureate degree. 

Veterans are largely from working class backgrounds and a substantial number are 

first generation college students. Therefore, many veterans may not possess the cultural 
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capital or familial habitus to understand or navigate the higher education structure. For 

that reason, it is essential for educational services counselors and Veteran's 

Administration representatives to provide information during formal briefings and 

individual counseling sessions regarding the wide variety of degrees and certifications 

that are available, as well as the structure of the higher education system, enabling 

veterans to make institutional choices that best meet their educational aspirations. 

Recommendation 2. Institute formal educational services briefings as part of the in-

processing procedures at Army Installations informing veterans of their educational 

benefits and how they can be utilized to engage in higher education and a variety of 

educational opportunities. 

Interviews with veterans transitioning from the military in this study reveal that 

veterans do not understand the scope or structure of their educational benefits. Most 

veterans indicated they were not afforded information regarding the monthly payment of 

their education benefits, the regulations governing benefit usage, or how to begin 

utilizing their college benefits. Traditionally, soldiers transitioning from active duty 

attend Veteran's Administration briefings that address educational benefits as part of 

their separation process when they enroll in the Army Career Alumni Piogram (ACAP). 

Separating veterans become eligible for the ACAP program when they are between six 

and twelve months from separation. Therefore, most veterans do not attend a formal 
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briefing about their education benefits until they are within several months of being 

eligible to utilize their benefits. 

Educational aspirations develop over time and are influenced by an individual's 

perception of postsecondary opportunities. This is particularly notable in the case of 

veterans since they are largely students from working class backgrounds. Social class 

and cultural capital influence students' cost consciousness and the perception of financial 

costs. Students with limited financial resources are much more sensitive to tuition costs 

than students from higher socioeconomic statuses (Heller, 1997). Students from lower 

socioeconomic strata are less likely to understand how to calculate expected costs and 

navigate through financial aid programs (Heller, 1997). This may be especially salient in 

the case of veterans from working class backgrounds who do not fully understand the 

scope of their educational benefits. 

Heam and Longanecker (1985) highlight that poor students are almost twice as 

responsive to tuition increases as their middle-income peers. Therefore, instituting 

formal educational services briefings as part of the in-processing procedures at each 

Army installation would provide an early intervention in veterans' college choice 

process. Education briefings during in-processing would enable veterans to develop an 

understanding of the payment amount and procedures involved in the administration of 

their educational benefits at an early point in their careers, providing valuable 

infomiation and time to alter veterans perceptions regarding their postsecondary 

educational opportunities. 
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Recommendation 3. Ensure that counselors and educational services personnel working 

within education centers and colleges operating on Army installations are trained in 

higher education, familiar with the community college literature on differential outcomes, 

and are sensitive to the needs of veterans. 

Information gained from educational counselors and college personnel is influential in 

the college choice process (Hossler et al, 1999). This external advice may be particularly 

salient in the case of veterans from working class backgrounds who may not have 

encountered strong advice about higher education previously. Therefore, it is essential to 

provide education counselors, Veteran's Administration representatives, and military 

officials proper training to provide advising that promotes veterans' educational ' 

opportunities. 

At Fort Army, all of the education counselors, Veteran's Administration 

representatives, and military officials who were interviewed in this study encouraged 

community college attendance or enrollment at other low cost institutions. Clearly, many 

educational counselors, veteran's representatives, and military officials recommend for 

soldiers to start at a community college rather than a four-year institution. In fact, every 

education counselor and VA representative interviewed viewed community colleges as 

the best educational institutions for veterans. When asked about the perceived 

differences between types of institutions, the counselors did not communicate any 

negative implications or concerns regarding community college attendance despite 

existing literature on differential outcomes and the baccalaureate gap. Consistent 
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evidence exists that initial enrollment in a community college rather than attending a 

four-year institution dramatically decreases the likelihood of attaining a baccalaureate 

degree (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991). Therefore, it is essential to hire college student 

personnel who are knowledgeable about higher education scholarship, promote formal 

study of higher education for professional development, and institute internal training 

with existing personnel to better understand student outcomes and persistence. The 

Army should also encourage coordination meetings between educational services 

personnel, benefits representatives, and military officials to ensure a consistent message 

is being communicated to veterans. 

