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ABSTRACT 

 

This qualitative study explored the social and academic engagement experiences of 

military veteran students in various online-delivery formats at a small, rural university. There are 

very few studies describing the experiences of veteran students in online formats in higher 

education. The researcher interviewed eight military veteran students from different military 

branches. The participants had a range of prior educational backgrounds. The students had taken 

several types of online-delivery classes in their coursework and had completed their 

requirements for bachelor’s degrees using online education. Several themes emerged from the 

engagement in different online formats. The study found student-veterans enjoyed the flexibility 

to study around their work schedules and being in online classes, which have more nontraditional 

students. The learning management system provided easy interaction with other students and 

opportunities to meet with faculty during virtual office hours. Learning and adapting to newer 

technologies was a negative part of some online formats. Some online formats stressed more 

written engagement while hybrid formats provided live engagement with other students and 

instructors. Veteran students liked more interaction from instructors in technical classes, but too 

much engagement added little value to many classes. The findings of the study indicate veteran 

students enjoyed engagement with other nontraditional students and instructors who participate 

in discussions. Negative themes that emerged were online classes with lack of student or 

instructor involvement and certain online-delivery formats being poor choices for certain 

subjects and learning styles. Limitations of this study are that it is a small, qualitative study with 

participants who all successfully fulfilled the requirements for their degrees. This study provides 

insights on positive and negative engagement experiences of veteran students in different online-

delivery formats.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 The goal of this study was to better understand the academic and social engagement in 

various online-delivery formats for military veteran students. This study conducted an analysis of 

in-depth, semi-structured interviews with student-veterans enrolled in various degree programs 

offered by a regional university located in a rural setting. The purpose of this study was to 

describe the various student perceptions and experiences in academic and social engagement, 

and then group these perceptions and experiences into an overall description of the higher-

education experiences of veteran students in various online formats.  

As online delivery for many classes at many colleges and universities has increased in the 

last decade (Allen & Seaman, 2013), student-veterans are an increasing part of this educational 

offering. Much research has studied the differences between the traditional face-to-face 

classroom and online-delivery formats (Garratt-Reed et al., 2016; Cole, 2016). Most of these 

studies have used quantitative research to measure the academic similarities and differences in 

the student learning experience. Researching the perceptions and experiences of student-veterans 

in classes delivered in various online formats provides a richer and more descriptive 

understanding of the student-veterans’ experiences.  

Social constructionism places emphasis on everyday interactions between people and 

how they use language to construct their reality (Andrews, 2012). Using the concepts of a social 

constructionism framework to investigate the perceptions and experiences of student-veterans in 

various online-delivery formats, this study will add to the understanding of the student-veterans’ 
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experiences in the rapidly expanding online-learning environment of higher education. Online-

delivery formats will be defined as any delivery system encompassing instruction via the 

internet, including asynchronous, synchronous, flipped, hybrid, and other blended methods of 

online instruction.  

Background of the Study 

 

Technology has increased the learning options of traditional and nontraditional students, 

and military veterans are a growing and important part of higher education. These student-

veterans are taking advantage of education benefits and changes in technology to obtain degrees 

from postsecondary institutions including community colleges and 4-year institutions. As this 

student population becomes an increasingly important segment of the higher-education student 

population, college administrators and faculty members need to better understand the social and 

academic needs of these students to assist them in achieving their goals.  

Between 2000 and 2009, there was a slight increase in the number of veterans attaining a 

bachelor’s degree (from 3,679,000 to 3,692,000) and the number of veterans achieving an 

advanced degree (from 2,188,000 to 2,310,000) as their highest level of education completed 

(National Center for Veterans Analysis and Statistics, 2011). This “nontraditional” population, 

known as student-veterans, includes those who have exited the armed services and those who 

still have military ties. They bring life experiences to which few traditional-aged students can 

relate. As this unique population of student-veterans continues to grow on campuses across the 

nation, professionals in higher education are increasingly interested in understanding more about 

these students (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011). 
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Online degree programs are now being offered in multiple disciplines with increased 

participation by all college students, including student-veterans. Online degree programs are 

increasingly being offered by accredited traditional universities and wholly online universities. 

Across the country, higher-education institutions are increasing their online and hybrid course 

offerings. In its most recent report on the state of online learning in U. S. higher education, the 

Sloan Consortium reported that the growth rate for students taking online courses continues to be 

many times larger than the growth rate of the overall higher-education student body. Online 

enrollment at postsecondary institutions, as a percentage of total enrollments, grew from 9.6% in 

2002 to 32.0% in 2011 (Allen & Seaman, 2013) and grew again from 26% in 2012 to 32% in 

2016 (Xu & Xu, 2019). The growing online-learning market provides practical reasons, as well 

as compelling research motives, to specifically investigate the effectiveness of online 

asynchronous learning (Chen et al., 2006) and the effectiveness of synchronous, flipped, and 

blended methods of online instruction. Some research in the area of academic performance 

between online and traditional methods has started to examine student perception of the online-

learning environment. As online programs evolve and proliferate throughout traditional higher 

education, the focus, in practice as well as research, has begun to shift away from described best 

practices and technical aspects of how to develop and deliver instruction online to a focus on 

quality and student perceptions of the experience (Keller & Karau, 2013). 

A recent national report shows that a growing number of students from rural communities 

are entering higher education (Snyder et al., 2016). Student-veterans returning from active 

service are part of this growing population of students entering higher education in these rural 

Montana communities. “Rural” can be defined by many standards, but one definition of a rural 
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area is a population density of fewer than 200 persons per square mile (Mellon & Kester, 2004). 

While the average density per square mile of the United States is 87.4 people, the density per 

square mile of Montana is 6.8 people (IndexMundi, 2016). Rural populations typically have 

lower income, greater poverty among minorities and children, and face other significant issues 

(Jaeger et al., 2015). Of the 91,336 veterans in Montana in 2016, 43,229 were classified as living 

in rural areas (Department of Veterans Affairs Open Data Portal, 2016). In rural areas of 

Montana, where proximity and affordability are the most critical factors for most students, the 

community college or online classes are often the few choices for rural students, including the 

student-veteran.  

Three predominant challenges face student-veterans as they search to enroll in higher 

education. Social interaction with other students is a barrier. There is usually a lack of common 

ground and the maturity and attitudes of their college peers are significant barriers to social 

connections (Olsen et al., 2014). Although the financial stress is experienced by civilian students, 

this concern is tied to transition into civilian life for student-veterans. Experiencing a role 

difference from the leadership or management roles in the military to the new role of a new 

student is a challenge for student-veterans (Olsen et al., 2014). The combination of social 

interaction, financing, and different roles affects the choices a student-veteran makes when 

enrolling at an institution. 

With the many higher-education options for student-veterans, it seems that student-

veterans select the institutions they attend differently than traditional college students, with more 

opting for public 2-year institutions, such as community colleges, followed by public 4-year 

institutions (Wurster et al., 2013). Student-veterans are more likely to be married and/or have 
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dependents than traditional college students. Being married reduces the odds of student-veterans 

enrolling in college by 16% (Kleykamp, 2013). Most student-veterans are financially 

independent from their parents. This adds familial and financial responsibilities (Wurster et al., 

2013). Student-veterans will select institutions that are available to suit the needs of both the 

student’s family and the student. In rural Montana, online classes offered by community colleges 

and other higher-education institutions meet the immediate needs of student-veterans. 

 

Statement of Problem 

 

Because online-delivery formats can encompass self-study structured classes, flipped 

classrooms, blended classes, and various combinations of delivery formats, scholarly research 

about online-delivery format effectiveness and learning experiences is limited because the term 

“online format” encompasses a variety of formats. Research is especially limited around 

investigating the various online-delivery format impacts on student-veterans’ perceptions and 

experiences. My goal of this research was to show how student-veterans enrolled in online 

classes at a regional university perceive their learning experiences in various online-delivery 

formats.  

While college-retention literature frequently relates student engagement to persistence, 

the learning experiences of students need to be examined. Of particular interest to higher-

education administrators and faculty should be investigating the learning experience of student-

veterans, a growing segment of the student population. Online learning in higher education offers 

flexibility and accessibility for students juggling multiple responsibilities outside of school. The 

growing population of student-veterans has responsibilities with home and work commitments 
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that are competing directly with their academic requirements. Student-veterans may have 

specific needs in academic and social interaction in various online-delivery formats that should 

be addressed to increase retention and persistence of this special group of students.  

Online methods represent different interpretations that call for additional considerations 

(Gamliel & Davidovitz, 2005). Of further value is the blending of materials and delivery 

methods found to increase the enjoyment and interaction in learning. Previous studies with 

nontraditional students have demonstrated a blended approach supports learning by appealing to 

diverse learning styles (Bollinger & Supanakorn, 2011). Piaget (1926) and Vygotsky (1978) 

consider interpersonal learning an effective learning approach. In the traditional, face-to-face 

environment, interpersonal interactions take place on a sequential basis in real time. In addition, 

positive or negative physical expressions (voice tones, facial expressions, and body language) of 

discussion participants are effective enforcements for the learning process. Hence, in the 

traditional, face-to-face environment, case studies can allow an instructor to realize fully the 

benefits of the social learning process (Chen et al., 2006). Live, remote delivery may take 

advantage of the interpersonal interactions in a cooperative or competitive context. A gap is 

especially noticeable in the higher-education context in which there is a lack of authentic 

research regarding the relationship between various online-delivery formats and student-veteran 

perceptions and experiences in the various online formats. Therefore, further research was 

needed to study the role of online-delivery formats in higher education and the student-veterans’ 

learning experiences.  
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Statement of Purpose 

 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to better understand the academic and 

social engagement in various online-delivery formats for military veterans. This study describes 

the various student perceptions and experiences in academic and social engagement in online-

delivery formats and groups these perceptions and experiences into an overall description of the 

higher-education experiences of veteran students in various online formats. Researching the 

perceptions and experiences of student-veterans in classes delivered in various online formats 

provides a richer and more descriptive understanding of the student-veterans’ experiences in the 

rapidly expanding online-learning environment of higher education.  

 

Guiding Research Questions 

 

The primary research question and related secondary research questions addressed in this 

study are as follows:  

1. What are the factors that student-veterans identify as influencing academic and social 

engagement in various online-delivery formats? 

2. How do specific online-delivery formats enhance the academic and social 

engagement? 

3. How do online classes with more social engagement better/worsen the academic 

experience in specific disciplines (subject matter)? 
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Significance of the Study 

 

This study was an expanded approach to the problem of understanding the academic and 

social engagement in various online-delivery formats for military veterans. Previous research by 

Cole (2016), Garrett-Reed et al. (2016), and Lee et al. (2016) has studied the differences between 

the traditional face-to-face classroom and online-delivery formats using quantitative research to 

measure the academic similarities and differences in the student learning experience. This 

research provides a more descriptive understanding of the perceptions and experiences of 

student-veterans in classes delivered in various online formats. Online learning should provide 

student-veterans with the best educational experience available to meet their educational goals 

and maintain their persistence to graduate. A better academic and social experience for the 

student-veterans in the online-learning environment will produce more successful online classes, 

more graduates, and a more educated student-veteran population. As this student population 

becomes an increasingly important segment of the higher-education student population, college 

administrators and faculty members need to better understand the social and academic needs of 

these students to assist them in achieving their goals. 

 

Conceptual/Theoretical Framework 

 

This study looks at the learning experiences of the college-student participants and how 

various forms of online delivery have affected their learning experiences. The theoretical model 

used for this study was adapted from Astin’s student involvement theory, which asserted that the 

more a student is involved in their postsecondary educational experience, the greater the 

likelihood of his/her success (Flynn, 2014). Tinto (1975) and Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) 
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built upon Astin’s student-focused concept: engagement requires action (involvement) from the 

student as well as receptive and proactive action from the faculty and institution. This model was 

not developed for online-delivery formats, so I have adapted this online-learning model based on 

previous studies of the influence of social engagement and academic engagement and Tinto’s 

contention that social integration must occur in the classroom (Braxton et al., 2000). 

 

Figure 1. Academic and Social Engagement in Online Formats for Student-veterans 
 
               
 
      
 
              
 
                                                 
 
                                                                    
 
 
 
    
 
        

 

This illustration represents the theoretical framework that supports the idea that more 

student involvement from instructors and peers supports an enhanced learning experience for 

each student. Based on Tinto’s student integration model, the students’ characteristics consist of 

the students’ individual attributes and external factors.  

In online classes, the institution controls the learning management system and online 

technology possibilities the instructors use and include one-way explicit methods and interactive 

activities. These methods and activities influence the academic and social engagement of the 

student-veterans.  
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Instructor Control 

- Interactive Activities 
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Definition of Terms and Variables 

  

 For purposes of this study, the following definitions were used within the research 

questions and methodology guiding the research. 

 Veteran: A person who is not currently on active duty, but has previous military service 

in the United States Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines, National Guard, or Coast Guard. 

Online Student-Veteran: An online student-veteran was defined as a college student-

veteran currently enrolled (or previously enrolled) in one or more online courses and not taking 

face-to-face courses at a regional university. 

 Self-study Online Class: A course designed with requirements completed individually at 

the student’s own pace, but to be completed by the end of a term. Interaction is directly between 

student and instructor via email or telephone. 

 Asynchronous Online Class without Instructor Participation: A course designed with 

tasks to be completed per a schedule and no timing requirement for interaction at precisely the 

same time and no instructor participation in activities. 

