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From Combat To Campus

Why Look at Student Veterans?
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Student Veteran Population Is Increasing

• IUPUI has seen a 25% increase in its student veteran 
population in the last five years

• Includes all currently enrolled undergraduates receiving 
veteran benefits at census

• As troops continue to return from overseas, we can expect 
these numbers to continue to rise

• Their retention is good!
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Student Veteran Retention

• Looking at all entering 
undergraduate students 
in fall 2006

• Initially retention of 
veterans drops

• By four years later, it has 
rebounded and surpassed 
that of civilian students!

• Caveat – small N for 
veteran students (N = 65), 
but statistically significant 
(p = 0.04)
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Twelve Step Needs Assessment

Step 1: Confirm The Issues And Audience

Adapted from the National Oceanic And Atmospheric Administration Coastal Services Center: Needs Assessment Training
Available at http://www.csc.noaa.gov/needs/12_steps.html
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Confirm Issues and Audience

• Exactly who are you targeting?

‐ In this case, students on the IUPUI campus who are currently 
or have in the past served in the United States Armed Forces

• What do you hope to accomplish (general)?

– Are student veterans at IUPUI having their needs met 
sufficiently by what is currently offered?  Is there more we 
should be doing?

IUPUI University College – Office of Research, Planning and Evaluation
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Twelve Step Needs Assessment

Step 2: Establish the Planning Team

Adapted from the National Oceanic And Atmospheric Administration Coastal Services Center: Needs Assessment Training
Available at http://www.csc.noaa.gov/needs/12_steps.html
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Establish the Planning Team

• Who do you need on this project?

‐ What skills are you missing?
‐ Data analysis, statistics?

‐ What information about your target audience are you 
missing?

‐ Will your plan answer the question of key stakeholders?

• Don’t forget IRB (Institutional Review Board)!

• In our case:

– Assessment team for analysis

– Office for Veterans & Military Personnel
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Twelve Step Needs Assessment

Step 3: Establish the Goals and Objectives

Adapted from the National Oceanic And Atmospheric Administration Coastal Services Center: Needs Assessment Training
Available at http://www.csc.noaa.gov/needs/12_steps.html
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Goals and Objectives

• Exactly what do you hope to achieve (goals)?
– Are the services offered at IUPUI meeting their needs?

– Do they have needs we have not addressed?

– Do they understand what IUPUI expects them to do if they are 
deployed in terms of

– Leaving school to start at deployment?

– Returning the school after a deployment?

– Is our current plan of action working for them?

• How will you find out (objectives)?

– We conducted focus groups

IUPUI University College – Office of Research, Planning and Evaluation
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Twelve Step Needs Assessment

Step 4: Characterize Your Audience

Adapted from the National Oceanic And Atmospheric Administration Coastal Services Center: Needs Assessment Training
Available at http://www.csc.noaa.gov/needs/12_steps.html
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Guard/Reserve Students

• Always be ready for 
deployment

• Sometimes little notice

• Pre‐deployment training

• Gumby is not flexible enough!
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Returning from War

• Reintegration – returning home from war

• Feeling left out/peer group changes

• Loss of routine

• Combat can be busy business

• Hyper‐vigilance

• Finding your new normal

• New normal takes time – but it doesn’t mean you 
are broken!
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What Veteran Students Add

• Life experience

• Discipline

• Perseverance 

• Resiliency

• Leadership

• Specific academic/vocational experience

IUPUI University College – Office of Research, Planning and Evaluation

Twelve Step Needs Assessment

Step 5: Conduct Information and Literature Search

Adapted from the National Oceanic And Atmospheric Administration Coastal Services Center: Needs Assessment Training
Available at http://www.csc.noaa.gov/needs/12_steps.html
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Twelve Step Needs Assessment

Step 6: Select Your Data Collection Methods

Adapted from the National Oceanic And Atmospheric Administration Coastal Services Center: Needs Assessment Training
Available at http://www.csc.noaa.gov/needs/12_steps.html
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Data Collection Methods

• Suggested methods:
– Observation

– Interviews

– Focus groups

– Surveys

– Existing Data

– Tests

• Consider purpose of tool and your needs

• We used combination of existing data and focus 
groups
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Twelve Step Needs Assessment

Step 7: Determine Your Sampling Scheme

Adapted from the National Oceanic And Atmospheric Administration Coastal Services Center: Needs Assessment Training
Available at http://www.csc.noaa.gov/needs/12_steps.html

IUPUI University College – Office of Research, Planning and Evaluation
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Sampling

• Identify your potential pool

– We identified all students receiving military benefits 
through their bursar records

– Included students receiving:

• Vocational Rehab/VA Chapter 31

• Military Reserve/Guard/VA Chapter 1606

• Active Reserve/Guard/VA Chapter 1607

• Post 9/11 GI Bill

• Post 9/11 GI Bill – yellow ribbon

• New GI Bill – VA Chapter 30

• Randomly select a set to invite to participate
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Twelve Step Needs Assessment