Recommendation 4. Refine the Army's current promotion system to emphasize and 

reward degree completion rather than the assignment of promotion points for 

miscellaneous credit hours. 

Interviews with veterans transitioning from the military in this study highlight that 

many veterans receive positive messages from their supervisors and military officials 

regarding higher education. However, an overwhelming majority of these veterans 

attributed their military supervisors' encouragement of higher education to the influence 

and reward system inherent in the military promotion structure. The military promotion 

system awards up to 100 promotion points for military or civilian educational coursework 

at a rale of 1 point per credit hour, focusing on the accumulation of credit hours rather 

than earning a degree. Veterans not only attested to enrolling in higher education courses 
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for the sole purpose of accumulating promotion points, but they also asserted that many 

military supervisors who encourage higher education focus on the collection of 

miscellaneous credit hours for the promotion point system rather than actual degree 

attainment. 

The evaluation of education points in the current promotion system does not 

encourage the importance of degree attainment or education as a life long learning 

endeavor, since the maximum number of promotion points rewarded is less than the 

number required to earn a baccalaureate degree. Rather, it propagates the idea of the 

college experience as a collection of singular courses in an effort to achieve promotion 

points. Military policymakers can dramatically intervene in the negative socialization 

veterans receive regarding higher education by restructuring the current promotion 

system to reward degree completion. Rewarding veterans who complete a degree will 

decrease the perception and socialization that a degree is simply an unimportant "piece of 

paper", enhance veterans educational and career aspirations, and better prepare veterans 

to be effective soldiers. 

Recommendation 5. Conduct a longitudinal study across a variety of Army installations, 

interviewing veterans throughout their military tenure regarding their educational 

aspirations and factors influencing their college choices. 

This research study concentrated upon the college choice process and factors 

influencing veterans' educational aspirations as they transitioned from active duty Army 
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service. Recognizing that educational aspirations are influenced by a wide variety of 

factors including social class, socialization, and organizational habitus, it would be 

beneficial to conduct a longitudinal study assessing the changes in veterans' aspirations 

throughout their military experience. Since military educational records are created with 

each new enlistee as part of their enlistment contract, it would be possible to establish a 

cohort of new service members to examine as they enter military services. A longitudinal 

study would enable researchers to examine the factors influencing veterans' attitudes and 

values over time and identify additional recommendations to enhance veterans' college 

choices and educational aspirations. 

Implications 

This research study aspired to provide valuable information regarding the college 

choice process as it relates to transitioning veterans eligible for military educational 

benefits. The data gathered as part of this study yielded information that was 

instrumental in crafting the aforementioned specific recommend at ions to enhance 

veterans' college choices. Beyond the specific recommendations offered, this study 

affords information that has important implications for the current college choice 

literature, U.S. Army Education Directorate's and Veteran's Administration higher 

education benefit administration, U.S. Army higher education policy and promotion 

system, and veteran educational advocacy and enrollment management. 



Findings from this study offer important implications for the existing literature on the 

college choice process. The current college choice research literature primarily focuses 

on high school students (Gallotti & Mark, 1999; McDonough, 1997; Martin & Dixon, 

1991; Kelpe-Kem, 2000). A limited number of research studies have also examined 

current college students and even less have studied non-traditional age students (Hossler, 

Schmit, & Vesper, 1999). The existing literature on the college choice process neither 

addresses the pattern of veterans' choices to attend higher education institutions, nor their 

choices between two-year and four-year institutions. This study offers important 

implications to college choice researchers because the data presented in this study 

indicates veterans' college choices differ from those of traditional college bound students. 

Moreover, the study indicates that traditional models of college choice do not adequately 

explain the factors that influence veterans' college choices. It is essential for researchers 

to utilize social reproduction, social capital, and working class youth literature to 

understand the dramatic way social class and military socialization influence veterans' 

college choices. This is particularly important because despite the substantial number of 

veterans eligible for military educational benefits and the institutions vying for those 

resources, studies examining veterans' educational aspirations and enrollment choices are 

virtually nonexistent in the current higher education literature. 