 Asynchronous Online Class with Instructor Participation: A course designed with tasks to 

be completed per a schedule and no timing requirement for interaction at precisely the same time 

and instructor participation in activities. 

Hybrid Online Class: A course designed with tasks to be completed per a schedule and 

regular live synchronous class meeting times via electronic conferencing such as Webex, Skype, 

or Adobe Connect. 
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Rural: A rural area has a population less than the average density-per-square-mile of the 

United States, 87.4 people (IndexMundi, 2016), where proximity to and affordability of higher 

education are critical factors for most students. 

Community College: A 2-year educational institution providing continuing and tertiary 

education to students primarily from the local community, usually supported by local tax 

revenue. 

Regional University: An institution of higher education providing a full range of 

undergraduate programs and some master’s level programs, with few, if any, doctoral programs. 

Academic and Social Integration: Facilitate student learning communities and 

communications with active application of skill and knowledge at individual or group levels.  

 

Limitations and Delimitations of the Study 

 

This study addresses the learning experiences of a small group of student-veterans at a 

regional university. I did not measure their comprehension of any class material beyond their 

response to questions about their learning experiences in various online-delivery formats.  

There were several limitations to this study. I used a small sample size (n=8), so this 

information may be transferable, but will not be generalizable to any other subset or greater 

overall population of online students. Additionally, as I was conducting interviews of individual 

students, the direction of the interview questions varied from student to student. A limitation was 

that the study encompassed only students who were currently or recently enrolled in online 

college coursework.  
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A delimitation of this study was the inclusion of only students enrolled at a regional 

university in Montana. 

 

Summary 

 

 The measure of a successful, online educational program is the ability of the institution to 

provide a meaningful learning experience over time to its students. Research on academic and 

social engagement in various online-delivery formats for military veterans provides a better 

understanding of the student-veterans’ experiences. A better understanding of the relationship 

between the online-delivery format and the perceptions and experiences of student-veterans may 

contribute to changes in online-delivery formats for certain classes and improve the learning 

experience for all online learners by understanding the student-veterans’ experiences.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to better understand the academic and social 

engagement in various online-delivery formats for military veterans. This study examines the 

various student perceptions and experiences in online-delivery methods to determine the 

academic and social engagement of learning activities in the online classroom. Student 

perceptions and experiences have been found to influence completion rates of students (Nistor & 

Neuauer, 2010). Military veterans may have similar experiences that influence whether they 

want to continue online education.  

Student-veterans are taking advantage of education benefits and changes in technology to 

obtain degrees from postsecondary institutions including community colleges and 4-year 

institutions. Online learning in higher education offers flexibility and accessibility to student-

veterans. Tinto’s research showed that online learning may be linked with less effective learning 

experiences, lower student satisfaction, and lower retention rates (Tinto, 2012). With the growth 

of online delivery and the increased population of student-veterans in higher education in recent 

years, a closer examination of the growing online-education market and specific online-

classroom formats is needed to examine the learning activities that may provide social and 

academic engagement for student-veterans. This study examined perceived online activities and 

experiences from the perspective of the student-veteran in the online world of higher education 

to understand and assist them in achieving their educational goals. This review of the literature 
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covered the history of online learning. The history of online learning is important as many 

advances in technology have enabled online environments to be more interactive. 

Documentation 

 

 The literature review for this research study was conducted using electronic library 

sources, Google Scholar, peer-reviewed education articles, and database searches including, but 

not limited to, SAGE Journals Online, Wiley Journals, and ERIC. Keyword searches included 

distance learning, online learning, online-delivery methods, motivation, learner satisfaction, 

student motivation, learning style, participation, student-veterans, online course design, online 

interaction, and online satisfaction.  

 

Brief History of Online Learning 

 

Online education has flourished in the United States for three reasons: (1) the great 

distances of citizens from educational institutions, both geographically and socioeconomically, 

(2) the thirst for education, and (3) the rapid advancement of technology. Each of these factors is 

in some way instrumental to the development of distance education (Casey, 2008). Online 

education has recently become a prominent method of learning, but distance learning had various 

forms for decades as it evolved into online education. 

Distance education was first introduced in the early 1800s. The correspondence course 

became the earliest instructional-delivery system. The Pitman Shorthand training program was 

the first correspondence course in the United States in 1852. By 1882, William Rainey Harper 

developed a correspondence program that led to the State of New York’s authorization of these 

courses. By the 1900s, the University of Chicago established the first department of 
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correspondence teaching. In 1911, in Australia, the University of Queensland established a 

Department of External Studies (Matthews, 1999). Correspondence courses allowed universities 

to reach students who would otherwise not be able to attend school in person. 

Radio broadcasting in the 1920s provided live educational shows, which reduced 

instructional delivery time. Educators in distance education were no longer solely dependent on 

mail delivery. Over 200 radio licenses were granted to educational institutions by the Federal 

Communications Commission through 1946. Although educational programming was very 

popular, only one college-level course was offered by radio through 1940. Television was first 

used as an instructional medium by the University of Iowa in 1934, when it began broadcasting 

courses. The FCC created a band of television channels to be available to broadcast courses in 

1963. To further expand distance learning, the United States established the Public Broadcasting 

Act, which authorized the creation of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB) to promote 

the noncommercial use of television and radio (Casey, 2008). In the 1970s, educational 

television (ETV) offered a new way to reach rural and isolated areas. Correspondence education, 

radio lectures, and ETV all sought to recreate traditional classrooms and eliminate restrictions on 

the numbers of students (Prewitt, 1998). Technology had innovated educational communication, 

but it was largely one-way communication from instructor to student. 

As distance education grew, universities began to offer more courses via distance 

learning. Open University, established in 1972 in the United Kingdom, was created to administer 

distance learning from a new administrative structure. This new structure promoted student-

centered learning internship components and more individualized assessment procedures. Open 

University viewed its students as individual learners. It laid the foundation for the future of 
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distance learning and created distance learning using a combination of delivery methods and 

interaction (Prewitt, 1998). 

With personal computers and the World Wide Web, it was inevitable that distance 

learning would be presented in an Internet format, now termed online learning. Online learning is 

a new method of learning and teaching as it provides a method for students and teachers to 

interact in real time as they would in a traditional classroom. Prior to the use of the Internet, 

student-teacher interaction was not in real time. There was a time delay in place when 

communicating through distance education due to the available methods of correspondence. 

Online course management systems such as WebCT and D2L facilitate the instructional 

communication between instructor and student in cyberspace (Casey, 2008). Now, with high-

speed broadband transmission, education can be done in interactive, virtual classrooms.  

 

Brief History of Student-veterans and the GI Bill 

 

The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, commonly known as the GI Bill, was 

created in 1944, as an Allied victory in World War II looked likely. The bill guaranteed 

servicemen would receive “a year of education for 90 days’ service, plus one month for each 

month of active duty, for a maximum of 48 months” in addition to tuition, books, and supplies up 

to $500 per year. Although many expected the GIs to reject educational programs, a record 

number of veterans enrolled in colleges and universities using these educational benefits. Eighty-

eight thousand veterans were using the GI Bill in the fall of 1945, and college enrollments from 

the GI Bill were more than one million in 1946. By 1950, more than two million, or 16%, of the 

14 million eligible veterans had enrolled in postsecondary education using the GI Bill (Thelin, 
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2011). These new college students had an unprecedented impact on American higher education 

following World War II. 

The GI Bill has forever changed the higher-education landscape and all colleges. 

Universities created a new awareness of the social importance of veterans and academic work. 

The GI Bill showed the significance of higher education to government officials, business 

leaders, and the general public. The GI Bill also showed educators the advantages of 

participation in national programs (Freeland, 1997). The American Council on Education 

recommended increased public expenditures for higher-education facilities. The structure of 

college campuses changed as veterans became college students. More students in higher 

education and the need for research in the Cold War environment led to an increase in graduate 

and professional education (Freeland, 1997). The GI Bill and student-veterans led the way for 

increased expenditures in higher education.  

Recent changes in the GI Bill and increases in veteran benefits for education are bringing 

many veterans into higher education for degree and vocational training. Enacted in 2008, the 

Post-9/11 GI Bill significantly expanded educational benefits available to qualifying military 

veterans who served at least 90 days of active duty following September 11, 2001. The new bill 

covered tuition, payable directly to the institution where the beneficiary enrolled, up to 100% of 

the highest public, in-state, undergraduate tuition for 36 months. The bill also provided an annual 

book stipend up to $1,000 and a housing allowance directly to the learner. Additional 

enhancements since 2008 have increased the number and type of covered educational expenses, 

streamlined the maximum tuition cap ($20,235.02 for 2014–15), and expanded benefits to 

qualifying members of the National Guard and reserves (Veterans Benefits Administration, 
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2014). The new GI Bill benefits will draw significant numbers of a downsized military into 

higher education (Vacchi, 2012). 

 

Student-veteran Characteristics 

 

Understanding student-veterans is important when we consider that the undergraduate 

student-veteran population in U.S. colleges and universities was at 3.1% of all undergraduates 

and has been increasing as recent veterans use their expanded GI Bill benefits (Durdella & Kim, 

2012). When looking at student-veterans, demographic variables for student-veterans include 

many items including gender (73% male; 23% female), race (male: 79.4% white, 14.2% non-

white, 6.4% Hispanic; female: 67.3% white, 24.5% non-white, 8.2% Hispanic), age (85% 

nontraditional students mostly between ages 24 and 40; only 15% traditional-aged 18–23), 

marital status (47.3% are married; 47% have children), disability (have service related disability: 

19.4% of males, 22.1% of females), and first-generation status (62% are first-generation 

students) (www.mentalhealth.va.gov/studentveteran, www.va.gov/vetdata). Other variables 

include readiness for higher education, including pre-entry characteristics of academic 

preparation and socioeconomic status (SES) (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011). These common 

attributes, such as family background, socioeconomic status, prior schooling, and skills and 

abilities, all affect a student’s initial intentions before entering college and point to the veracity 

of the commitment to persist as well as shape the student’s goals (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011).  

There are various reasons why veterans enroll in college after completing their military 

service. Unemployment rates are higher among veterans than their civilian peers, with the U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) reporting that, in 2011, the unemployment rate was 12.1% for 
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veterans who served on active duty at any time since 2001. For male veterans between 18 and 24 

years of age, the unemployment rate was 29.1%, compared with 17.6% of their nonveteran peers 

(Wurster et al., 2013). Higher education may be an available option to increase their chances of 

employment and to also make use of the extensive educational benefits provided by the military.  

Approximately 1 in 6 students at 4-year institutions may be considered first-generation 

students (Wurster et al., 2013). First-generation students are overrepresented among student-

veterans, with 66% of combat veterans who responded to the National Survey of Student 

Engagement (NSSE) in 2010 reporting that they were first-generation. This suggests that much 

of the description of first-generation students prior to college matriculation will likewise apply to 

student-veterans; they are more likely to have weaker academic preparation, lower educational 

aspirations, and less knowledge about navigating the college environment (Durdella & Kim, 

2012). The increased factors of being first-generation students with weaker academic preparation 

may be the reason many student-veterans enroll in 2-year community colleges. According to the 

U.S. Census Bureau for 2009, male veterans attaining some college (31.9%) and bachelor’s 

degrees (16.3%) were 6,514,000 and 3,324,000 respectively. Female veterans attaining some 

college (48.7%) and bachelor’s degrees (23.5%) were 762,000 and 368,000 respectively 

(www.va.gov/vetdata). Entering, or reentering, a postsecondary program of study is a difficult 

task for most people, and no less for returning veterans (Rumann et al., 2011).  

A major aspect of the adjustment for student-veterans was relearning study skills. 

Military service entails training and education, especially among those with less education and 

those with fewer opportunities for formal higher education. Since the Vietnam War, education 

and military service have been competing for the same people. Borderline students may choose 
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military service and later use educational benefits (Teachman, 2007). As college becomes more 

normative, those who pursue military service instead of higher education may find themselves at 

an educational disadvantage (Kleykamp, 2013). Being academically ready for college can help 

student-veterans transition. The data revealed that academic preparation for college was deficient 

for many veteran students. This was consistent for both those returning to campus to resume their 

studies and those entering college for the first time. After having been away from school and 

formal classroom instruction, re-entry was difficult (Ackerman et al., 2009). Veterans taking 

specific remedial courses in English, Math, Reading, and Writing, as a percentage of total first-

year undergraduate students in 2011–12, were 10.0%, 16.2%, 7.4%, and 7.5%; comparable to 

nonveteran first-year undergraduates (Snyder et al., 2016).  

Within the military population, there are gender-specific issues for female student-

veterans (DiRamio et al., 2008). One in 7 active-duty military personnel is female, with 17.5% 

National Guard or Reserve and 20% new recruits being female (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011). 

Women may face more struggles than their male counterparts when they re-enter the civilian 

world. Female veterans are a distinctive subpopulation on campuses and some face specific 

challenges. Many women suffer posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) at higher rates than men 

(Ryan et al., 2011). Women sometimes experience difficulties adapting to a situation with more 

women than men, such as higher education (Ryan et al., 2011).  