Step 8: Design and Pilot the Collection Instrument

Adapted from the National Oceanic And Atmospheric Administration Coastal Services Center: Needs Assessment Training
Available at http://www.csc.noaa.gov/needs/12_steps.html
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Instruments

• Instrument depends on type of analysis

• In the case of focus groups, be sure same questions 
are asked in as much the same way between groups 
as possible

– Same questions

– Same order

– May have some variance in discussions, but try to keep as 
similar as possible for better comparison

– Don’t correct participants even if they say something you 
know is incorrect!  You want their perceptions.
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Twelve Step Needs Assessment

Step 9: Gather and Report Data

Adapted from the National Oceanic And Atmospheric Administration Coastal Services Center: Needs Assessment Training
Available at http://www.csc.noaa.gov/needs/12_steps.html
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Twelve Step Needs Assessment

Step 10: Analyze Data

Adapted from the National Oceanic And Atmospheric Administration Coastal Services Center: Needs Assessment Training
Available at http://www.csc.noaa.gov/needs/12_steps.html
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Twelve Step Needs Assessment

Step 11: Manage Data

Adapted from the National Oceanic And Atmospheric Administration Coastal Services Center: Needs Assessment Training
Available at http://www.csc.noaa.gov/needs/12_steps.html

IUPUI University College – Office of Research, Planning and Evaluation
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Manage Data

• Must be kept secure

• Data can only be used for purposes stated in the IRB 
if it is to leave the university.  

• In order to be used for any other purposes (outside 
the university) an amendment must be submitted

• Data must be kept for three (3) years. (Indiana University 
Standard Operating Procedures for Research Involving Human Subject, 2010).
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Twelve Step Needs Assessment

Step 12: Synthesize Data and Create Report

Adapted from the National Oceanic And Atmospheric Administration Coastal Services Center: Needs Assessment Training
Available at http://www.csc.noaa.gov/needs/12_steps.html
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What Our Student Veterans Said

• Offer continued support for the Office for Veteran & 
Military Personnel. 

• Consider reporting to schools the participant’s 
comments concerning credits for specific courses.

• Further study into the use of military duty as 
internship, leadership credits, or overseas credits.
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What Our Student Veterans Said

• Explore creating a training session for faculty that 
includes policy on military deployments and military 
culture.

• Explore creating a checklist for deployment 
readiness concerning a student’s academic career. 
Distribute to continuing veteran students and new 
students at orientation. 

IUPUI University College – Office of Research, Planning and Evaluation

What Our Student Veterans Said

• Consider coding military withdrawals differently on 
transcripts from other withdrawals. 

• Consider informing the student of the need to 
report a deployment even if they do not need to 
withdrawal from all classes. 

IUPUI University College – Office of Research, Planning and Evaluation

Contact Information

Janice Childress, M.S.
Data Administrator: Office of Research, Planning, and Evaluation
IUPUI University College
815 W. Michigan Rm 3133
Indianapolis, IN 46202
(317) 278‐6221
jchildre@iupui.edu

Chaplain (Lieutenant Colonel) Timothy Childress, M. Div.
Brigade Chaplain: 76th Infantry Brigade Combat Team
Indiana Army National Guard
timothy.childress@us.army.mil
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Background

With the addition of the post-9/11 GI Bill, universities are preparing for admission of more veteran 

students. As of 2008, there were approximately 1.8 million veterans who served during the Global War 

on Terrorism and college campuses can expect a 20 to 25% increase in their veteran populations in the 

near future (Garcia, 2009). All veterans eligible for the post-9/11 GI Bill have been on active duty for 

at least 90 days since September 10, 2001 (“New Post-9/11 GI Bill Overview”). 34% have seen 

multiple overseas deployments (Garcia, 2009). Even with the increased funding opportunities, veterans 

still tend to seek out the lower priced more conveniently located institutions (Field, 2008). Urban 

commuter campuses can accommodate these needs for lower out-of-pocket cost to students. The 

availability of local job opportunities and the ability to commute can be a significant attraction for 

these students. Simultaneously come an array of needs varying from navigating university policies, 

federal policies with GI benefits, and coping with emotional, psychological, and physical issues 

stemming from their service (Garcia 2009). With these needs and statistics in mind, we researched the 

issues specific to the veteran population in the hopes of improving service to our student veterans and 

addressing issues that are lowering the retention of this group of students.

Many of these veterans come from disadvantaged student groups (Kleykamp, 2005). The GI Bill and 

now the post-9/11 GI Bill may serve as a pathway to college where one otherwise might not have 

existed (Kleykamp, 2005).  Additionally, DiRamio, Ackerman, and Mitchell found that a number of 

women joined the military specifically for economic reasons (2008). This information leaves 

institutions with the question of how best to support these students. Exactly what special needs, as well 

as what additional strengths they bring to the academic community can be researched as well.

