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Serving Those Who Served: Post-Transfer Sense of Belonging among Student Veterans
Special Populations, Transition Programs and Services

Prior research has indicated gaps in understanding how student veterans undergo transfer and acclimate academically and socially at their 
receiving institutions. In this qualitative case study, we sought to explore student veterans’ academic and social experiences post transfer, notably 
how these students developed a sense of belonging on their new campuses. Results will be useful for researchers, practitioners, and 
policymakers interested in supporting student veterans throughout the transfer process.
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AGENDA

•Overview of current transfer and student 
veteran research

•Study purpose and research questions
•Theoretical framework
•Methods and findings
•Questions and discussion
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LITERATURE REVIEW
STUDENT VETERANS AND HIGHER EDUCATION
• Over one million veterans have enrolled in an IHE in the last 

decade (DiRamio, 2017)
• Current service members (Zoli, Maury, & Fay, 2010):

• 53% joined for educational benefits
• 52% joined to serve their country

• 84% of veteran students start at community colleges (Kim & Cole, 
2013)
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LITERATURE REVIEW
VETERAN ACADEMIC EXPERIENCES
• According to the Dept of Veteran Affairs, between 2000 and 2009, a 

higher percentage of veterans than non-veterans had completed some 
college but not a degree.

• In a University of California system study, veterans report lower GPAs, 
despite greater time spent studying, interacting with faculty, and 
working collaboratively on coursework (Durdella, 2012). 

• However, a Student Veterans of America (2017) national study found that 
student veterans report a higher GPA than their traditional peers.

• Veterans’ perception of exclusion and isolation on campus is most 
pervasive in the classroom (Hammond, 2016)
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LITERATURE REVIEW
VETERAN INTERPERSONAL EXPERIENCES
• Veterans reported lower sense of belonging compared to their 

peers (Durdella, 2012)
• Adjusting to a civilian lifestyle, managing economic changes, 

navigating interpersonal relationships, and establishing a sense of 
belonging on campus (Sayer, Carlson, & Frazier, 2014)

• Many student veterans are reluctant to seek support services due 
to perceived military norms (e.g. strength, self-reliance, stoicism) 
and concerns about stigma
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LITERATURE REVIEW
ON-CAMPUS VETERAN SUPPORT
• In 2012, 62% of IHE’s provide programs and services designed to 

support military connected students, often during orientation 
(Queen & Lewis, 2014)

• 47% of IHEs had conducted faculty-staff training
• 14% of IHEs reported having a formal mentoring or advising program in 

which faculty or staff who are current or former members of the military 
mentor students

• 12%reported having a veteran-to-veteran peer mentoring program
• 11% reported offering group counseling specifically for student veterans
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What do you know, or want to 
know, about student veterans on 

your campus?
What types of programs, 

policies, or trainings exist on 
your campus that contribute to a 

veteran-receptive culture?
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1.What are the academic and social 
experiences of veteran students during 
their transitions?

2.How do veteran students transfers 
develop a sense of belonging on their new 
campuses?

#NISTS2020  |  10



THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
• Schlossburg’s Transition Theory (Situation, Self, Support, 

Strategies)
• Moving In
• Moving Through
• Moving Out

• Learning Mindsets Theory: Sense of Belonging
• Valued by members of the community
• Adversity is actually a sign you belong and is part of the 

undergraduate experience
• “Belonging uncertainty” diminishes sense of belonging
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METHODOLOGY AND METHODS

Part of larger qualitative 
case study designed to 
capture transfer student 

voices

9 student veterans: 
8 at Northern, 
1 at Southern

Asked students about 
academic and social 

engagement, including 
interactions with faculty 
and peers, satisfaction 

with campus and 
experience, and 

connectedness to campus
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FINDINGS

• Focus on the degree
• Greater emphasis on faculty connections
• Less time spent on student life

• Unique identities have impact on experience
• Veteran remains a core part of being a student
• Veteran and nontraditional peers are greatest resource