Injured military veterans have specific needs. Student-veterans with disabilities represent 

3.7% of all undergraduate students, or 6.9% of all undergraduate students with disabilities 

(Snyder et al., 2016). Assistance has often involved finding postsecondary programs that will 

help them meet their goals. Fulfilling Their Dream is an initiative of the American Council of 
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Education (ACE) and is funded by private contributors (DiRamio & Spires, 2009). Program staff 

and volunteers assist veterans with their postwar goals. Support from the ACE program starts 

while the injured veteran is recovering at a military hospital. The academic advisor at each 

hospital assists each client in developing an individual educational plan that may range from high 

school equivalency to graduate and postgraduate degrees. Participants may be first-generation 

students, first-time students, or returning students who are seeking certificate programs, 2-year 

degrees, or baccalaureate degrees. Some participants begin online courses during recovery, with 

the goal of transferring to a state university and studying for a career. Follow-up surgeries are 

among the factors which explain the popularity of online distance learning courses among this 

student population (DiRamio & Spires, 2009).  

With the many higher-education options for student-veterans, it seems that student-

veterans select the institutions they attend differently than traditional college students, with more 

opting for public 2-year institutions, such as community colleges, followed by public 4-year 

institutions (Wurster et al., 2013). The significant presence of our postsecondary institutions with 

flexible, open admission policies makes college relatively easy for those who want chances in 

higher education. Online platforms enroll a great proportion of military and veteran students at 

most institutions (Brown & Gross, 2011).  

Veteran enrollment at 2-year public colleges exceeds enrollment at other types of higher-

education institutions. For example, during the 2007–2008 academic year, 2-year public colleges 

enrolled 43% of all student-veterans going to postsecondary institutions, public 4-year schools 

matriculated 21%, private not-for-profit 4-year institutions educated 14%, and private for-profit 

colleges offered services to 13% (Ryan et al., 2011).  
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Student-veterans are more likely to be married and/or have dependents than traditional 

college students. Being married reduces the odds of enrolling in college by 16% (Kleykamp, 

2013). Most student-veterans are financially independent from their parents. This adds familial 

and financial responsibilities (Wurster et al., 2013). In rural Montana, the affordability and 

location of higher-education institutions are also important factors. Student-veterans will select 

institutions that are available to suit the needs of both the student’s family and the student. 

 

Student-veteran Graduation Outcomes 

 

Many veterans pursue higher education after active service, but most do not earn a degree 

(Ryan et al., 2011). The number of veterans enrolled in college has dramatically increased, but 

student-veterans have generally had lower graduation rates than their civilian counterparts. 

Recent national surveys provide further evidence of student-veteran postsecondary completion. 

The 2010 National Survey of Veterans asked veterans about degree or program completion. 

According to the results, 63% of survey respondents reported that they completed the 

postsecondary educational or vocational program for which they used their VA educational 

benefits. When analyzing the 2010 NSV by service era, the postsecondary completion rate has 

remained roughly between 66% and 68% for over 40 years (Cate, 2014). The majority of 

student-veterans will complete their postsecondary programs; however, it has been estimated that 

about 30% to 40% will not (Cate, 2014).  

With changes in technology, the learning options for all students, including student-

veterans, have also changed with the increased use of online classes in college curriculums. 

Technological advances in course delivery methods may also be an ideal choice for student-
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veterans. Distance-learning technologies may increase colleges’ capacity, as well as help to 

accommodate student-veteran enrollment growth. Several colleges across the country have 

implemented programs focused specifically on student-veterans and additionally offer courses 

that assist student-veterans in the transition from military to civilian life or from deployment to 

post-deployment life. Many colleges are also offering orientation programs designed specifically 

for student-veterans (Rumann et al., 2011). 

 Another national survey, the 2012 American Community Survey (ACS) conducted by the 

U. S. Census Bureau collects information on a wide range of demographics. This information 

allows for comparisons between veterans and nonveterans within the population. The 2012 ACS 

shows that a larger percentage of nonveterans self-reported attainment of a bachelor’s degree or 

higher as compared with veterans; 29.3% to 26.7%, respectively (Cate, 2014). 

Contributing to the confusion regarding student-veteran postsecondary academic 

outcomes is the fact that national-level data on student-veterans have been difficult to find, 

analyze, and interpret due to poor collection methods, narrow inclusion criteria, and mistakes in 

identifying student-veterans. Most traditional, national postsecondary databases exclude a 

portion of the student-veteran population while including other military populations because the 

National Center of Education Statistics (NCES) has flaws in properly identifying and tracking 

student-veterans. These weaknesses have contributed to the current contradictory results and 

inaccurate perceptions of student-veteran postsecondary completion (Cate, 2014). The variances 

in the reports make it difficult to clearly understand the postsecondary academic-completion 

patterns of student-veterans.  
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 Advocating for the needs of student-veterans is a governmental program, Complete 

College America, which is a tangible support with the goal of increasing young-adult 

postsecondary-degree attainment (Green & Hayden, 2013). This program advocates for increased 

degree completion by young adults and, by extension, student-veterans, highlighting the need for 

collaborative advocacy efforts for increased graduation rates. This program, in addition to others, 

provides means to enhance the likelihood of student-veterans completing their postsecondary 

education (Green & Hayden, 2013). In the early stages of an individual’s transition from member 

of the armed forces to student on a college campus, some level of support should be provided by 

the higher-education institution to increase the probability of his or her academic and personal 

success. 

The student-veteran has many similarities in enrollment and completion patterns with the 

nontraditional-student population. While there are similarities, there are also differences that 

exist in each category because of the nature of the student-veteran. The differences in social 

interaction, financial stress, and change in roles add complexity to the student-veterans’ 

enrollment. The increase of family situations and the high probability of being a first-generation 

student also impact the higher-education completion pattern of the student-veteran. 

 

Online Learning 

 

 Web-based learning and internet technology have increased the learning options of 

traditional and nontraditional students. Most student-veterans state that military benefits do not 

provide enough resources to attend college on a full-time basis. Many student-veterans must face 

the prospect of balancing work and school (DiRamio et al., 2008). All students enroll in online-
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delivery classes to better manage time with class study requirements, home commitments, and 

work commitments. Online learning in higher education offers flexibility and accessibility for 

students juggling multiple responsibilities outside of school (Andrew et al., 2015). Online 

learning has increased at all levels of education for varied reasons: to improve availability, to 

better align with individual needs, and to overcome access barriers (Seaman et al., 2018). As 

many student-veterans who enroll in higher education are nontraditional students, these are the 

students who are looking for the flexibility and easier accessibility that online courses may offer. 

A significant number of students use online learning to “get-it-done” (Barthakur et al., 2021).  

Traditionally, higher education has been assumed to take place in a classroom or lecture 

hall where the faculty instructor and students are physically face-to-face. Many higher-education 

institutions are increasing the offerings of hybrid and online courses to reach a greater audience. 

While this technology allows colleges to reach a wider range of students who may live in areas 

removed from the immediate campus area, the learning experiences of students who have taken 

hybrid and online courses should be explored. The student-veteran is a unique member of the 

higher-education student body with needs that may differ from the traditional student, especially 

in online courses. Student veterans’ challenges in higher education suggest student veterans 

experience social connection and identity concerns (Borsari et al., 2017). Usually, the lack of 

common ground and attitudes of their college peers are significant barriers for student-veterans 

to overcome. Even faculty have a real disconnect from the lived experiences of veterans, so 

student veterans may or may not wish to self-identify and share experiences within discussions 

(Kirchner & Biniecki, 2019). At a rural institution, there may be more nontraditional students 

taking classes who have work-life experience and who also lack common ground with traditional 
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students. Educational institutions must understand the challenges associated with a student-

veteran’s transition and social interaction to know how to support these students. 

Across the country, higher-education institutions are increasing their online and hybrid 

course offerings. Fully online courses and face-to-face courses with online components are 

becoming more commonplace in higher education (Cole, 2016). In its most recent report on the 

state of online learning in U.S. higher education, the Sloan Consortium reported that the growth 

rate for students taking online courses continues to be many times larger than the growth rate of 

the overall higher-education student body (Allen & Seaman, 2015). Despite increased numbers 

of course offerings, online courses continue to have high attrition rates (Cole, 2016). Because 

online learning provides students with a more flexible learning environment, students are 

required to exercise more autonomy. Students who lack self-regulation abilities or online 

learning experience will need support to fully engage in learning activities (Borup et al., 2020).  

To appeal to a wider range of student learning styles, there is importance in integrating 

written, visual, and audio materials (Birch & Sankey, 2008). The integration of technology is 

important to transform traditional-platform content into effective online learning (Duffy & 

Bruns, 2006). To appeal to the learning styles of various online students, the use of technology 

through online discussion boards, online-learning communities, collaborating and engaging 

dialogue, and providing feedback may increase the social interaction and learning experience. 

Online discussion forums can provide plenty of opportunities to members of a learning 

community to actively benefit from potential knowledge construction by engaging effectively in 

online discussions (Galikyan & Admiraal, 2019). Online courses may provide a richer learning 

environment by focusing on connection and interaction rather than the traditional online one-way 
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transmission of information. Networking offers an important area of autonomous learning by 

opening opportunities for communication from student to student. Interactivity develops outside 

the official teaching and learning program. This association with other students can have a 

positive effect on the learning experience (Peters, 2000). Regular communication between 

instructors and students help to keep students engaged in their learning (Perera & Rainsbury, 

2021). 

Online formats can generally be categorized into two main categories of asynchronous 

and synchronous delivery. The benefit of asynchronous delivery is that it provides information 

and instruction communication to one student or to many students at times convenient for the 

student. The students may be engaged in social interaction through discussion boards, but the 

time delay allows the respondent to think before responding. Synchronous information and 

instruction communicate in same-time, live, social interactions and immediate feedback during 

learning. (Koszalka & Ganesan, 2004). 

Learning activities affect online asynchronous learning environments and cognitive 

learning processes (Chen et al., 2006). Additional factors may show that the more online 

classroom content moves from an online, asynchronous format into a blended (or hybrid) format 

with additional activities including videos, discussion posts, and group projects, to a synchronous 

format with live discussion, the learning experience will be better for the student experience. 

Part of the analysis of distance-education courses is the communicative relationship 

between instructors and students. In the synchronous online class, there is a co-presence between 

the instructor and student. This duplicates the lecture feature of the campus-based education. The 

asynchronous distance education permits students to be separated both in time and place. While 
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this method potentially decreases contact between instructor and student, it maximizes the level 

of flexibility (Waddoups & Howell, 2002). 

Many veterans have more than one difficulty that affects their learning and may have 

multiple disability diagnoses. Education can be the catalyst for a rewarding reintegration into 

civilian life (DiRamio & Spires, 2009). Some research in the area of academic performance 

between online and traditional methods has started to examine student perception of the online-

learning environment (Keller & Karau, 2013). Student-veterans who have learning difficulties 

and do not have access to traditional classrooms may find some online formats more challenging 

for their learning needs. Reduced participation in learning activities is regarded as a major factor 

affecting retention (Andrew et al., 2015). Tinto’s research showed online learning may be linked 

with less effective learning experiences, lower student satisfaction, and lower retention rates 

(Tinto, 2012). 

The growing online-learning market provides practical reasons, as well as compelling 

research motives, to specifically investigate the effectiveness of online asynchronous learning 

(OAL) in the area of case study (Chen et al., 2006). As online programs evolve and proliferate 

throughout traditional higher education, the focus in practice as well as research has begun to 

shift away from described best practices and technical aspects of how to develop and deliver 

instruction online to a focus on quality and student perceptions of the experience (Keller & 

Karau, 2013). 

Quality online education involves so many important elements. Learning material that 

may have worked well in a traditional face-to-face environment does not necessarily work in an 

online format and often needs to be redesigned for online use (Koszalka & Ganesan, 2004). 
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Instructors with little online experience have been getting into the virtual world, some by choice 

and others by necessity. Instructors should develop and use the features of a Learning 

Management System (LMS) to create an environment that optimizes interactivity and learning. 

The principles of high-quality learning should be applied to face-to-face and online learning. The  

online design should consider active learning outcomes, the appropriate instructional strategies 

and technologies, learning goals, learning styles of the students, and the nature of the content 

(Fabry, 2009). Instructors should work toward being open to modifying the course materials to 

fit the needs of individual students, particularly in online context (Deshpande, 2021).  

While strong arguments can be made for the value of face-to-face course delivery, online-

delivery classes are valuable for students in rural areas. Effective design, presentation, and 

accessibility of course content is important for any online course to be successful. There is a 

balance between the convenience of online delivery and classroom interaction. While 

incorporating assignments that require students to interact electronically, it cannot replace the 

face-to-face interaction of students in a classroom discussion. Instructors can use the learning 

management systems to merely track views where a student has looked at the information 

posted. To increase participation, instructors can require students to respond to discussion posts 

or complete a task (Kirchner & Pepper, 2020). The effectiveness of communication between 

students and instructor, when all communication takes place online, is an important consideration 

in an online class. Studies that include demographic data about program emphasis, student 

population and needs, and description of the area in which the university is located are vital in 

providing a broader perspective. As online courses and programs are implemented, the 
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effectiveness of modes of delivery may differ with geographic mobility and economic issues 

(Mellon & Kester, 2004). 