Some research has been done in determining the needs and strengths of this student group. This group 

of students tends to deal with frequent life transitions and a need to change directions when military 

orders are given (DiRamio, Ackerman, and Mitchell, 2008). In the academic setting, this can mean 

dropping classes to prepare for a deployment, then returning and trying to start again (DiRamio, 

Ackerman, and Mitchell, 2008). Combine that with the issues of combat and operational stress (COS) 

and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), such as difficulty focusing, confusion, and anxiety, and the 

academic setting can become very challenging. Smith-Osborne suggests more specialized and 

intensively supported educational programs tailored to veterans (2009), but exactly what should these 

programs look like?  How as an urban commuter institution should IUPUI address these needs?  What 

needs are specific to our mostly commuting students who have a tendency to work while attending 

college?  How many of our students are separated from the armed services and how many are still 

serving? How many are in a status that may require them to be deployed again, putting their education 

temporarily on hold?  The answers to these questions need to be found in order to determine how to 

best serve our students.

Participants were invited to attend focus groups based on being identified as a veteran in the 

appropriate student group from the IU data warehouse. These students were enrolled in the Spring 

2011 semester at IUPUI. The student group code was tied to the GI benefits the student was receiving. 

Care was taken to exclude students receiving benefits because they were a dependent of an eligible vet, 

limiting the study to those who had served personally in the armed forces. 

Upon agreeing to participate and arriving at a focus group, participants were given a short online 

survey to collect basic demographic information and were asked a set series of questions concerning 

how their military and educational experience was working together and their feelings of acceptance at 

IUPUI.   These  resources are available in the handout accompanying this presentation.  A  total of 6 

focus groups were conducted with the same prescribed set of questions posed at each group for 

comparison purposes.  

From the pre-focus group survey, data on participants was gathered to provide further insight into 

the group.  Additional quantitative data on IUPUI’s veteran population is available in the handout 

accompanying the poster presentation.  Participants included 12 current IUPUI students, including 

2 graduate students and 10 undergraduate students. 92% (N = 11) were over the age of 25 and 75% 

(N = 9) were male. 33% (N = 4) work more than 30 hours a week. 100% live off-campus and 100% 

are living independently from their parents. One student did not complete the survey .

1 – Continued support for the Office of Veteran & Military Personnel. 

2 – Consider reporting to schools the participant’s comments concerning credits for 

specific courses. 

3 - Further study into the use of military duty as internship, leadership credits, or 

overseas credits.

4 – Explore creating a training session for faculty that includes policy on military 

deployments and military culture.

5 – Explore creating a checklist for deployment readiness concerning a student’s 

academic career. Distribute to continuing veteran students and new students at 

orientation.

6 - Consider coding military withdrawals differently on transcripts from other 

withdrawals. 

7 - Consider informing the student of the need to report a deployment even if they do not    

need to withdrawal from all classes. 

Due to the small number of participants, it is first recommended that a survey instrument 

further exploring the areas highlighted earlier to given to a broad group of student veterans. 

Such an instrument could be dispersed to the entire IUPUI student veteran population of 

approximately 750 students in the Fall 2011 semester to verify the accuracy of these findings. 

This survey may be used to specifically ask participants whether or not they informed IUPUI 

before their last deployment, and if they did not, what was their course of action.

Additionally, more research is recommended concerning using military experiences as 

practicum, internship, overseas, or leadership course credits. Further research should also be 

explored concerning specific IUPUI course credits for military transfer credits. ACE could be 

used to begin this process, as well as contacting the Indiana Army National Guard, the 

Indiana Air National Guard, and other local military groups to gain a more detailed 

description of commonly attended military schools. This should include the material that was 

covered, how the information was assessed, and the credentials of the instructors. This 

information may be useful in determining if an appropriate IUPUI course could be granted 

credit.  
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Very satisfied with the Office for Veteran & Military Personnel

“IUPUI has one of the best Veteran Affairs offices I have ever experienced. Other universities make students 

do all the work. Here they help you.”

“VA messed up some things with my funding. IUPUI’s veteran office sorted it out. They went out of their way to 

help me.”

Somewhat dissatisfied with specific IUPUI credits for military transfer credits

“Some IUPUI courses are just refreshers to what I did in the army. The army trained me better, ahead of my 

IUPUI peers.”

“Military schools are intense. You get very little or generic credits for them, which don’t count towards a 

degree.”

“The school wouldn’t accept all the credit I received. There are 25-30 wasted credits that don’t apply towards 

anything.”

Somewhat dissatisfied with credits provided for military duty performed during 

deployments

“Things I’ve done in the military far outweigh what I learn here. I am doing graduate work in the military. It 

doesn’t translate well. What you actually learn and what those life experiences equate to nobody gets but 

another vet.”

“In my first deployment, I wanted to use what I did as internship hours. I had a lot of problems getting the 

army and the school to communicate. I thought this should count for something and it counted for nothing but 

life experience.”

“I did 15 months living in ---- and did cultural training before stepping foot in country .Can IUPUI learn 

what we do and give credit?  They already give credit for semesters abroad.”

Somewhat dissatisfied with awareness of veteran issues for faculty

“There is a misunderstanding of the word veteran. There is an assumption of dysfunction, not function. There 

is a misunderstanding of how people in the military are socialized and educated.”

“I will sit in the back of the room because of a phobia of people coming up behind me. Professors sometimes 

want me to move closer but it can make me feel nervous.”