• Pride in institution transcends academic or social experience
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ACADEMIC PRIORITIES
• “That's how I see things…the Navy's paying for me to go to school, so 

this is my job to go to school. So then I get here in the mornings, stay 
typically 'til like four or five or whatever, and then go home…But, yeah, 
typically, to me, this is my job--to get my degree." Lane, Southern

• “You can tell the difference between people that started off in this 
school, it's very go [team name], [school color] everything. Whereas, 
me, I'm like ‘Hey, I'm just here to get my degree and move on, 
finish my career.’... One more goal orientated, the other one's kind of 
like, ‘I'm in college, this is awesome.’" Uma, Northern
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• "[The faculty] usually plug you in with an academic advisor…so you're 
usually in contact with them all the time. At least once a year, 'cause
you have them for class and they're advising you or you're doing 
a research project with them." Uma, Northern

• “Yeah being a dad that's one of the nice things about my professors, 
most of them can relate to where I am at so if I have to send an 
email about missing class due to a sick kid or having to go to a parent 
teacher meeting or something they are all very understanding about 
that.” Andrew, Northern
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IMPORTANCE OF FACULTY CONNECTION



Do you see alignment 
between these academic 
experiences and those of 
student veterans on your 

campus?
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PEER CONNECTIONS
• "It feels like a huge disconnect between the 18-year olds and my 27-

year old self. We just don't have the same interests, and once you get 
to the 21-year olds, I'm not looking to get drunk every weekend 
anymore, I did that when I was 21, I did that plenty when in the 
military…I'm just not looking for that kind of social life. I'm looking 
for older people, I don't see very many people my age at 
[Northern]. There's people that are way older or way younger than 
me…I just don't care anymore. I view it more so as I'm here to learn 
than socialize…Plus like all my free time is taken up by family and, 
previously, work.” Matt, Northern
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INSTANCES OF DISCONNECTION
• “I'm really well connected to people I've worked with in groups, to other 

transfer students that I've met, to other veterans obviously. But in the 
classes I see that whole row of people that know each other and I'm like 
the only person in that row that's like, ‘I think I'm getting in the way of their 
little group if I sit wherever I sit I guess, in class.’” Ophelia, Northern
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SEEKING MENTORSHIP
• “When you join the Marines you have a sponsor like who's either NCO or 

somebody higher rank. And I think they should do that here, where they pair 
you up with a senior or a junior, third year, you know. Maybe you have it like a, 
some type of humanities course. I don't know, whatever. You could give them credit 
to where, ‘Hey, this is your sponsor. This is your buddy so when you need help on 
campus you at least have a friend now.’” Hector, Northern

• “We started talking because he was a Navy vet. Then one of my classmates was a 
transfer student from [the local community college] also so we have gotten to know 
each other. I have two other guys, John and Gabe, in one of my other classes who 
are also [nontraditional] students. So its nice having other students that are 
around my age that are going through the same things in life to talk to." 
Andrew, Northern
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INSTITUTIONAL PRIDE
• “To me, it's the chance to be challenged academically and know 

that I went to a great school and I managed to achieve the degree 
from a great school. And being from home, a school from your home 
town is even better.” Ophelia, Northern

• On following his former commanding officer to Northern: “We both had 
that camaraderie, that family feeling. When you go to a game you're 
not a stranger. You know, if you're wearing [Northern colors], if it's 
blackout game, as long you have your [Northern mascot] you’re 
welcomed.” Hector, Northern
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How do veterans express 
or show their institutional 
pride on your campus?

How do we foster or 
hinder such pride?
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STRATEGIES FOR FOSTERING SENSE OF 
BELONGING AMONG VETERANS
• Meeting students where they're at

• Acknowledging students’ involvement
• This may not look the same as it does for FTICs

• Identify ways for fostering involvement off campus
• Identify ways for veterans to include families in their activities

• Offer opportunities to connect with faculty, graduate students, and 
nontraditional students

• Lean into pride in academics and reputation
• Veterans may appreciate the familiarity and structure of a formal mentorship 

program
• What strategies do you employ to foster sense of belonging for veterans 

on your campus?
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Thank you!
Jeff Mayo: jeff.mayo@austin.utexas.edu

Catherine Hartman: ch70@mailbox.sc.edu
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