The findings presented in this research study also include important implications for 

the U.S. Army Education Directorate and Veteran's Administration's policies and 

practices regarding benefit administration. Utilizing a social reproduction model and 

literature on working class youth, this study provides a rationale and vivid explanation of 
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the dismal participation rates for the Montgomery G.l. Bill. It is important for policy 

makers to thoroughly understand the reasons behind veterans' participation because 

although over 93 percent of U.S. Army veterans are afforded these benefits, only 55.6 

percent utilize the benefit to enroll in even a single college course (Department of 

Veteran's Affairs, 2004). An understanding of the factors tliat influence veterans' 

educational aspirations as well as their institutional choices will enable policy makers. 

Veteran's Administration representatives, and counselors to better train their personnel, 

promote the educational benefits programs, and target individual veterans for intervention 

in ways that will enhance veterans' postsecondary opportunities. 

This study also highlights several implications for the U.S. Army's higher education 

policy and promotion system. An overwhelming majority of the veterans who 

participated in this study attributed the Army's and their military supervisors' 

encouragement of higher education to the influence and reward system inherent in the 

military promotion structure. The current structure of promotion system focuses on 

rewarding miscellaneous semester hours rather than actual degree attainment. U.S. Army 

policy makers can send a strong message regarding the importance of education, lessen 

negative socialization, decrease the educational stratification between officers and 

enlisted personnel, and create a more educated workforce with well rounded knowledge 

and critical thinking skills by redesigning the promotion system to reward degree 

completion. Promoting education has far reaching implications that will enhance 

veterans' educational and career aspirations and better prepare veterans to be effective 

soldiers. 
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The research data presented in this study also raises several important implications for 

higher education institutions. As recipients of veterans from the Army Education 

System, community colleges and baccalaureate granting institutions can also glean 

important infonnation from the experiences veterans shared in this study. An analysis of 

veterans' limited educational aspirations, negative educational socialization, and previous 

educational experiences clearly demonstrates that veterans have special needs as they 

enter higher education institutions. Higher education institutions must utilize student 

services divisions to create a support system to provide veterans with the necessary 

resources and cultural capital to navigate through their educational system as well as 

espousing greater expectations and advocacy for their continued success. It is also 

important for higher education personnel to realize although many veterans enter the 

community college, unlike many other types of students, veterans possess strong 

financial support to continue their pursuit of higher education to the baccalaureate level. 

This makes strong support systems, articulation agreements, and partnerships between 

community colleges and baccalaureate granting institutions essential. 

Conclusion 

This chapter commenced with a discussion of the data gained from each of the study's 

research questions. A summary of the key findings from these research questions in 

combination with current research literature was then presented. A discussion followed 
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concerning how the research data confirmed or differed from previous research findings 

and literature. A series of five recommendations were then presented to assist 

military education officials. Army policymakers, education services counselors, and 

Veteran's Administration representatives to enhance veterans' college choice processes 

and educational opportunities. Despite tremendous financial resources afforded to 

veterans through the Montgomery G.I. Bill and the Army College Fund, a substantial 

portion of the veterans involved in this study do not hold aspirations of college 

attendance. Moreover, an overwhelming majority of veterans who expressed an interest 

in higher education intend to enroll in community colleges. 

In this study, two salient factors combined to influence veterans' educational 

aspirations and college choices: social class status and military socialization. Veterans' 

cultural capital and habitus as influenced by their positioning in the social strata, 

influence their perceptions of possible the educational and career choices available to 

them. For example, many veterans who are first generation college students have not 

received strong messages regarding the benefits of attending a four-year institution rather 

than a community college. Therefore, messages veterans receive from military 

representatives arc often more salient in the absence of previous educational 

socialization. 

An examination of the military culture and socialization at Fort Army concerning 

educational achievement and institutional selection demonstrates a consistent philosophy 

among military officials, education services counselors, and Veteran's Administration 

representatives and fellow veterans that favors development of a "practical skill". 
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enrollment in higher education for the purpose of earning promotion points, selection of 

higher education institutions based upon cost savings, community college attendance. 