“Professors might want medical waivers for missed classes due to war-related disabilities. I use VA for health 

coverage. VA appointments take a few weeks to get you in. There is a walk-in clinic, but the wait can be longer 

than 3 hours.” 

Somewhat dissatisfied with student veteran and faculty awareness of policy on 

dropping and reinstating classes for deployments, military benefits and potential 

problems

“Bursar, registrar, and students need to know the ins and outs of the process. This element should be part of 

their orientation – what to do if they deploy.”

{The financial aspects of military benefits}…” are a bureaucratic nightmare because of the size of the 

program. Some students are depending on the monthly housing allowance for their living. They need the 

money on the day promised. IUPUI can counsel them when they first inquire into the benefit and make sure 

they are aware that the money may be late from time to time. They should be prepared for this.”

Dissatisfied with the policy that assigns a grade of W for a dropped class due to a 

military deployment

“I have whole semesters with W’s for every class – 2 or 3 semester’s worth, because of dropping classes for a 

deployment. Transcripts look unfairly bad because of these W’s.”

“For undergraduates looking to go to graduate school in the future, all W’s look bad. It is not always clear 

that it is due to a deployment.”

Student deployment habits may be unnecessarily lowering retention

“When I was deployed, I knew a year in advance and I had just finished a semester. I just didn’t register for the 

next semester. Then I returned as a transfer student to another campus.”

Method

Participants

Results Recommendations

Further Study
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Needs Assessment and Overview of Student 
Veterans at IUPUI, Fall 2006 – Fall 2010 

Introduction 
 

With the addition of new veteran benefits in the post-9/11 
G.I. bill, college campuses across the country are 
preparing for an influx of student veterans to their 
campuses.  Since fall 2006, IUPUI has seen an increase of 
25% in the number of undergraduate students enrolled at 
census who are receiving military benefits (fall 2006, N = 
542; fall 2010, N = 680). Veteran college students come 
with a unique set of needs ranging from managing federal 
benefits to coping with combat-related stress. These 
students have a unique set of experiences that leave them 
both more and less prepared for academic work. They 
may have an increased level of maturity or psychological 
problems associated with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD) (Kleykamp, 2005). 
 
This research brief takes an in-depth look at the student 
veteran population at IUPUI over the last five years (fall 
2006 through fall 2010) and summarizes qualitative 
research done on a needs assessment of this student 
population. For the purposes of this study, Veterans were 
identified through student group codes maintained in the 
university’s student information system.  While there may 
be more students who are veterans on campus, this 
definition will be used because it is a clear and verifiable 
indicator of veteran status. It is not discernable how many 
total current veteran students are attending IUPUI.  
 

Veterans come to campus typically more prepared for 
college than the average student in some regards, but less 
prepared in others. Prior research suggests these students 
tend to be older and married (Field, 2008). They have the 
typical issues of balancing their personal lives and 
academic studies of returning adult learners (Field, 2010). 
These issues may make an urban, commuter campus such 
as IUPUI very attractive. The campus can allow them to 
continue to work while taking advantage of their earned 
G.I. benefits. Institutional data can provide an overall 
picture of the number of veterans coming to campus to 
use their G.I. benefits. This data can also tell us how 
student veterans compare to their civilian peers in terms 
of retention and academic performance.  What this data 
cannot provide is the specific issues they may be facing as 
veterans and how to address these issues.  This study will 
use a mixed methods approach, combining institutional 
data with focus group research.  These two data sources 
will be combined to create a more complete picture of the 
student veteran population and their unmet needs, if any 
exist. This is similar to what Creswell discusses, using a 
concurrent mixed-methods approach to provide a more 
comprehensive analysis, allowing both sources of data to 

inform on the research problem (Creswell, 2003).  A very large 
number of veteran students come to college as transfer students 
because many military schools provide credits that IUPUI accepts. 
They are usually not represented well in the beginning freshman 
cohorts that are typically used to describe retention and graduation 
rates. This paper will define a cohort for study using transfer and 
beginning students in order to find a more comparable group. 
  
Demographic Characteristics of IUPUI Student 
Veterans 
 

IUPUI has seen an increase in its undergraduate student veteran 
population over the last five years. Figure 1 shows the total 
number of undergraduate students identified as veterans at IUPUI 
from fall 2006 to fall 2010. Multiple factors may be contributing to 
this increase, but the deployments since the attacks of September 
11, 2001 are a contributor. For example, DiRamio (2008) reports 
that since the start of the war in Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 
2003, US troop strength for these missions ranged from 170,000 
and 251,000.  As of March 2007, just over 1,500,000 members of 
the armed services were deployed to combat zones (as cited in 
Defense Manpower Data Center, 2007).  The implementation of 
the Post 9/11 G.I. Bill and the Yellow Ribbon program, which is a 
supplement to veteran benefits, providing additional money if 
needed, is allowing a for a whole new set of G.I. Benefits that was

Highlights 

The number of IUPUI undergraduate students receiving veteran 
benefits has increased 25% in the last five years. 