 

Academic and Social Engagement 

 

As veterans begin or resume their academic journey, an important theme, “connecting 

with peers,” emerges as an issue in this transition (DiRamio et al., 2008). As well as providing 

resources for student-veterans transitioning into academia, colleges need to provide support to 

lessen the classroom culture shock. Helping students succeed can be broadly defined as assisting 

in academic achievement and social engagement in this transition phase. A student-veteran may 

tolerate changes with a college lifestyle (e.g., loss of income and benefits) because the 

circumstances have a predictable end date of graduation (Ryan et al., 2011). A support system 

for student-veterans may also be extended to online-learning experiences. College administrators 

and faculty should care about the student-veterans’ learning experiences and the effectiveness of 

online courses to make improvements in the growing hybrid and online course offerings. 

Instructors should consider how to integrate campus e-learning tools in their classroom teaching. 

Effective emersion of a university e-learning environment that provides a successful academic 

experience depends on the instructor’s guidance and teaching approaches in the environment 

(Kim et al., 2019). 

As veterans become college students, this is a difficult transition. There are the 

challenges of fitting in and being a student. Even for those who had attended college prior to 

being deployed, there is an adjustment upon their return. Greater awareness of and appreciation 

for cultural diversity is an unanticipated finding in the transition (Rumann & Hanrick, 2010). 
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Education can be the catalyst for a rewarding reintegration into civilian life. Current practices 

may include mentoring and assistance in bridging the gap from the military to an academic 

environment (DiRamio & Spires, 2009).  

Models exploring how college environments interact with students’ experiences and 

result in change begin with Astin’s I-E-O model (1977, 1991, 1993b) as a foundation of specific-

student college experiences that produce growth and learning (Renn & Reason, 2013). Braxton et 

al. (2000) expanded the linkage between Astin’s (1993) theory of involvement and persistence 

by proposing that students’ “psychosocial engagement,” or the energy students invest in social 

interactions, directly influences the degree to which they are socially integrated into college life. 

Student engagement represents time and energy students invest in educational activities and the 

effort institutions devote to using effective educational practices (Kuh et al., 2008). In addition to 

coursework, student engagement can be influenced with teaching practices including seminars 

and learning communities.  

The theoretical model used for this study was adapted from Astin’s student involvement 

theory, which asserted that the more a student is involved in their postsecondary educational 

experience, the greater the likelihood of his/her success (Flynn, 2014). Tinto (1975) and 

Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) build upon Astin’s student-focused concept: engagement 

requires action (involvement) from the student as well as receptive and proactive action from the 

faculty and institution. This model was not developed for online-delivery formats, so an online-

learning model should be constructed based on previous studies of the influence of social 

engagement and academic engagement and Tinto’s contention that social integration must occur 

in the classroom (Braxton et al., 2000). Since Tinto’s original framework was introduced, the 
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basic model has been modified in various contexts including Kember’s (1989a) who modified 

Tinto’s theoretical model to accommodate the distance-education student; but the terms 

“academic and social integration” have become synonymous with student retention (Davidson & 

Wilson, 2013). The online model may include learning communities and other teaching practices 

and interventions that address student-engagement behaviors. 

 Tinto’s model (1993) is the foundation for studying student persistence. The model 

introduces the concepts of social integration and academic integration (Renn & Reason, 2013). A 

closer examination of this growing online-education market is needed to examine the learning 

activities that may engage social and academic engagement. The college-retention literature 

frequently relates student engagement to persistence and achievement. Tinto’s work on academic 

and social integration/engagement in higher education proposed the theoretical model linking 

academic and social engagement to student success. Tinto’s research showed online learning 

may be linked with less effective learning experiences, lower student satisfaction, and lower 

retention rates (Tinto, 2012). Understanding the importance of lower satisfaction and lower 

retention rates in higher education, this study looked into student-veterans and their online-

learning experiences, specifically with various online-delivery formats. 

The adult-student literature emphasizes that adult engagement is not limited to the 

experiences in college clubs or organizations. They use the classroom as a setting in which to 

develop their interaction with peers and faculty and improve their learning. There is relatively 

little evidence about the type of engagement of nontraditional adult learners in a nonresidential 

context (Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011). Each institution of higher learning operates within a 

unique context, and engagement initiatives for student-veterans vary (Kirchner et al., 2014), 
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especially for online students. Learning communities and quality peer relationships in an online 

environment outside the classroom may also increase positive adult engagement. 

Instructional research indicates a connected classroom climate benefits students. Prior 

research found positive associations between student-to-student connectedness and affective 

learning, cognitive learning, and self-regulated learning (Sidelinger et al., 2015). A connected 

classroom climate may ultimately strengthen student involvement and communication outside of 

the classroom. Tinto’s interactionalist theory states that a socially connected in-class experience, 

that includes positive instructor-student(s) and student-student interactions, leads students to 

become academically engaged outside of the classroom. Student-to-student connectedness has 

important implications inside the basic course classroom and may facilitate effective student 

communication and academic behaviors outside the classroom (Sidelinger et al., 2015). 

 Collaborative skills are developed and utilized as students interact student-to-student, 

student-to-teacher, and student-to-content. Moreover, the development of these skills, which 

require active engagement, involves “a commitment to sharing personal experiences, ideas, and 

alternatives with an open mind” (Steinbronn & Merideth, 2007). Engagement in online education 

is different from simple interaction with technology in that it shifts the focus from thinking about 

computers in education as a form of a media-delivery device to that of a communication tool in 

an authentic setting for learning. When used well, online technology does not replace the 

instructor; rather, it can shift the focus to the students’ relationship with the learning process. 

Learners become more active in their responsibility for learning, and the instructor takes on new 

roles: facilitator, strategist, and coordinator for the learning activities. Obviously, these roles for 
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both teacher and student require careful attention to instruction methods and strategies that will 

enhance engagement (Steinbronn & Merideth, 2007).  

Tinto suggests successful learning activities must promote both academic engagement 

(active participation in learning materials and activities) and social engagement (shared 

interaction with university peers) (Andrew et al., 2015). While face-to-face delivery can easily 

incorporate these tenets, online delivery traditionally involves individual and isolated student 

access to learning materials, limiting the opportunity for active participation. Mareno and 

Mayer’s study in 2007 showed the introduction of technology (such as opinion polls, discussion 

platforms, and debating scenarios) to online delivery is one method of increasing active 

participation (Andrew et al., 2015). While active participation can be traced because students’ 

learning behaviors are recorded in the files of the learning management system, differences were 

found between course subjects relative to student engagement. Differences were found in 

engagement with videos, additional materials, and reading posts in the forums (Soffer & Cohen, 

2019). Although recorded sessions cannot provide active participation opportunities, the 

provision was appreciated by students as a useful enhancement to learning. It was a movement in 

student engagement to depart from the overreliance of lectures, reading, and written tasks in an 

online format. Kenny (2002) noted such provision ensures learning can be undertaken at a 

convenient time, place, and pace, and is found to be valuable for online students with students 

able to play and revisit sessions as required. Of further value was the blending of materials and 

delivery methods, found to increase the fun and interaction in learning. Previous studies with 

nontraditional students have demonstrated a blended approach supports learning by appealing to 

diverse learning styles (Bollinger and Supanakorn, 2011). 
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Empirical Research Related to the Study 

 

 Existing research consists of limited studies of online-course satisfaction, student 

academic and social integration, and perceived connectedness with student integration. The 

limited current research offers some quantitative studies in classroom and online-course 

satisfaction, academic performance, and student interaction, but there is a need for qualitative 

research specifically dealing with student-veterans and the quality of online-delivery education.  

There is little evidence about the type of engagement student-veterans receive in online 

courses for student and academic engagement. This review looked at the research that has been 

conducted as an overview of the state of research into online academic and social integration.  

 

Online-Course Satisfaction 

The purpose of this study by Cole (2016) was to examine online-communication 

satisfaction variables between student-instructor and student-peer, student online-course 

satisfaction, and student face-to-face-course satisfaction. The hypotheses were students would 

have a higher course satisfaction and communication satisfaction for face-to-face than online 

courses. An online survey was distributed to 125 student participants at an urban Midwestern 

university who have previously taken or were currently enrolled in at least one online class. The 

survey consisted of 62 items using a 7-point Likert-type format, which addressed communication 

satisfaction and course satisfaction with instructors and peers in online and face-to-face courses. 

Results showed students reported higher communication satisfaction levels with face-to-face 

instructors and peers than with online instructors and peers. Also, students in the study appeared 

more satisfied with face-to-face courses than online courses. When previous educational 
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experiences in the face-to-face environment are used to evaluate all educational experiences, 

many students reported higher satisfaction in a face-to-face environment than an online 

environment. Interestingly, student communication satisfaction with online instructors appeared 

as the most significant predictor of student online-course satisfaction. One of the limitations to 

this study was students could reference any face-to-face course and any online course. The 

classes and experiences used for reference could have included a range of subjects and course 

levels in addition to the instructor skill and experience levels (Cole, 2016). My study looked at a 

range of course subjects taught in an online environment where student interaction and 

engagement may be more relevant for the learning objective of the class.  

 

Student Satisfaction and Retention  

in Online and Face-to-Face Courses 

Garratt-Reed, Roberts, and Heritage (2016) did a study testing the equivalency theory 

that online and classroom-based learners will attain equivalent learning outcomes when 

equivalent learning experiences are provided. Using quasi-experimental methods, academic 

performance, student feedback, and retention data from 866 Australian undergraduate 

psychology students, students self-selected into either online (56 students) or face-to-face classes 

(810 students). For each student, raw scores were gathered in four assessment areas of written 

assignments, electronic tests, group presentation, and final examination. Student evaluation data 

were gathered to provide quantitative feedback on 11 items on a 4-point Likert-style scale and 

qualitative comment feedback toward the end of the study. Student grades did not significantly 

differ (except for group-work assessments) and student satisfaction was generally high (except 
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for group-work satisfaction) in both modes of instruction. Retention rates were significantly 

lower in the online classes.  

The findings suggest that face-to-face and online students perform at an equivalent level 

in equivalent assessments such as examination, electronic test, and written assignment, but that 

differences in assignment structures (as per the group-work assignments) may produce 

nonequivalent outcomes. The findings also indicated high rates of satisfaction for both online 

and face-to-face students. Probable reasons were the online classes, to ensure equivalence to the 

face-to-face unit, utilized a multimedia approach to the delivery of materials including lecture 

material, high levels of interaction, and timely feedback from instructors. Retention for face-to-

face was significantly higher than with online students; however, it has been suggested the 

withdrawal of online students reflects more importance on student self-discipline characteristics 

of the student than the characteristics of the course. While this study was limited by the relatively 

small online sample size, this study did reveal that the online and face-to-face classes provided 

equivalent learning experiences. Consistent with previous research, further research is needed to 

develop effective strategies to increase online retention rates (Garratt-Reed et al., 2016). My 

study looked at online classes that may or may not be providing equivalent multimedia 

experiences in online delivery and whether other forms of interaction and feedback make a 

difference in the learning experiences and satisfaction of the students. 

 

Student Engagement and Departure Intention 

Jackling and Natoli (2011) undertook a quantitative study at a multi-campus Australian 

university with a business-student cohort characterized by high levels of diversity in pre-entry 

attributes. The study investigated the level of student engagement using academic and social 
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integration components based on Tinto’s model of institutional departure. The study used the 

Student Engagement Questionnaire (SEQ) focusing on six key areas of student engagement and 

five student outcomes. A series of independent sample t-tests were performed from the 241 

student responses. The use of independent-sample t-tests allowed for targeting specific groups 

deemed to have a high probability of holding differing perceptions of academic and social 

integration.  

The findings of the study provided support for Tinto’s model in terms of the differences 

in levels of academic and social integration and students’ departure intentions. There were 

minimal significant relationships in terms of background characteristics (pre-entry attributes) and 

academic and social integration with the institution that could be linked to departure. Students 

from low socioeconomic (SES) backgrounds had a slightly more positive perception of academic 

and social integration with their university than other students. Departure intention was 

significantly related to satisfaction or educational experience. This study showed that academic 

and support services need to be concentrated at the start of a student’s study to engage students 

before they experience feelings of disappointment and dissatisfaction (Jackling & Natoli, 2011). 

This study was limited by sample size and the participants were undergraduate business students 

from a university located in a region of significant disadvantage. My study investigated if the 

initial academic and social integration met the needs of students in their educational experience 

in each online class. 

 

Perceived Sense of Connectedness in Online Courses 

LaBarbera (2013) investigated connectedness in online courses. This study addressed 

email correspondence between student and instructor and found the sense of connectedness and 
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overall satisfaction with the online-learning experience related to instructor presence and 

interaction, instructor support, feedback on assignments, and email communication. The study 

used a convenience sample of 156 students from teacher-preparation courses at a private 

university. One group of students did not correspond with the instructor and the other group of 

students was given extra credit for submitting a weekly email correspondence to the instructor 

noting how they were preparing for the upcoming assignments. The survey instrument consisted 

of seven questions relating to the students’ level of satisfaction and perceived connectedness 

with the instructor. A Pearson correlation matrix was constructed to examine the results and 

relationships between the variables of perceived connectedness, instructor feedback, instructor-

offered support, and instructor time spent interacting with students. 

Results of this study showed each of the variables was strongly associated with students’ 

perceptions of connectedness with the instructor in an online class. The findings suggested that 

frequent instructor interaction with the students fostered a sense of connectedness in online 

environments (LaBarbera, 2013). This study was limited by its sample size and limitation of 

students in a teacher-preparation program at one university, but it may reflect positive results of 

active academic and social engagement in online classes. My study examined connectedness 

with instructors as well as other peers in each online class. 