Veterans in this study were heavily entrenched and socialized within the organizational 

habitus and culture of the unit. Army policymakers, military leaders, and education 

services officers can enhance veterans' college choices and educational opportunities by 

better educating veterans about their benefits and higher education as well as educating 

Veteran's Administration representatives and education services counselors about student 

persistence and the differential outcomes resulting from community college attendance. 

Restmcturing the military promotion system to encourage university attendance and 

degree completion would also improve veterans' postsecondary educational achievement. 
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APPENDIX A 

Subject Consent Form 
Veteran's College Choices 

I AM BEING ASKED TO READ THE FOLLOWING MATERIAL TO ENSURE 
THAT I AM INFORMED OF THE NATURE OF THIS RESEARCH STUDY AND OF 
HOW I WILL PARTICIPATE IN IT, IF I CONSENT TO DO SO. SIGNING THIS 
FORM WILL INDICATE THAT I HAVE BEEN SO INFORMED AND THAT I GIVE 
MY CONSENT. FEDERAL REGULATIONS REQUIRE WRITTEN INFORMED 
CONSENT PRIOR TO PARTICIPATION IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY SO THAT 1 
CAN KNOW THE NATURE AND RISKS OF MY PARTICIPATION AND CAN 
DECIDE TO PARTICIPATE OR NOT PARTICIPATE IN A FREE AND INFORMED 
MANNER. 

PURPOSE 
I am being invited to participate voluntarily in the above-titled research project. The purpose of 
this project is to analyze the variables that influence veteran's college choices. Although research 
exists on the college choice process, few studies examine the unique factors that impact soldiers. 

SELECTION CRITERIA 
You were selected for participation in this study due to your current status as a transitioning 
member of the military. Approximately 30 transitioning soldiers and 10 education officials will 
participate in this study. 

PROCEDURE 
If I agree to participate, I will be asked to consent to the following: 

1. Spend approximately forty-five minutes to one hour participating in an interview about your 
college choices and educational background. 

2. Be available for follow-up interview questions asked via telephone, e-mail, or in person 
(time commitment not to exceed Vi hour). 

RISKS 
There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts associated with this study. 

BENEFITS 
Your participation in this study will help current and future soldiers by assisting service providers 
and policy makers in developing a better understanding of your needs as they relate to college 
choices and educational aspirations. 

COSTS OR PAYMENTS 
You will not receive any payment for your participation in this study. 
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CONFIDENTIALITY 
Any data that is obtained in this study and that can be identified with you will remain 
confidential. Audiotape recordings and transcripts will be destroyed upon completion of the 
research. Only the principle researcher and University of Arizona professors of higher education 
will have access to the information. 

CONTACTS 
1 can obtain further information from the principal investigator Tara McNealy, Ph.D. Candidate at 
(520) 533-5757. If I have questions concerning my rights as a research subject, 1 may call the 
Human Subjects Committee office at (520) 626-6721. 

AUTHORIZATION 
BEFORE GIVING MY CONSENT BY SIGNING THIS FORM, THE METHODS, 
INCONVENIENCES, RISKS, AND BENEFITS HAVE BEEN EXPLAINED TO ME 
AND MY QUESTIONS HAVE BEEN ANSWERED. I MAY ASK QUESTIONS AT 
ANY TIME AND I AM FREE TO WITHDRAW FROM THE PROJECT AT ANY 
TIME WITHOUT CAUSING BAD FEELINGS. MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS 
PROJECT MAY BE ENDED BY THE INVESTIGATOR FOR REASONS THAT 
WOULD BE EXPLAINED. NEW INFORMATION DEVELOPED DURING THE 
COURSE OF THIS STUDY WHICH MAY AFFECT MY WILLINGNESS TO 
CONTINUE IN THIS RESEARCH PROJECT WILL BE GIVEN TO ME AS IT 
BECOMES AVAILABLE. THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE FILED IN AN AREA 
DESIGNATED BY THE HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE WITH ACCESS 
RESTRICTED TO THE PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR, TARA MCNEALY OR 
AUTHORIZED REPRESENTATIVE OF THE HIGHER EDUCATION 
DEPARTMENT. I DO NOT GIVE UP ANY OF MY LEGAL RIGHTS BY SIGNING 
THIS FORM. A COPY OF THIS SIGNED CONSENT FORM WILL BE GIVEN TO 
ME. 