 Retention in the student veteran population appears to 
be remain fairly high four years after entering IUPUI 
and is statistically significant at the p=.05 level (59% 
retained, p=.04). 

 IUPUI Veteran Students report being very satisfied 
with the Office for Veteran & Military Personnel 

 IUPUI Veteran Students report being somewhat 
dissatisfied with IUPUI’s consideration of military 
transfer credit and credit granted for work done during 
deployments 

 IUPUI Veteran Students report being dissatisfied with 
faculty awareness of veteran issues 

 IUPUI Veteran Students report being dissatisfied with 
the policy of receiving a grade of ‘W’ for classes 
dropped because of deployments 

 IUPUI Veteran Students report may not be aware of 
IUPUI’s need for them to report missing a semester due 
to deployments, even if they do not need to drop 
classes. 
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Figure 1: Number of  Undergraduate Student Veteran  
Fall 2006 – Fall 2010 

 
 

 

 

not available until August 2009 (Military.Com, 2011).  The 
increase seen after the fall 2009 semester may be reflective of 
the availability of this new benefit, providing additional 
funding for veterans to return to school. These new benefits 
will allow soldiers to return to school who may have already 
used their Montgomery G.I. Bill, and it can be used for any 
level of education (Military.com, 2010).  Benefits can also be 
passed on to spouses and children of eligible vets 
(Military.com, 2011), but this study is limited to the actual 
veterans.   
 

John Pryor (2009) reports in The American Freshman: 
National Norms for Fall 2009, that veterans tended to receive 
significantly lower grades in high school than non-veteran 
students.   Academic preparedness of the veteran group is 
lower for average high school rank.  Figure 2 shows this 
discrepancy, with veteran students 18% lower on average.  
Average SAT scores for veterans over the five year period is 
slightly higher for veteran students, averaging 1015 for 
veterans verses 1009 for civilian students.  It should be noted 
that a larger percentage of veteran students failed to provide 
high school rank and SAT scores than other students. Because 
veteran students tend to be transfers who are older, they may 
not have been required to provide this information for 
admission.   
 

Figure 2: Average High School Percent 

  
 

The lower average high school rank may lead to the 
expectation that veterans will have lower overall retention 
than civilian students.  This was the case for the fall 2007 and 
fall 2008 cohorts, but was not seen in the fall 2006 and fall 
2009 cohorts. For the fall 2006 cohort, veteran and civilian 
students initially returned at nearly the same rate (62% 
veteran, 61% civilian).  The 2-year rate saw a drop in veteran 
retention compared to civilian, at 49% and 52% respectively.  
Starting with the 3-year rate, however, the veteran cohort 
retention begins to rise rather than fall, climbing back to 55% 
and finally to 59%.  The veteran cohort also saw a slightly 
higher 4-year graduation rate at 30% compared to 22% for the 
civilian students.  There is a significant difference (p=.04) for 
the 4-year retention rate of the student veteran cohort 
compared to the civilian student cohort, however the 2-,and 3-
year retention rates are not significant.  The difference in 
graduation rates between the veteran and civilian cohorts was 
not found to be significant. 
 
Figure 3 graphs the first through fourth year retention rates of 
the fall 2006 entering student cohorts.  This illustrates the 
difference in retention rates between the veteran and civilian 
students.   It should be noted that in fall 2009, the post-9/11 
G.I. bill became effective, corresponding to the increase in 
retention in the 3-year and 4-year retention rate.  With this 
new G.I. benefit came a living stipend that students received 
in addition to tuition and book reimbursements.  Students 
must be enrolled full-time to receive this living stipend, which 
is equivalent to the pay of an E-5 with dependents living in the 
Indianapolis area (Military,com, 2011).  For IUPUI students, 
this would amount to a $1,170.00 monthly living stipend on 
top of the tuition benefits (U.S. Dept. of Veteran Affairs, 
2011). It is possible that this increase in retention is related to 
the enactment of the new post 9/11 G.I. bill.  
 
Figure 3: Average Yearly Retention Rates of Fall 2006 
Entering Veteran and Civilian Cohort 
 

 
 
It should be noted that this is not using the traditional 
definitions of cohorts as it is comprised of all entering 
students.  This is because most veteran students enter college 
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as transfer students and are not included in the beginning 
freshman cohort.   This may be a potential source of error in 
the graduation rate. One possible explanation is that the 
civilian student cohort is comprised of more beginning 
students than the veteran student cohort.  Because of this, the 
civilian cohort may take a longer time to complete a degree. 
 
Veteran students who are still attached to the military, 
particularly as National Guard or Reserve forces, may be 
asked at any time to leave their studies in order to participate 
in deployments.  In fact, during December 2007, the 76th 
Infantry Brigade of the Indiana Army National Guard left on 
deployment to Iraq.  This deployment involved 3,400 soldiers 
and was one of the largest deployments by Indiana during the 
last 10 year period, including many units from around central 
Indiana (Mallasch, 2007).  It is not clear whether or not this 
deployment contributed to the drop in retention seen in the 
2007 and 2008 cohort but it is possible that deployments are a 
source of veteran attrition. Deployments could be contributing 
to a lack of retention among student veterans continuously 
throughout their careers.  While IU codes students who report 
that they are withdrawing due to deployment, some students 
may choose to simply not enroll if they know a deployment 
will take place.  The qualitative research done in this study 
seems to support this idea. Concurrent membership in the 
Guard and Reserves while pursuing a degree would increase 
the likelihood that the student will be called for temporary 
active duty.   
 