 

Case-based Online Group Project for  

Increased Student Interaction 

 

This study by Lee et al. (2016) was to investigate whether case-based online group work 

increased students’ satisfaction with interaction among students in an online course. In this 

study, 283 students in three online sections (without any face-to-face components) of a course in 
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public health at a large southeastern university were the study participants. There were three 

instructors, but the learning materials were identical, except for the group work. Two instructors 

had students work on a case study in groups of four to five students per group. The remaining 

online section of students was asked to work individually. Two hundred forty-two students 

responded to the online survey; 157 students in the group section and 85 students in the 

individual work section. The survey included background questions, Likert-scale questions, and 

open-ended questions. Descriptive statistics were calculated, and an analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) was performed to examine differences in students’ satisfaction with online interaction 

between group-work sections and the individual-work sections. Open-ended survey questions 

were analyzed for patterns and themes.  

The results showed that, while group work did not enhance or hinder interaction in online 

course work, there was a direct correlation between the perception of the importance of 

interaction and the effect on the students’ overall satisfaction with the online interaction in the 

course. Students who thought interaction was important were more satisfied with the online 

interaction the online course offered (Lee et al., 2016). Although this study was not an 

experimental-study design with random assignments, it offers student perceptions and attitudes 

of online group work. This study also failed to consider students’ past experiences with group 

projects. My study looked at student interaction in online classes with and without group 

projects. 
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Satisfaction in Online Learning as a  

Function of Affiliation, Autonomy, and Mastery 

 

Seiver and Troja (2014) conducted two studies to examine the relationship between 

motivational variables and satisfaction and success in online learning. The first study examined if 

students who need affiliation or autonomy would likely want to take another online class. The 

second study examined whether students high in need for mastery would be more satisfied with 

online learning and be more successful in school.  

In Study One, 77 students from face-to-face psychology courses at two institutions were 

recruited for the study survey. After demographic questions were answered, respondents who 

indicated they had never taken an online class were routed to another page that inquired about 

the reason. Respondents who had taken one or more online classes were routed to another page 

inquiring if they would take another online course. Those indicating “unlikely” were routed to a 

different page and asked about the reason. A one-way analysis of variance with likelihood of 

taking another online class as the independent variable showed no significant result on the 

autonomy and self-regulation, but a significant result on the affiliation scores, with students 

needing affiliation very unlikely to take another online class. This study showed the importance 

of the university including affiliative opportunities to attract and retain students in online classes.  

In Study Two, 61students from face-to-face psychology courses at two institutions were 

recruited for the study survey. After demographic questions were answered, the procedure was 

similar to Study One, except all respondents were presented Likert-type questions on one page 

and a GPA question on the final page. Mastery and competitiveness were analyzed in a one-way 

analysis of variance with taking another online class as an independent variable and again 

analyzed with the age group as the independent variable. There was no significant effect in either 
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analysis, although older students were less competitive than younger students (Seiver and Troja, 

2014).  

Although there were small samples sizes in each study and course quality could not be 

determined, Study One suggested students needing affiliation are less likely to take online 

classes. Study Two suggested that mastery and competitiveness were not significantly related to 

students’ satisfaction with online learning or their success. My study included some students who 

have had options in taking classes in face-to-face or online formats and their need for affiliation 

with peers and satisfaction of their learning experiences.  

 

Summary 

 

Online education has expanded recently with advancements in technology and access to 

education and has become a prominent method of learning. Many veterans are enrolling in 

higher education after completing their military service. As these veterans become college 

students, challenges exist for these veterans to transition into education and become students. 

Studies have looked at student online satisfaction levels, online engagement, and student veteran 

issues in higher education. My study was to build upon prior works and add to the understanding 

of engagement experiences of military veteran students in online formats. This qualitative study 

provides further insight on the positive and negative engagement experiences of veteran students 

in various online formats at a small, rural university. 
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Chapter Summary 

 

The review of the literature provided an overview of the online-course satisfaction, 

satisfaction with communication between students and instructors and between students and 

students, and academic equivalency experiences of face-to-face and online classes. The literature 

showed a weakness in qualitative research in specific academic and social engagement for 

overall satisfaction with instructor and student interaction, support, and other satisfaction 

experiences in online-delivery formats.  

Growth of online delivery for class instruction and the increased student-veteran 

population in higher education requires a closer examination of online-education markets and 

specific online formats. The learning activities that may foster social and academic engagement 

for student-veterans and their experiences will assist administrators and faculty in higher 

education to understand and assist student-veterans in achieving their educational goals. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

RESEARCH METHOD 

 

Introduction 

 

Understanding the social and academic needs of student-veterans as online learners is 

critical to the educational success of this population of college student-veterans. Understanding 

these social and academic needs is important for the administrators and faculty in postsecondary 

institutions in helping student-veterans achieve their educational goals. As online education 

continues to grow, competition for all students will continue to increase. Many student-veterans 

have practical reasons for enrolling in online programs. The student-veterans’ perceptions of the 

academic and social engagement in online classes may influence the student-veterans’ course-

completion, future enrollment, and retention in the educational system. 

 

Research Design and Approach 

 

A qualitative method was used to research the perceptions and experiences of student-

veterans in various online-delivery formats and classes. A transcendental, phenomenological 

analysis identifying themes in a social-constructionism framework was used to investigate the 

realities that student-veterans are experiencing with their various online classes. The social-

constructive framework allows a co-reality to be constructed between the researcher and the 

student-veterans through their words, which is shaped by individual experiences (Creswell, 

2013). The epistemological assumption was that knowledge was to be gained by relying on the 

quotes from the participants as evidence while collaborating in the field with the participants. 
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Patterns will emerge from the data collected reflecting the subjective experiences of the student-

veterans in online classes. The social-constructive framework will find meaning in the emerging 

patterns of the student-veterans’ experiences. The axiological assumption was the role of value-

laden stances given to the reader which I shaped into the narrative of my own interpretation in 

conjunction with the student-veterans’ interpretations. My role was to gather the personal 

statements and interpret the online-class experiences of student-veterans and their interactions 

with instructors and peers in their online classes.  

Empirical research has studied the differences between the traditional face-to-face 

classroom and online-delivery formats and has used quantitative research to measure the 

academic similarities and differences in the student learning experience using test scores and 

grades. The literature frequently relates student engagement to persistence, and the learning 

experiences of students need to be examined. Student-veterans may have specific needs in 

academic and social interaction in various online-delivery formats, which should be addressed to 

increase retention and persistence of this special group of students. The richer and more 

descriptive themes will add to the understanding of the student-veterans’ experiences in the 

rapidly expanding online-learning environment of higher education. 

 

Positionality Statement 

 

As a researcher, I used a social-constructive framework to investigate the realities that 

student-veterans are experiencing with their various online classes. Of particular interest to 

higher-education administrators and faculty should be investigating the learning experience of 

student-veterans, a growing segment of the student population. Online learning in higher 
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education offers flexibility and accessibility for students juggling multiple responsibilities 

outside of school. The growing population of student-veterans has responsibilities with home and 

work commitments that are competing directly with their academic requirements.  

I have taught accounting and business classes in higher education for more than 15 years 

at two universities. Although I have never been in the military, I have had many military veterans 

in my classes over my teaching career. Through conversations with student-veterans in the 

classroom and observations of student-veteran writings in online discussion posts, I have noted 

stories of how interaction with the instructor and other students in a class can have a positive 

effect on the learning experience, especially in business classes of a technical nature. This is 

especially evident in accounting and finance classes where mathematic formulas are frequently 

used. As a graduate student, I have been in the process where social interaction can have a 

significant impact on the learning experience. Previous studies on student-veterans’ college 

experiences revealed three challenges that were prevalent in the data: (1) social interactions with 

other students, (2) financial stress, and (3) experiencing cultural differences (Olsen et al., 2014). 

Many students, including me, have faced these challenges; however, collectively, student-

veterans find these challenges to be the greatest obstacles as they enter higher education. While I 

sought to understand the student-veterans’ perception of social integration in various online-

delivery formats, I co-constructed their experiences to understand if the student feels aligned 

with the institution and more committed to persist in college and to graduate. Although social 

interaction may play an important role for many students in higher education, social interaction 

in online-delivery formats may have a different impact for student-veterans as they have 

emerged from a very structured work and social environment. 
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In my present position as a college faculty member at Montana State University-

Northern, I have developed accounting and business classes in various online-delivery formats. 

The objective was to reach a greater number of students through the use of online classes, 

primarily distance students such as nontraditional students and student-veterans. The business 

program has grown significantly and currently offers associate and bachelor’s degrees in several 

options, which can be completed entirely in online formats. The flexibility of this program 

allows all types of students in locations far from the campus to pursue higher degrees. I have 

seen similar academic classes taught in various online methods, and some online-delivery 

formats are more successful than other online methods for social integration. As online programs 

continue to evolve and proliferate throughout traditional higher education, the focus in practice 

has begun to shift away from described best practices and technical aspects of how to develop 

and deliver instruction online to a focus on quality and student perceptions of the experience 

(Keller & Karau, 2013). The major difference in many of the online-delivery formats is the 

amount of academic and social interaction available for the students. I sought to understand if the 

various methods of online delivery are meeting the social integration needs of student-veterans in 

their online classes. Some college classes can be successfully navigated by students with little 

social integration, while other topics may require social integration with others to more fully 

enhance the learning experience. Further consideration is needed in the blending of materials and 

delivery methods to increase the enjoyment and interaction of students.  

The nature of qualitative research is that the researcher is the data collection instrument. 

It is imperative the researcher establish trust with the participants (Bourke, 2014). I understood 

my role as a faculty member at a university may cast me in a position of power in the eyes of the 
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participants. There may also be socioeconomic and cultural differences between the participants 

and me that would need to be minimized during the research project. My meetings and 

interviews with participants needed to be conducted in a casual environment to minimize any 

feelings of a power and cultural differential between the participants and me to truly construct 

their online-learning experience. 

 

Context of Study 

 

Tinto’s work on academic and social integration/engagement provides several contextual 

factors for this study of learning experiences of student-veterans in higher education in Montana. 

With the many higher-education options for student-veterans, it seems that student-veterans 

select the institutions they attend differently than traditional college students, with more opting 

for public 2-year institutions, such as community colleges, followed by public 4-year institutions 

(Wurster et al., 2013). Montana State University-Northern provides the following learning 

opportunities for student-veterans: certificates, 2-year degrees, 4-year degrees, and master’s 

degrees with over 40 majors and 30 minors in Arts and Sciences, Agriculture, Business, 

Engineering Technology, Education, and Nursing (MSU-Northern).  

One definition of a rural area is a population density of fewer than 200 persons per square 

mile (Mellon & Kester, 2004). While the average density per square mile of the United States is 

87.4 people, the density per square mile of Montana is 6.8 people (IndexMundi, 2016). 

Approximately 1 in 10 people in Montana are veterans (Veterans – Census.gov), which is the 

second highest veteran-per-capita population (after Alaska) in the United States. About 24% of 

the veteran population today resides in rural areas compared to 18.6% of the civilian population 
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in the United States. Rural veterans have lower concentrations in higher-level education 

categories (high school graduate, some college or associate’s degree, or bachelor’s degree). 

Nationally, a lower percentage of veterans in rural areas were employed compared with urban 

veterans; 40.7% and 45.6% respectively (Veterans Affairs). In rural areas of Montana, where 

proximity and affordability are the most critical factors for most students, the community college 

or online classes are often the few choices for rural student-veterans. 

 Montana State University-Northern has a main campus in Havre, Montana, and 

education centers in Great Falls and Lewistown (MSU-Northern).  

 Specializing in serving a large geographic region, MSU-Northern serves an area 

that includes four Native American reservations along with Montana’s smallest 

and largest towns (MSU-Northern). Native American veterans are more than 

twice as likely to live in rural areas than urban areas (Veterans Affairs). 

 Montana State University-Northern has many articulation agreements with area 

community colleges, 2-year colleges, and tribal colleges for transferring college 

credits into specific programs (MSU-Northern). 

 The student-to-faculty ratio at Montana State University-Northern is 14.47:1 

(MSU-Northern). 

 Understanding the importance lower satisfaction and lower retention rates have in higher 

education, this study investigated student-veterans and their online-learning experiences. MSU-

Northern offers several degrees provided in an online format for distance students (MSU-

Northern). MSU-Northern offers nine-degree programs (two associate, six bachelor’s, and one 

master’s program) and several minor degrees completely online (Online Programs – Academics: 

MSU-Northern). 
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First-generation students are overrepresented among student-veterans, with 66% of 

combat veterans who responded to the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) in 2010 

reporting that they were first-generation. First-generation students are more likely to have 

weaker academic preparation, lower educational aspirations, and less knowledge about 

navigating the college environment (Durdella & Kim, 2012). Also, even though the number of 

veterans enrolled in college has dramatically increased, student-veterans have generally had 

lower graduation rates than their civilian counterparts.  

Montana State University-Northern provides a Veteran’s Coordinator to assist veterans, 

their dependents, and military service persons with procedures for enrolling and applying for 

educational benefits in all GI bills (MSU-Northern). The Veteran’s Coordinator acts as an 

intermediary between veterans and the Veterans Administration Office to assist with educational 

benefits. Montana State University-Northern made the Military Friendly Schools list published in 

1917 by Victory Media as a school which supports student veterans (Montana State University). 