Subject's Signature Date 

INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT 
1 have carefully explained to the subject the nature of the above project. I hereby certify that to 
the best of my knowledge the person who is signing this consent form understands clearly the 
nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in his/her participation and his/her signature is 
legally valid. A medical problem or language or educational barrier has not precluded this 
understanding. 

Signature of Investigator Date 
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APPENDIX B 

Interview Questionnaire 
Veterans' Postsecondary Educational Choices 

I. Educational Background/' Institutional Choices 

1. Describe your educational background. What type of high school 
academic preparation did you have? 

2. What was your perspective or outlook towards college before entering the 
Army? How has your perspective changed today? 

3. What influenced your decision to join the military? What impact did the 
G.I. Bill exert on your decision to join? 

4. Do you anticipate utilizing the G.I. Bill directly after separation from the 
military? Why or why not? 

If yes, 

5. Why are you pursuing higher education? 
6. What or who has had a positive effect on your ability or decision to attend 

school? Has anyone discouraged you from attending? 
7. If so, what type of college degree do you anticipate pursuing and in what 

institution? 
8. Describe the major factors that influence your choice to attend that type of 

institution? 
9. How do the G.I. Bill and Army College Fund influence your choice? 
10. What do you perccive are the differences between two-year and four-year 

colleges? 
11. Demographic Information (G.I. Bill eligibility, race, age, gender, marital 

status, dependents, and time-in-service). 

If no, 

5. Why are you not pursuing higher education? 
6. What or who has had a negative effect on your ability or decision to attend 

school? 
7. Describe any other factors that influence your choice not attend school? 
8. How do the G.I. Bill and Army College Fund influence your choice? 
9. What do you perceive are the differences between two-year and four-year 

colleges? 
10. Demographic Information (G.I. Bill eligibility, race, age, gender, marital 

status, dependents, and time-in-service). 

II. Parental Background Factors 

1. What are your parents' highest levels of education? 
2. Describe your parents' occupational background. 
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3. What were your parents' perspectives toward college as you were 
growing up? 

4. How did your parents feel about you joining the military? 

III. Policy Recommendations 

1. If a congressional committee were to consider redesigning the current G.I. 
Bill and Army College Fund, what should the new program look like in 
terms of amount of financial benefits, timing of payouts, and institutional 
choices? 

2. Are there any questions or information that I should have inquired about 
that you would like to add? 
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APPENDIX C 

Interview Questionnaire 

Questions for Education Counselors, VA Officers, and Military Officials 

1. Please describe your educational and professional background. How long 
have you counseled veterans on their educational choices? 

2. Describe the educational choices and options that are available to veterans. 

3. What type of approach do you take when advising soldiers who have 
never enrolled in a college course? Is your approach different when a 
soldier has previous college coursework? 

4. What messages do you communicate to soldiers about the importance of 
attending a higher education institution? What messages do you think 
soldiers receive from: 
-Military Supervisors 
-Fellow Soldiers 
-Retention Officials 
-VA Counselors 
-Education Counselors 

5. Do you recommend for some soldiers to start at a community college? 
Which soldiers or what type of educational backgrounds do you think 
should attend a community college and why? 

6. From your perspective, what are the differences between two-year and 
four-year colleges? Do you think that the type of college a soldier attends 
makes a difference? 

7. What are the most important variables that influence veterans' college 
choices between attending two and four year institutions? 

8. What is your perspective of the G.I. Bill and the Army College Fund? Do 
you think the way the G.I. Bill is structured, paying soldiers directly, is the 
most effective method? 

9. What type of impact do you think attending college will have on veterans' 
futures? 
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