Focus Group Research Methods 
 
Following the quantitative exploration, veteran students at 
IUPUI were invited to participate in focus groups to determine 
more specific unmet needs of this group.  Students who opted 
to participate were first given an online survey, meant to 
capture the demographics of the focus group participants.  
Following this, participants were asked a series of questions to 
further explore issues they may be facing a student veterans. 
A total of 6 focus groups were conducted from all IUPUI 
students coded as veterans as described earlier, but 
participants also included graduate students.  Six focus groups 
were conducted and sessions were recorded electronically for 
later transcription. 
 
Focus Group Results 
 
Participants were very satisfied with the Office for Veteran 
& Military Personnel 
 
IUPUI has been slowly increasing services to the veteran 
population for the last few years. The Office for Veteran & 
Military Personnel opened in its current location in April of 
2010.  Participants overwhelmingly agreed that this office was 
a valuable resource for them.  It aids veterans in navigating 
the process of understanding IU and VA policies as well as 

dealing with issues that arise when the two entities are not 
communicating.  Some student comments are available in 
Appendix A. 
 
Somewhat dissatisfied with IUPUI’s consideration of 
military transfer credit 
 
Participants expressed some dissatisfaction with credits 
received from military schooling.  Currently, most IUPUI 
credits received for military education consist of general, 
undesignated credit that does not count towards a specific 
class.  Participants felt that some military education was equal 
or superior to similar courses at IUPUI. They would like to 
see more research done into applying these credits to specific 
courses.  Issues surrounding the ability to do this may entail 
finding a detailed description of the military school, including 
the curriculum, credentials of the instructor, and how the 
course was assessed.  See Appendix A. 
 
Somewhat dissatisfied with credits provided for military duty 
performed during deployments 
 
Similar to the issue of military schooling was the issue of 
receiving internship, overseas study, or leadership credits for 
actual work performed during a deployment.  The issue was 
raised by students who mentioned a specific requirement for 
such course credit as part of their degree and who performed 
these tasks during a deployment.  Given that the deployments 
are increasing their time to degree, researching ways to utilize 
the similar work already being performed could potentially 
benefit both the student and IUPUI.   
 
Somewhat dissatisfied with awareness of veteran issues for 
faculty 
 
Participants expressed a possible lack of understanding on the 
part of faculty concerning reintegration and logistic issues.  
Some participants expressed that faculty may not have a 
thorough grasp of military culture and difficulties surrounding 
returning to civilian life.  These issues, such as combat fatigue 
and dealing with deployment related injuries, can affect 
choices made in the classroom.  Participants expressed that 
they may have developed coping skills to deal with these 
challenges which may not be understood by faculty. Examples 
include being asked to sit in the middle or front of the room 
while the student is strategically sitting against a wall.   In 
combat situations, veterans may have learned not to allow 
anything to come behind them.  This trait may now lead to 
nervousness if they feel over-exposed.  To counteract this 
tendency they may strategically sit in the back of the room or 
against a wall. Being asked to move closer to the front may 
seem like a small request to an instructor, but may lead to 
anxiety on the part of the veteran.  Being asked to provide 
reasons for an absence due to PTSD issues was mentioned as 
well. VA health care does not permit students to quickly see a 
doctor to obtain such documentation and the wait can 
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sometimes be weeks long.  Participants suggested cultural 
training be provided to aid faculty in understanding the issues. 
At the same time, participants expressed gratefulness to 
faculty who listened and attempted to accommodate these 
needs. 
 
Logistic issues included the sometimes short time frame that 
military orders may be received in and their need to change 
plans quickly.  It should be noted that participants may have 
been referring to incidents that happened before IUPUI’s 
recent efforts to improve veteran services.  At the same time 
these issues were discussed, participants mentioned that the 
Office for Veteran & Military Personnel was a valuable 
resource in dealing with the sometimes sudden changes of 
plans.  See Appendix A. 
 
Somewhat dissatisfied with student veteran and faculty 
awareness of policies concerning deployments and benefits 
 
These issues are similar to the logistic issues described in the 
previous paragraph, but also include issues students and 
administrators may have had understanding IU policy. One 
participant mentioned problems with VA funding being late 
arriving. Many students are depending on this money for 
income.  While IUPUI has no control over these issues, it was 
recommended that students be forewarned that this is a 
possibility.  
 
Dissatisfied with the policy that assigns a grade of W for a 
dropped class due to a military obligation 
 
A number of participants expressed frustration with the policy 
of receiving a W for courses dropped due to a military 
obligation.  Some mentioned having multiple semesters with a 
W assigned for every course. It was believed that this creates a 
transcript that looks unfairly negative.  The reasons for the 
large number of dropped courses could easily be 
misunderstood by those reviewing applications for graduate 
school or potential employers. It was suggested that drops due 
to military obligations be coded differently from other 
dropped courses. 
 