This information described the proximal and distal factors that this study was designed to 

answer. The contextual information was provided to help the reader to understand why this 

research was being done and why it was important to conduct this research.  

 

Population 

 

 The population consisted of student-veterans who have been enrolled in online classes at 

Montana State University-Northern. The university is a regionally accredited university with an 

enrollment of approximately 1,200 students with approximately 50 student-veterans. The 

university has programs including certificates, 2-year degrees, 4-year degrees, and master’s 
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degrees with over 40 majors and 30 minors in Arts and Sciences, Agriculture, Business, 

Engineering Technology, Education, and Nursing. The university offers nine degree programs 

(two associate, six bachelor’s, and one master’s program) and several minor degrees completely 

online. 

 

Sample 

 

 In phenomenology, the number of participants recommended by Dukes (1984) is three to 

10 subjects (Creswell, 2013); eight were used for this study. Using a stratified, purposeful 

sampling method, a listing from the Veteran’s Coordinator Office of identified student-veterans 

added credibility to the sample size. The values, beliefs, and experiences that form the core of 

the qualitative investigation are not normally distributed within the university population; a 

sample of student-veterans was initially used, and then student-veterans currently enrolled or 

previously enrolled in any online class(es) were selected.  

 The stratified, purposeful sample included all genders, ages, races, and ethnicities, and 

consisted of students from different academic backgrounds and levels of experience in online 

learning. Using student-veterans and instructors from a university with significant programs and 

classes offered in online formats benefited this research of academic and social experiences in 

online learning.  

 Participants for this study were recruited through invitations from the Veteran’s 

Coordinator Office. Depending on the location of the participant, I planned to conduct the 

interviews either face-to-face or by telephone or Webex.  
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 The eight military veteran students in the study had different backgrounds from their 

primary education and different jobs, each requiring specialized training and aptitude, in their 

military careers. Six of the participants were male and two participants were female. Four had 

started taking college courses during their military service and four had started college after 

completing their military service. All participants completed their requirements for bachelor 

degrees using online education.  

Table 1. Demographic Information for the Military Veteran Students in the Study 

Name (Pseudo)      Primary Education     Military Service Branch          College Degree  

                                                                                                                   Earned  

Reed   Large Public  Army        Business 

Irene   Small Rural   Army        Business  

Todd   Small Rural  Army        Leadership  

Brad   Large Public  Air Force       Business 

Ryan   Large Public  Navy        Business 

Josh   Small Rural  National Guard Business Technology 

Brandy   Home-school  Marines  Criminal Justice 

Jason   Small Rural  Navy   Business Technology  

 

Data Collection and Instrumentation 

 

 For a phenomenological study, collecting information involves in-depth interviews of a 

small number of participants who have experienced a phenomenon to describe their meaning of 

it (Creswell, 2013). My work as a member of the business faculty allowed me the opportunity to 

meet student-veterans enrolled in various online classes at the university and build their trust in 
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me as an instructor. I sought eight student-veterans to participate in this research. The Veteran’s 

Coordinator Office assisted in giving names of potential research participants by providing me a 

report of all self-identified enrolled student-veterans. The veterans identified in this report were 

compared to a listing of students currently or previously enrolled in online classes from the 

Registrar’s Office to identify potential participants. Veterans were invited to participate in this 

research through the Veteran’s Coordinator Office and with a personal, formal letter of invitation 

from me. (Please refer to Appendix A for invitation sample letter.)  

 The data for this research emerged from one-on-one conversations with research 

participants. Depending upon the physical location of each of the participants, the conversations 

were either face-to-face, telephone, or Webex. The semi-structured conversations about factors 

influencing academic and social engagement in various online-delivery formats were recorded 

and then transcribed. Permission was obtained from each participant to record and transcribe the 

interviews (see Appendix C for participant consent form). A thank-you letter was sent to each 

research participant at the conclusion of the research conversation (see Appendix B for sample 

thank-you letter).  

A record was made of observations during each approximately hour-long interview 

process (see Appendix D for interview guide and table of specifications). Although this varied 

with each interview, notations such as physical setting, activities, and interactions were noted 

(Creswell, 2013). Use of online class documents, syllabi, and discussion with other individuals, 

including instructors, aided in triangulating the data. 
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The resulting conversational text became the data for this research project. A copy of the 

data, analyses, interpretations, and conclusions was provided to each participant to review, judge 

the accuracy and credibility thereof, and reflect on the account (Creswell, 2013).  

 

Data Analysis 

 

 The process of data analysis in qualitative research includes preparing and organizing the 

data, coding the data to form themes, and presenting the data in discussion (Creswell, 2013). 

Creswell (2013) illustrates the general data analysis strategies of three qualitative researchers as 

follows: 

 Sketching ideas 

 Taking notes 

 Summarizing field notes 

 Working with words 

 Identifying codes 

 Reducing codes to themes 

 Counting frequency of codes 

 Relating categories 

 Relating categories to analytic framework in literature 

 Creating a point of view 

 Displaying the data 

The data collection and analysis process allowed me to reflect and analyze the words and 

themes to reach an understanding of the online experiences of student-veterans and how these 



55 

 

findings may influence current academic practices. I developed coding categories to analyze the 

data for the study to further analyze and understand the data. Four categories were established to 

include positive internal responses, negative internal responses, positive external responses, and 

negative external responses. 

Individual internal and external responses were the perceptual processes veteran students 

observed, experienced, and responded to in the online university environment. Internal responses 

(positive or negative) refer to factors that each participant can personally control (e.g., signing up 

for a specific class, dropping out of school, etc.). External responses (positive or negative) are 

generally university or administration factors which are outside of each participant’s control and 

cannot be easily changed (e.g., the faculty member teaching a specific class, the university’s 

learning management system, etc.). The internal institutional responses may determine how the 

university moves forward in fulfilling its mission and purpose, and how the university leadership 

direct and communicate the organization to innovate the online-learning environment. The 

external institutional responses may be economic, social, or technological factors that affect the 

university and perhaps lead the internal institutional responses.  

The recorded interviews were transcribed to word processing documents for each 

participant. I created new documents for each of the four categories which were created for 

positive internal, negative internal, positive external, and negative external responses. As I read 

through each participant’s transcribed interview, I did a “copy and paste” of each statement(s) as 

it corresponded to the four coding categories which had been established. To track the 

statement(s), the participant’s identity remained with each statement(s).  
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 After classifying the data into the four categories, the process of coding by categorizing 

key words and phrases was used to find relationships. No number of specific words or phrases 

was sought for relationships, but a decision was determined when multiple themes appeared. 

Saturation occurred when words, phrases, and themes were consistent in each interview. The 

findings of each keyword and phrase classification were compared to other veteran student 

interviewees for similarities and differences in the analysis.  

 

Credibility, Trustworthiness, and Authenticity 

 

Verification, trustworthiness, and authenticity are terms used for validation (Creswell, 

2013). Maxwell (2013) discusses two broad threats to validity in researcher bias and reactivity. 

While the researcher’s beliefs and theories cannot be eliminated, qualitative research is 

concerned with understanding how these values may have influenced the study and its 

conclusion. The same can be said for reactivity and the influence the researcher may have had on 

the participants in the study (Maxwell, 2013). To increase the validity of a qualitative study, the 

researcher must use appropriate validation strategies. 

Qualitative validity should use multiple validation strategies. These strategies should be 

used throughout the research study to check on the quality of the data collected, the analysis, and 

the results (Creswell, 2013). To address validity in this study, triangulation, peer review, and 

member checking was used.  

Triangulation involves corroborating evidence from different sources to increase validity 

(Creswell, 2013). In this study, certain statements gathered from participants were confirmed by 
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conversations with class instructors, referenced to class syllabi, and corroborated with other 

students in the class, when possible.  

Peer review adds validity by having an outside individual review the researcher’s 

methods and interpretations in the study (Creswell, 2013). A reviewer was engaged at numerous 

times during the study to offer objective, critical review of the study. 

Member checking involves allowing the participants to review the interpretations and 

conclusions made in the study (Creswell, 2013). Allowing participants to review the 

interpretations and conclusions adds to the interpretive correctness, description completeness, 

and accuracy of the themes. A continuous discussion adds validity to the final assessment.  

Reliability and validity in qualitative research include quality, trustworthiness, and rigor 

in order to establish the truth (Golafshani, 2003). The aforementioned methods added reliability 

and validity to this research. 

 

Limitations 

 

 Limitations are a part of every study. This study was conducted in the short time span of 

one semester and was more cross-sectional than longitudinal. Student-veterans may or may not 

have been exposed to online classes in their college classes at this point in time. Exposure to 

more asynchronous-delivery formats and less synchronous-delivery class formats, or less 

asynchronous-delivery formats and more synchronous-delivery class formats may affect the 

student-veterans’ social and academic learning experiences over time in their higher-education 

program. The choice of qualitative methodology limits the findings of this research to the 
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perceptions of the student-veteran participants and how they experience academic and social 

engagement in various online formats.  

This study used a stratified, purposeful sampling method of student-veterans currently 

enrolled or previously enrolled in online classes. While this study hoped to have perspectives and 

experiences representative of the student-veteran population, the sample population agreeing to 

participate in this study may not be representative of the larger student-veteran population as a 

whole.  

 Another limitation may be the current technology and course structure of online classes 

available at this university and available to the students. As technology increases the capabilities 

of personal computers and internet speeds, student-veterans may be able to utilize newer 

technology, which would give different experiences in academic and social experiences in online 

classes.  

 

Delimitations 

 

The delimitations of this study include the population, the sampling method, and the 

technology currently most widely used.  

The population for this study was the student-veterans at one university. While student-

veterans as a whole group have been growing nationally in raw numbers and percentages in 

higher education, the population identifying itself as student-veterans at this university may have 

been underrepresented at the time of this study.  
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Summary 

 

 Previous studies of the influence of social engagement and academic engagement and 

Tinto’s contention have found that social integration must occur in the classroom (Braxton et al., 

2000). This research study looked at the social engagement and academic experiences of student-

veterans in the online-learning model. The epistemological assumption was that knowledge will 

be gained by relying on the quotes from the participants as evidence. The axiological assumption 

of values was shaped by my interpretation and narrative in conjunction with the student-

veterans’ interpretations. The social-constructive framework found meaning in the emerging 

patterns of the student-veterans’ experiences in online-delivery formats. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

RESULTS OF THE STUDY 

 

Introduction 

 

 The purpose of this study was to better understand how the academic and social 

engagement in various online-delivery formats affected the perceptions and experiences of 

military veteran students. The study was limited to military veteran students who had been 

enrolled in online-delivery classes at Montana State University-Northern during academic years 

2015 through 2019 and completed their college degrees completely online. The students had 

taken several types of online-delivery classes in their coursework and their academic and social 

experiences were clear in their minds when they were interviewed. Although one-and-a-half 

years had passed from graduation until the participants were interviewed for this study, responses 

to questions were given without hesitation.  

 A listing of students from the University was used to determine the available military 

veteran students in the population of total students and a reduced sample bias was established 

with the military veteran students willing to participate in the study. A total of eight military 

veteran students agreed to participate in the study. Interviewing the students after they had 

graduated gave them an opportunity to recall and reflect upon their perceptions throughout their 

college experiences respectively.  

 The eight military veteran students who were interviewed met all the criteria for this 

study. The military veteran students represented past service with the Army, Navy, Air Force, 

Marines, and National Guard. One participant had taken some classes at a community college 
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prior to enlistment, one participant continues to serve in a Reserve Unit, while all other 

participants had served in the military prior to enrolling in college. The participants had a wide 

range of prior educational backgrounds, including students from small rural schools, large public 

schools, and one who was homeschooled.  

This study was organized around the primary research question and related secondary 

research questions:  

1. What are the factors that student-veterans identify as influencing academic and 

social engagement in various online-delivery formats? 

2.  How do specific online-delivery formats enhance the academic and social 

engagement? 

3.  How do online classes with more social engagement better/worsen the academic 

experience in specific disciplines (subject matter)?  

In addressing these questions, I asked participants about their general thoughts of college 

classes using various online instruction formats, engagement they received from the university 

support systems including faculty and classmates, and how various online-delivery formats 

allowed them to engage in the learning process in their college classes. The same questions were 

posed to all participants during the interview process. 

 

Introduction to Analytical Approach  

 

Using a phenomenological approach, as described by Creswell (2013), I focused on using 

interviews with the military veteran students and analyzed the data for significant statements and 

descriptions. Transcendental phenomenological research allowed me to describe the academic 
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and social engagement veteran students experienced in various online-delivery formats during 

their college careers. The aim of this research was to gain an understanding of the engagement in 

different online-delivery formats and any benefits for the community of veteran students in 

achieving their educational goals. Veteran students reflected upon their major factors in choosing 

online classes in their higher education, the apprehensions they experienced, and how specific 

online-delivery formats enhanced or detracted from their engagement in classes. All interviews 

were conducted via telephone and all interviews lasted approximately one hour. To ensure 

confirmability, each participant in this study was asked the same open-ended questions in the 

same order. All interview protocols were the same and the same questions were used in all 

interviews. Each interview was recorded to be transcribed at the conclusion of the interview.  

