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Advising Approaches for Non-Traditional Students: Serving Veterans and Mid-Career Professionals
Academic Advising 

Traditional advising approaches used to guide traditional college-aged students are not the most 
effective or supportive for many special student populations. We will examine two of these special 
populations, veterans and mid-career professionals. Using Florida International University (FIU) as a 
case study, we will review issues and interests associated with these two non-traditional populations 
and offer suggestions for ways institutions can adapt their current advising methods and campus 
resource offerings to better serve these students.
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“

”

Non-traditional students often enroll in college during a period of 

transition…these non-traditional students may have limited support 

from their families and communities for their academic goals. They 

may be greatly restricted by their limited understanding of higher 

education, inappropriate advice from their support system or 

responsibilities that compete with their academic work. 

Peters, L., et al (2010)



Who are we studying?

Veterans
• A person who has served but 

is now separated from the 
US Military
• note: we did not focus on 

active military members, 
reservists, National Guard 
members, or their 
dependents who may 
qualify for educational 
benefits 

Adult Learners
• Students over the age of 25
• Generally will:

• Have family/career 
obligations

• Work in the field
• Have time constraints



Why are we studying this?

 FIU offers a unique and compelling case study
 55,000+ current students, HSI, diverse experiences
 15,000+ adult learners
 1,500+ service men / women

 Enrollment in higher education is growing
 28%+ of all undergraduates are adult learners, as of 2015



“

”

One of my dream goals is to graduate from 
college. I will be the first generation in my 

immediate family to accomplish that lifelong 
dream. It is also my parents’ dream to see 

their daughters graduate from college.

Student Interviewee, Adult Learner

Once I had the discipline and the financial 
means to go to college I was also really 

motivated because I would be the first one 
in my family… neither of my parents 

graduated from high school.

Student Interviewee, Veteran



Issues

 Belonging: who am I in this new context?

 Doubts and insecurities when faced with institutional procedures

 Financial constraints and concerns

 Limitations on their time

 Deference and experience gaps



Issues, continued…

Veterans

• “military socialization”

• transferable skills

• mental health

• GI Bill constraints

Adult Learners

• multiple, competing responsibilities

• work/life balance

• experience gap

• confidence



“

”

Veterans sometimes are too proud to ask for help, more 
soldiers die because of suicide than on the battlefield… We 

do want civilian students to approach us and try to 
befriend us, regardless of our service, because we feel 

alone sometimes.

Student Interviewee, Veteran

…these ‘invisible wounds’ of modern warfare can take 
their toll on the strongest-willed student veterans and 
present potential obstacles to their success in college.

Tanielian, T. L., Jaycox, L. (2008)



“

”

… adult students tend to be regarded as having ‘difficulties’ 
with studying in higher education because the rest of their 
lives (financial, emotional, and personal) impinges on the 
only role in which institutions are prepared to recognize 

them.

Richardson, John T. E. and Estelle King (1998)

Because adults have competing lives, hopes, and realities, 
each semester of college involvement represents either a 
re-negotiation or adaption of themselves and their lives.

Kasworm (2008)



Interests

Veterans

• completing a degree fulfills a 

sense of purpose

• may be similar or very 

different from their 

assignment

Adult Learners

• professional development: move 

up or move out

• accomplishment: lifelong goal, 

example to their family



“

”
Will they be an A student? Maybe not. But they will work 

harder and complete the program, ultimately. 

FIU Academic Advisor, staff interviewee



The 

Starbucks 

Analogy



Strategies

1. PURPOSE
• What is your motivation?
• Why this, why now?

2. GOALS
• What are you working towards?
• What do you want to accomplish?



“

”

There is growing recognition of life-cycle effects, work 
and family influences, and the potential for different 

perceptions of the nature of commitment and 
motivation to pursue undergraduate education among 

older undergraduates.

Kasworm, Carol and Gary R. Pike (1994) 

I am a firm believer in hands on experience and prefer 
that over formal education, but having the educational 

background for a resume and employer was a key factor 
[in my decision to enroll].

Student Interviewee, Adult Learner



Strategies, continued…

3. CIRCUMSTANCES
• What is your support system?
• Are you working?
• How are you paying for school?

4. CHALLENGES
• Is there anything that scares you?
• Have you ever had an accommodation before?
• What resources can we look into together?



“

”

Unfortunately, I don’t use many campus resources. I feel 
as if students are treated like a lunch line.

Student Interviewee, Veteran

Student veterans have reported that they believe faculty 
do not understand what they are experiencing as 

student veterans because large numbers of 
administrators and faculty have little first-hand 
knowledge of the military and military culture.

Ahern, A., Foster, M., & Head, D. (2015)



Strategies, continued…

5. READINESS
• When was the last time you took a math/writing/science 

course?
• How comfortable are you with technology? Online courses?

6. EXPECTATIONS
• What is your timeline?
• What do you think coming back to school will be like?



“

”
Be detailed and direct.

MDC Director, Veterans and Military Services
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