Student deployment habits may be unintentionally lowering 
retention 
 
When asked about dropping and reinstating at IUPUI for 
military deployments, one participant mentioned that because 
they knew in advance of an upcoming deployment, they 
simply chose not to enroll in classes for the upcoming 
semester. The participant then transferred to another campus 
upon returning. While for the student this was sufficient, from 
the university’s standpoint this would contribute to a retention 
issue. It prevents the university from removing the missed 
semesters from the 6-year graduation rate calculation. This 
would imply that the university may need to communicate 
with veteran students. Stop-outs due to deployments should be 

reported, even if the student will not need to drop any active 
courses. 
Recommendations 
 
1. Offer continued support for the Office for Veteran & 

Military Personnel 
2. Consider reporting to schools the participant’s comments 

concerning credits for specific courses. 
3. Further study into the use of military duty as internship, 

leadership credits, or overseas credits. 
4. Explore creating a training session for faculty that includes 

policy on military deployments and military culture. 
5. Explore creating a checklist for deployment readiness 

concerning a student’s academic career. Distribute to 
continuing veteran students and new students at 
orientation.  

6. Consider coding military withdrawals differently on 
transcripts from other withdrawals.  

7. Consider informing the student of the need to report a 
deployment even if they do not need to withdrawal from 
all classes.  
 

Limitations 

Low numbers of entering student veterans and changes in the 
veteran benefits over time create limitations on this study.  
Effects from changes in the Post 9/11 G.I. Bill make it 
somewhat difficult to compare to older years as this was not in 
effect until the fall 2009 semester.  More data should be added 
in later years. Time will show whether or not veteran students 
remain highly retained after three and four years. At the time 
of the writing of this research brief only one cohort of data is 
available to contribute to the effect of this benefit three and 
four years after entering IUPUI.  Due to the small number of 
participants, it is recommended that a survey instrument 
further exploring the areas highlighted earlier be given to a 
broad group of student veterans.  

Conclusions 
 

The number of student veterans at IUPUI has been rising for 
the last five years and this group of students can have unique 
needs. As cited in the national literature, they are 
predominantly male, older, and transfer students.  
 

Institution data reveals that this group has a higher retention at 
the 3-, and 4-year timeframe, with a significant difference at 
the 4-year level.  More years should be examined to see if this 
trend continues at the 4-year level and to determine if this will 
eventually lead to a significant difference in graduation rates.  
The literature suggests these students need to be able to adapt 
to frequent changes in life situations and possible recovery 
form combat stress.  Qualitative data supports this but also 
brings up other issues specific to IUPUI, such as receiving a 
grade of W for courses dropped due to a deployment.  IUPUI 
shares many other issues with veterans at other universities, 
such as a desire to receive course credit for military schools 
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and deployments.  The desire was expressed to inform faculty 
of veteran-specific culture.    
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Appendix A: Focus Group Results 

Very satisfied with the Office for Veteran & Military Personnel

“IUPUI has one of the best Veteran Affairs offices I have ever experienced. Other universities make students do all the 
work. Here they help you.” 
 
“VA messed up some things with my funding. IUPUI’s veteran office sorted it out. They went out of their way to help me.”  

Somewhat dissatisfied with IUPUI’s consideration of military transfer credit  

 “Some IUPUI courses are just refreshers to what I did in the army. The army trained me better, ahead of my IUPUI 
peers.” 

 “Military schools are intense. You get very little or generic credits for them, which don’t count towards a degree.” 

“The school wouldn’t accept all the credit I received. There are 25-30 wasted credits that don’t apply towards anything.”  

Somewhat dissatisfied with credits provided for military duty performed during deployments  

“Things I’ve done in the military far outweigh what I learn here. I am doing graduate work in the military. It doesn’t 
translate well. What you actually learn and what those life experiences equate to nobody gets but another vet.” 

“In my first deployment, I wanted to use what I did as internship hours. I had a lot of problems getting the army and the 
school to communicate. I thought this should count for something and it counted for nothing but life experience.” 

 “I did 15 months living in Iraq and did cultural training before stepping foot in country .Can IUPUI learn what we do and 
give credit?  They already give credit for semesters abroad.”  

Somewhat dissatisfied with awareness of veteran issues for faculty  

“There is a misunderstanding of the word veteran. There is an assumption of dysfunction, not function. There is a 
misunderstanding of how people in the military are socialized and educated.” 

“I will sit in the back of the room because of a phobia of people coming up behind me. Professors sometimes want me to 
move closer but it can make me feel nervous.” 

 “Professors might want medical waivers for missed classes due to war-related disabilities. I use VA for health coverage. 
VA appointments take a few weeks to get you in. There is a walk-in clinic, but the wait can be longer than 3 hours.”  

Somewhat dissatisfied with student veteran and faculty awareness of policies concerning deployments and benefits

“Bursar, registrar, and students need to know the ins and outs of the process. This element should be part of their 
orientation – what to do if they deploy.” 