While I was known as an accounting professor to many of the participants in this 

qualitative study, I attempted to play a neutral role. I attempted to make the interview process 

uninfluenced and unbiased in all manners. Reactivity as addressed by Maxwell (2013) should not 

have been a validity threat as the interviewees had completed their degrees and should not have 

been feeling any outside influence. All participants appeared to be candid in their responses. 

Triangulation was used when specific classes were mentioned by the interviewees to support the 

conclusions. Archived course syllabi provided insight to possible academic and social 

engagement requirements for participants in some online classes. In transcribing the interviews, I 

was careful to note the tone of voice to clearly interpret the participant’s response in a 

meaningful manner. Each participant was given the opportunity to review my transcription of the 

interview for member checking, but none of the participants responded with any changes to the 

transcription.  
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Findings for Research Question 1: What are the Factors That  

Student-Veterans Identify as Influencing Academic and  

Social Engagement in Various Online-Delivery Formats? 

 

The first research question asked, “What are the factors that student-veterans identify as 

influencing academic and social engagement in various online-delivery formats?” The student-

veterans in this study had served in the military and returned to a civilian world with different 

attitudes, maturity levels, and different perspectives on life because of their experiences.  

 

The Positive Internal Key Themes  

of Factors Influencing Engagement 

 

The positive internal key themes of the participants from this first research question were 

the individuals’ connection of online class schedule flexibility to accommodate work and family 

commitments, access to online classes, and being anonymous in online classes. 

The most significant theme was the flexibility of online classes to accommodate busy 

lifestyles and work. Interviewee Brandy stated, “With my work, online classes allowed me to 

take classes over a period of time. I felt like I was able to work at my own pace.” Josh mentioned 

having the flexibility of addressing work issues in crunch time for a few days and addressing 

online classes either before or after the fact. Jason commented,  

Strictly online-only classes because I was working jobs. The VA (Veterans 

Administration) approved me for school, and the purpose of going to school and 

keep it online was to retool myself; but also work around my responsibilities of 

having employment to be able to pay my bills and feed my family. Online classes 

were a schedule that fit around my life. I didn’t have to put my life around it.  

 

Brad’s job required him to travel and be at a location for a few days or a few weeks. Brad 

commented “I would work on online classes in the evening or on the weekends while doing my 
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job during the day. I could be in a different part of the county and still finish the degree program. 

It was excellent.” 

Another theme that emerged as an important factor influencing veteran students was 

access to online classes with little or no travel time. Brandy stated, “My travel time in Montana 

was reduced by an exorbitant amount. The access to online classes was pretty compelling for 

logistical reasons.” Distance is a factor in Montana. Reed commented, “Your school is 

somewhere else, so physically going there…you can’t do it.” Josh noted the accessibility to 

online classes was easier. If his workload was slow, he could “dial” into his online class and 

didn’t have to devote a lot of time sitting in a classroom. Normal commuting issues became less 

of a problem. Ryan stated, “I think one of the biggest takeaway benefits…not having to deal with 

driving, parking, getting to a classroom, and trying to rush the crowd to make it to class on time.” 

The ability to be anonymous in online class formats was another theme many of the 

participants reported. Students in an online class did not initially know if anyone had a military 

background. Josh commented,  

In an online class, you lost that military identity. Any online, I think you lost that 

identity because, generally speaking, when you were doing a discussion post, 

people didn't know who you were. Most people who take online classes are 

generally students that are working as well, and so they have the same issues that 

you have. You kind of fit into a group where there are more nontraditional online 

students.  

 

The task was not about identifying as a veteran, the task was to complete the job. Reed 

stated, “I didn’t identify as a veteran student when I was in online classes. I just stayed on my 

own and just got my stuff done and moved on to the next thing.” Brandy commented, “The 

appealing part of an online class was your being anonymous…where they couldn’t see you 

raising your hand.”  
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The last positive internal key theme of the participants from this first research question 

about online-delivery formats was efficiency. Ryan stated, 

I'm a nontraditional, I'm a veteran, I'm older…I am taking the classes more 

seriously. I would say, in that regard, online formats were for me. I had classes 

which were mostly traditional students. I kind of felt like I was always answering 

questions and being the teacher’s pet kind of thing. In an online class, you lost 

that identity.  

 

There seemed to be a tradeoff between socializing with people in a classroom and completing the 

homework requirements for the class. Reed commented,  

I never considered myself to be a visual learner or the type of person who would 

rather sit in a classroom so I could ask questions. For me, personally, I would 

much rather sit in a class to ask questions and meet people. I just feel that that 

style of learning (being around people) is better for me. But the positive side, the 

online for me, was more efficiency with my own time. 

 

Todd considered being able to control his output was an efficiency factor. He could work 

on large portions of classwork at one time, but he didn’t struggle with procrastination. Brandy 

commented, “My point of online here is to get this done. This is the best most efficient way for 

me to get it done. It is just college, in general. I was a returning student…I wasn't 18 and looking 

for buddies to have fun with and all of that.”  

The student-veterans who participated in this study stated the most positive internal factor 

influencing engagement in online formats was the flexibility to work at their own pace around 

work schedules and tend to class requirements as needed during the week. The relative ease of 

access to class using online formats was a major factor of academic engagement. One participant 

was able to travel around the country for his employer and continue taking classes to complete 

his degree. Along with online formats being an efficient approach requiring no travel time, many 
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of the student-veterans enjoyed the ability to blend into online classes, which had more 

nontraditional students. 

  

The Positive External Key Themes  

of Factors Influencing Engagement 

 

The positive external key themes of the student-veterans from this first research question 

were summarized into themes of the university’s learning management system allowing for 

better engagement in online classes with other students and professors, and the university 

offering online classes that allow these individuals opportunities to obtain college degrees. 

 The university’s learning management system offering better engagement with other 

students and professors in online classes was a significant positive external theme. Todd stated,  

The learning management system provided interaction with the group—absolutely 

loved it…especially with a diverse student body. I had never really been in classes 

with a diverse group of 19-year-olds, parents, working people, whatever. The 

system allowed the class to pull that real world knowledge, especially on certain 

courses where people are working in those fields or moving into those fields.  

 

The learning management system brought in the older students from the rural areas. Josh 

mentioned, “I think that the benefit throughout a lot of Montana, from what I've seen, is that 

nontraditional students really are quite prevalent in our area. Online classes and the [learning 

management] system brought others in, so you weren't the only guy that was the old guy.” The 

learning management system provided easy access to instructors. Brandy stated, “That extra 

connection with the professors…professors for those classes which had what they considered to 

be virtual office hours. It was great!” Jason clearly summarized this theme,  

Rewarding features like the massive learning management system and how it was 

utilized. I guess the thing I really enjoyed the most about the learning 

management system was the instructors who utilized the tools it provided. The 
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learning management system helped keep me on track and also provided timely 

feedback on assignments.  

 

The theme of the university offering degrees that can be completed by online classes was 

echoed by many of the participants. Brad stated, “Without an online distance learning program, I 

probably wouldn't have graduated. I mean…online learning is the reason I was able to finish my 

degree.” Reed offered, “If classes weren’t offered online, college wouldn't even be an option for 

me to pursue. So it's kind of a tradeoff. You're physically separated from other students, but after 

time, you've got a degree.” Staying on track and completing classes each semester is key to 

graduating. Irene shared, “the students that continually took online classes, like me, did manage 

to keep up because they were really depending on getting that degree.” 

The learning management system was a major positive external key factor for these 

student-veterans. Not only did it provide platforms for the students to easily interact with others 

in their classes, but the learning management system also provided opportunities for students to 

meet with faculty during virtual office hours. The increase of totally online degrees was also a 

positive external factor. 

 

The Negative Internal Key Themes  

of Factors Influencing Engagement 

 

The negative internal themes of the participants from this first research question 

regarding factors student-veterans identify as influencing academic and social engagement in 

various online-delivery formats were centered on not understanding online formats and feeling 

no academic community. 



68 

 

While classes may have several types of delivery formats available to host online classes, 

many student veterans were not aware and prepared for the structure of the various formats. Irene 

stated,  

I had never taken an online class prior to going to college. I didn't even know 

really anything about them prior to going to college. I was a little nervous about 

what it would all entail and how hard it would be versus having a teacher standing 

up there talking and being able to ask questions right away. I don't ever remember 

anyone using the word asynchronous. I didn't know that there was no face-to-face 

interaction at all.  

 

Many students think all online classes are like what they may have seen on a television show. 

Reed said, “I didn’t understand the differences in the various types of online classes before I 

went to college. I thought online was like a classroom, except through the computer.” Brad 

echoed, “I had no idea what I was getting into. I really didn't. Did I have a wake-up call at the 

start? It was like holy ****! This is way different than I anticipated.” Registering for an online 

class and navigating the online puzzle created problems. Todd noted,  

It was confusing at the time initially. Massive portions of class done 

remotely…then drive, meet, or whatever once a month? There was a lot of 

confusion up front, but as you got into the groove of working it, you had a full 

understanding and knew the questions to ask signing up for classes. Understand 

that it was painful at first…it was painful! 

 

Many veteran students had negative feelings about the online community. Reed stated, 

“The drawbacks were really engaging with other students and instructors. You know, more than 

the kind of talk about questions and posting about the weekly lessons. If I'm not getting a 

response from either other students or the instructor…I mean, obviously, no real community.” 

Any kind of feedback from students or instructors would have been welcomed. Jason stated,  

When you're online, the class is really unstable and that was something that was 

oftentimes very scary. You are struggling with something without having some 

kind of feedback from the instructor or other students. You really don't know 
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where you're at, if you're on track, or if you're really lost and everyone else is 

succeeding. Being in a silo, I really wasn't aware of anybody having issues, or if it 

was just me.  

 

Many times, it seems like you were dealing with issues by yourself. Josh added,  

The lack of interaction…students and professors. It's probably the least rewarding 

factor. Instead of individually messaging and answering questions, you could be 

asking a similar question as 10 other people in the class and you all get the same 

response in the message board. There was no interaction and learning from other 

people.  

 

Brandy said, “At times, the lack of any type of community was difficult to take. For me, I 

miss engaging with other students right after class, you know, when you see a couple of people 

standing there, you could ask them questions or try to get more meaning out of the lecture.” 

Not understanding the different types of online classes and lack of a learning community 

were the negative internal themes for these veteran students. Being unprepared for online classes 

being in different types of formats was initially an issue for the students. After the initial 

introduction to online classes, the students learned to ask about the specifics of the format and 

mentally prepare for the online classes as they registered for them.  

 

The Negative External Key Themes  

of Factors Influencing Engagement 

 

Factors that student-veterans identified as negative external key themes influencing 

academic and social engagement in various online-delivery formats were not being informed of 

the high attrition rate in online classes, adapting to the technology of online formats, and a 

feeling of no concern from the university.  

The university not sharing information of the higher attrition rate in online class offerings 

was a theme expressed by many of the veteran students. Todd stated, “I wasn’t aware the 
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attrition rate in online classes was higher than the attrition rate in face-to-face classes at the 

time.” Josh said, “I am pretty sure they're supposed to tell me about the attrition rate, but I never 

actually asked, so it really wasn't nothing that I was worried about.” One veteran student thought 

the attrition rate didn’t matter if you focus on your objective. Ryan stated, “I was very nervous to 

do online because of the high attrition rate. I found out being older and having gone through the 

military or more dialed into your scheduling. I think the high attrition rate was honestly due to 

younger folks, younger crowd, not taking it serious enough.” 

Adapting to current technology was a concern that many participants voiced. Jason said,  

I'm going to admit to you right now that the 18-year-olds are better at technology 

than I am. Was that ever a factor? Although there is absolutely a learning curve on 

that, I was fortunate that the VA did help me get the technology I needed to get in 

there. And once you learn your workflow and training documents, doing all this 

stuff, then that's fine.  

 

Technology was sometimes an issue for student veterans with different computers and operating 

systems. Brandy noted, “Specific activities for this kid with Macs. I never enjoyed that. All I 

really like [is] having the capability to have the computer with the software.” Adapting to 

reliance on computers and information issues was necessary. Jason added,  

I feel that technology wasn't a barrier, but it was a hinderance, and that it wasn't 

something I couldn't learn and overcome. I think the University…sometimes they 

have the best intentions on helping students, but they try to do it all with a broad 

brush. I think having a mentor that is set up more for one-on-one type 

interactions, somebody who has been there, done that, as being way more 

effective because then they can tailor that conversation to specific individual 

needs.  

 

A feeling of little or no concern from the university or the Veterans Administration was 

also a negative theme expressed by participants. Josh stated,  

I felt more like when you're taking online classes, a student as a veteran, or even 

as a current active-duty military…you really have to be a go-getter on your own. 
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You have to go and make sure everything is right, and all your paperwork is right, 

because they really don't care as far as that is concerned. They're just going to 

check the box, make sure you're going to get paid.  

 

College administrators should put more effort into understanding the diversity of veteran 

students enrolling in online college classes. Ryan said,  

I think a lot of online education and trying to transition military folks out of their 

situations back into civilian life, let alone a college setting. That was a big 

military primary objective, but honestly, I don't know where it went. You need to 

understand the dynamic you have coming out. You can't stereotype anybody and 

especially military veterans. It's easy to do, but it's still wildly diverse inside those 

ranks.  

 

Early in the process, it felt like the VA really cared about student veterans going back to 

school and had resources in place to assist and make sure things were going well. Sometimes that 

worked well, and other times not as well. Reed noted,  

There was a veterans’ coordinator in Helena, and I will get a phone call once a 

semester. And then, as long as I told him everything was fine…that was a lot 

better. There wasn't anybody nearby and due to budget constraints, he never came 

through on Skype visits or anything like that.  