{The financial aspects of military benefits}…” are a bureaucratic nightmare because of the size of the program. Some 
students are depending on the monthly housing allowance for their living. They need the money on the day promised. 
IUPUI can counsel them when they first inquire into the benefit and make sure they are aware that the money may be late 
from time to time. They should be prepared for this.”  

Dissatisfied with the policy that assigns a grade of W for a dropped class due to a military obligation  

“I have whole semesters with W’s for every class – 2 or 3 semester’s worth, because of dropping classes for a deployment. 
Transcripts look unfairly bad because of these W’s.” 

 “For undergraduates looking to go to graduate school in the future, all W’s look bad. It is not always clear that it is due to 
a deployment.”  

Student deployment habits may be unintentionally lowering retention  

“When I was deployed, I knew a year in advance and I had just finished a semester. I just didn’t register for the next 
semester. Then I returned as a transfer student to another campus.”       
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Topic 1:  Academic Commitments 
The goal of this section is to find out what the student’s academic goals are and how are the 
academic goals working with the military goals.  Are they intending to align the two areas?  Are 
the two interests working together or competing with each other? 
 
1.) If you could send one message to IUPUI administrators concerning making military 
education work with IUPUI classes, what would you tell them?  
 
2.) Are there any specific areas of making military school and IUPUI work together that 
could use improvement? 
 
Possible Probes:  Are you hoping to: Use military time to shorten time to degree; Use IUPUI 
classes to enhance military career; Transfer military schools to specific IUPUI credit; Align 
IUPUI classes with military MOS. 
 

 
 
 
 

Topic 2: Military Commitments 
 

The goal of this section is to gain an understanding of current military commitments for most 
student veterans. This will also transition into the topic of deployments to find out how coming 
on and off deployments is working out in respect to being a student 
 
3.) What are is currently asked of you from the military?  Are you finding you have time to 
prepare for these things as much as you feel is expected of you? 
 
4.) What is the biggest challenge about being part of the military and a student? / What is 
the greatest advantage to being part of the military as a student? 
 
 
Possible Probes:  PT? Military schooling? Balancing school demands and military demands – 
how is going? Problems? Been part of a deployment? How many times? Year of last deployment 
Are you still eligible to be deployed? Are you expecting to be deployed in the next few years 
(has your unit been alerted or received a warning order for a deployment) 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

Topic 3: Campus Life And the Military: 
 

The goal this section to explore how accepted students feel as IUPUI student veterans.   Student 
engagement is a major indicator of retention.  Additionally, we want to find out if students are 
aware of the services IUPUI is currently providing for them as veterans and are these services 
providing for them needs. 

Campus Engagement 
 

5.) How accepted do you feel in as a veteran at IUPUI? 
Possible probes: Other students; Faculty; Staff/administrators; other veterans 
 

6.) Are you aware of IUPUI’s veteran services? 
Possible Probes: Office of military personnel? Student veteran organization? Is it helpful 
(why or why not; Suggestions for improvements 

 
6a.) Are you currently an active member of any other veteran organizations? 

Possible Probes: American Legion; Veterans of Foreign Wars; Disabled American 
Veteran Other 

 
 
 

Topic 4: Financial Issues As A Student Veteran 
The goal of these questions is to determine how navigating the field of military benefits and 
paying for college is working out.   We want to find out what issues they may be facing and if 
they have any practical suggestions that may make this process easier. 
 
7.) Are you currently taking advantage of your military benefits?  Why or why not?  Which 
ones? 

Possible Probes: Did you have any problems working with IUPUI on: 
Financial aid 
Montgomery GI bill 
Post 9/11 
Yellow ribbon 

8.) Tell me about your experience working with the veteran’s administration: 
Possible Probes: Did you have any issues from the VA or military pay concerning money 
for school? What could IUPUI do to help? 
 

 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Topic 5: Returning from Deployment As A Student 
The goal of this section is to determine how the reintegration process is working from a student 
perspective.  Are they having trouble getting back into classes?  What is the ideal class load at 
reintegration?  Should it be higher, lower, or no change at all compared to pre-deployment?  
What issues are they having that IUPUI could help them with, if any? 
 
9.) What were some challenges you had with reintegration? 
 
10.) Is there anything specific IUPUI could do to make this easier? 
 
Possible Probes: Reintegration (for those who were deployed as students) 
 

Did anything surprise you about reintegration?  Was there something you didn’t expect or 
was maybe more than you expected? 
How did reintegration go in terms of being a student? 
How did this affect your role as a student?   

 Structure of academia vs. military 
How many hours did you take your first semester back at IUPUI after deployment?  Do 
you feel it was an appropriate amount? 
In what ways, if any, did the deployment change your mindset as a student?  I.e. did you 
take more or less hours in a semester?  Did it influence you to change majors?  Did it 
encourage or discourage you from taking summer classes?  Did it change your strategy of 
how to approach college? 

 
Conclusion 

General comments/suggestions: 90 second final thoughts… 