 

It seemed like the transitional personnel who were contracted by the Veterans 

Administration to do follow-up when student veterans were first enrolling in classes, then the 

emphasis went away. Jason stated,  

Obviously, we know the attrition rate in online is a lot higher also. Yep, so let's 

see, looking here whenever the VA is a mentor of sorts. The first semester the 

person would call me every week, yes, and have meetings with me. Oh God, it's 

got to the point that it was good, but so frequent, it became more irritating than 

anything. This was some independent contractor working with the VA, but it just 

got to the point I was just dreading the calls anymore. I just got started listening to 

this lady…What's going on? How’s this going? …a 15-point question checklist 

you had to answer. After that, nothing! 

 

The negative external theme that was prevalent from these participants was the feeling of 

a lack of concern from the university and Veterans Administration. Another concern, not 
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knowing the higher attrition rate before enrolling in classes; the veteran students wished they had 

been informed of that fact, even though it would not have affected their decisions to take online 

classes. As with many nontraditional students, learning and adapting to newer technologies was a 

negative part of online classes.  

Findings for Research Question 2: How Do Specific Online- 

Delivery Formats Enhance the Academic and Social Engagement? 

 

The second research question asked, “How do specific online-delivery formats enhance 

the academic and social engagement?” The student-veterans in this study completed their college 

classes having used asynchronous online classes with instructor participation and hybrid online 

classes with assignments to be completed per a schedule and regular live synchronous class 

meeting times via electronic conferencing through a learning management system like WebEx, 

Skype, Adobe Connect, or Zoom. While the number of classes in the various platforms differed 

depending on the participant’s major course of study, all participants had received instruction in 

all the various online-delivery platforms.  

 

The Positive Internal Key Themes of How  

Specific Formats Enhance the Engagement 

 

 The positive internal key themes of the participants from this second research question 

regarding how specific formats enhance the academic and social experience included the ability 

to work more on your own schedule, more social engagement in some formats, and more 

collaboration in some formats. 
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 For asynchronous online classes, many participants enjoyed the ability to work ahead if 

the instructor had the materials open and available on the learning management system and 

working more on their own time schedule. Irene stated,  

In most of your asynchronous classes, you could work up to two, maybe three 

weeks, ahead of time. Maybe you could have done the whole class in the first 

three weeks of school! I never heard of being able to do the whole class in the 

first three weeks for that matter, but whatever! I do remember being able to work 

ahead and having to go back and engage in the prior week's discussion and having 

to wait for the next few weeks’ assignments to become available to do the next 

assignments.  

 

The ability to concentrate on getting assignments completed without being detained by 

lectures on simple topics worked well for some of the participants. Josh said,  

Asynchronous was at my own pace. I have the ability to get my work done and 

then not have to sit in the class and listen to the professor lecture about something 

that either I found relatively simple or that I guess didn't care about. I was able to 

just get the work done and move on to the next thing. I think I found it more 

helpful than other students, because I was an older student and someone who had 

had some life experience.  

 

For some participants, the syllabus presented all the information needed for the entire 

class. Brandy stated,  

For asynchronous classes, it was like…everything was all right there for me. I felt 

like, when I was on my laptop, I had autonomy, like the world is mine. My class, 

right here, I have everything I need to do the job…“here we go” kind of a thing. 

Take the upcoming test by this date…but you could usually take it ahead of 

schedule. I really appreciated it very much about asynchronous classes…there 

was a schedule very clearly outlined but you could work ahead.  

 

The tempo of asynchronous classes never seemed to alter. Weekly assignments kept the 

rhythm of the class going for the students. Reed commented,  

I liked the weekly discussions in asynchronous classes 'cause it just gave you a 

short-term goal to complete a task and move on to the next one. I feel like if it 

was just write three papers by the end of the semester and with too many other 

responsibilities, I would get behind and get off track…or fall out. 
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 Asynchronous online classes stressed more written engagement and collaborative 

learning. Irene stated,  

There were a lot of discussion post requirements in most asynchronous 

classes…but the professors were pretty actively engaged in those classes. I don't 

ever remember not hearing something [getting communication from other 

students or the instructor]. It was always for fun on some level…I got something 

back. It was never just like radio silence with nothing…so there is always a little 

bit of engagement.  

 

Brandy noted, “We would each be required to make a comment on that blog post. I can 

see other people's comments, which then also helped me see different perspectives. Engaging in 

blogs is sort of like people raising their hands and hearing them give answers in class.” Although 

most asynchronous work was done individually, some courses connected the students in learning 

engagement activities. Todd remarked,  

Several asynchronous courses I had were very heavy into collaborative learning. 

Here you go, give it up and go…but you would actually have more refined duties 

of each student in the group. Doing everything through bulletin boards and 

posts…that was a good process. I think we had a lot of learning happening with a 

diverse community.  

 

 The positive internal key theme for hybrid classes enhancing the academic and social 

experience was the live engagement with instructors and other students. Irene commented, 

“There was a lot more engagement depending on the class and subject we were discussing. 

Obviously, the instructor is leading the class, but you could ask questions during the class.” 

Learning from spontaneous conversation in live hybrid classes probably helped the shy and timid 

students in the class. Reed stated,  

I think the engagement is definitely better in live hybrid online classes. How so? I 

think it's easier to…once you get the conversation going, keep it going in a live 

setting. The conversation and engagement can bring up other things. Even if 

someone who's scared to ask questions, or doesn't want to ask questions, they'll 
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pick up from what other people are saying. Maybe it will help them understand 

the subject…whether it's from the professor or from another student.  

 

Utilizing additional technology features in a live hybrid class brought a different feel to 

engaging. Josh declared, “We used the Zoom feature in a class at 7:00 o'clock at night and then 

the instructor would just break us out into groups, and we would talk to each other that way. That 

was actually pretty cool.” 

 

The Positive External Key Themes of How  

Specific Formats Enhance the Engagement 

 

The positive external themes for asynchronous online classes included the classes having 

more nontraditional students with better learning communities and asynchronous classes offering 

the greatest benefits for the time and money. Irene shared,  

Almost all of my online classes that I took had nontraditional students…actually, 

even more so than traditional students. It was great having so many nontraditional 

students there. You could definitely tell the people who were nontraditional 

versus traditional. I think there's considerable difference in the discussion topics 

and what they brought to the table versus just a traditional student.  

 

Getting to know people in your classes was a side benefit of online courses, even in 

asynchronous classes. Having the same people in your online class was great. Reed stated,  

Learning communities depended on the class, but asynchronous was good. I feel 

like most students were pursuing the same degree and, you know, I've noticed in 

my last class or last few classes that I recognize this person's name. I've talked to 

them in discussion posts. They seem to know what they're doing. It just kind of 

forms off the memory, seeing the names repeatedly. You kind of get a sense of 

the social togetherness like you would in high school or in a unit.  

 

Asynchronous classes helped save the cost of time and travel to traditional college classes 

on campus when living in a rural area. Brandy offered,  

Something you need to know going to school in Montana, if you're up to doing a 

cost-benefit analysis, it is greatly skewed by mileage, distance, and time. 



76 

 

Asynchronous classes give you a chance to take college classes without driving to 

the campus and doing the coursework when it is convenient on your own 

schedule.  

 

 The positive external theme for hybrid online classes included better engagement for 

learning. Reed offered,  

In one of my classes, we had a short, maybe 5-minute video of the professor 

sitting and talking about everything that we’re doing that week. The professor 

tried to make the class feel like a unit by engaging everyone to watch a short 

video and getting everyone thinking about the upcoming topic.  

 

Hybrid classes offer the instructor a chance to immediately change the pace of the class 

when students are having a difficult time understanding the material. Josh stated,  

I think that, in live hybrid classes, the instructor can stop and say, “OK, I can see 

that 80% of you just have that dumb look on your face. You don't understand 

what I'm saying, so let me break this down a different way.” I think that's a huge 

issue, especially for your math classes or even your writing classes. There are a 

lot of people that have a hard time with social classes and if you can't see that 

disgruntled look in the eyes of the student, then a professor can’t slow it down 

enough to where you can make sure they're getting it right.  

 

Hybrid classes that are recorded offer students a chance to replay the class when the 

material is difficult to understand. Ryan commented,  

My apprehensions of technical classes…one was getting behind. Yeah, getting 

behind or having to miss a class because they were usually very, very loaded with 

information. You didn't want to miss the class, can’t really afford to. They were 

moving so quickly through material…hardly any class interaction. But the class 

lecture is recorded so you can go back through. If you're sitting in a live 

class…actual physical classroom, you might miss some material if you zone out. 

With online, you're cool. You can still go over the material a little bit easier. That 

did help the most.  

 

 The positive internal and external theme for asynchronous online classes was the classes 

allowed the students to work at their own pace whether doing portions during the week or doing 

everything all at once. More written engagement was also a positive factor in asynchronous 
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classes, but live engagement with other students and instructors was a major positive factor for 

hybrid classes. For many of the participants, asynchronous classes had many nontraditional 

students who had similar job and family responsibilities along with the academic responsibilities. 

Live hybrid classes allowed students an opportunity to communicate with instructors in a class 

setting.  

 

The Negative Internal Key Themes of How  

Specific Formats Enhance the Engagement 

 

The negative internal key theme that emerged for asynchronous online classes was the 

discussion posts were busywork and very little real engagement or connection was made. Jason 

stated,  

One of the drawbacks in asynchronous classes was things that I considered 

busywork. When educators try to say we're getting engagement out of it by 

writing in discussions posts with other students, it is so like checking boxes. I 

personally despise that stuff, because you're doing busy work with others.  

 

Engagement, especially with all the students in asynchronous classes, declines during the 

semester. Reed said,  

At the beginning of asynchronous classes, it seemed there was definitely more of 

a student presence and engagement, but in the end, week after week, it seems that 

discussion engagement became less and less. I feel like the people that were 

reading these responses and responding to the same other students they always 

pick out. My point, the people connect through their posts in the beginning and 

then every week. They respond to the same one or two people each week. They 

kind of create their own online engagement with their little group.  

 

The limitations of online discussions leave much to be desired for a real engagement 

experience. Irene remarked,  

It's hard to have a real feel of the discussion when you're doing it with words 

versus speaking. What I loved about live classes was watching people…getting 

people's reactions about things being said. With asynchronous, you are missing 
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that part of it. You just can't get that same experience out of online discussions. It 

wasn't as rewarding to have a little bit of a discussion with someone through a 

messenger type screen.  

 

The limited engagement from students poses a question of which students in the class 

know and understand the material when they are sharing a discussion post. Reed also added,  

The interaction, if you were sitting in a live class, there's somebody that's always 

in the front row, always raising their hand, always answering questions, really 

knows and understands the material. Then maybe you see that person somewhere 

and you can say “hey, I don't know if you know me…we're in this class together. 

You seem to know what you're doing. Can you help me?” In the asynchronous 

world, you don't know who's really competent, who really has a grasp on the 

material, who understands it. Since most students are reluctant to stick their neck 

out in an online class, you have to rely on the professor to be able to help you 

with all your needs. You don't have that real interaction and engagement with 

other students.  

 

 The negative internal key themes that emerged for hybrid online classes were students 

who always put up a picture rather than sharing their face and seeing students log off the class 

feed.  

Ryan mentioned,  

Engaging with other students or instructors? For classes with Zoom or video 

availability…I would say, honestly, people are more hesitant to engage because 

you're not seeing each other's faces, so that trust isn't established. Mainly, all 

you're hearing is a voice with a picture or silhouette or seeing text that can be a 

backdrop. I tried to pick up their vibe and energy to see if that's someone you can 

actually work with.  

 

Todd remarked, “But when you're dealing with just icons or faces on the screen, it's not 

like everybody just chimes in with conversation.” When the class participants are visible in a 

sidebar on the computer screen, it becomes a distraction when they log off. Ryan also added,  

You're logged into a live lecture…you can see how many people are there 

because it shows their names on the sidebar. The instructor (and everyone else) 

could see if people are just dropping out of the class. If it got super bad…when 

the drop-off numbers got too high, “Please remember this is going to be on the 
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quiz. This is something we have to know…” Yeah, you know, I think we've all 

been there.  

 

 

The Negative External Key Themes of How  

Specific Formats Enhance the Engagement 

 

 The negative external key themes that emerged for asynchronous online classes were lack 

of instructor and student engagement and asynchronous being a poor choice for certain classes 

and certain learning styles.  

 Encouragement and engagement were very much lacking in most asynchronous classes. 

Brandy reflected, “Encouragement from the faculty or encouragement from the students? ‘Hope 

you're doing well out there.’ Something like that. Yeah, it just didn’t happen.” Some instructor 

engagement was extremely limited. Reed commented, “Some classes were totally absent of 

professor involvement. You may get a reply ‘great post’ from the instructor, but it had nothing to 

do with the material. It was just acknowledgement you were the first one to post a discussion 

comment.” Josh added, “I did not get a sense of encouragement from other students in any 

asynchronous classes. I think everyone was just checking the box in an online class or just there 

to finish the class. You get the task done, so no one says, ‘hey, good job, buddy! You did good 

on that…whatever.’”  

Student engagement may have been limited because of the age differences and life 

perceptions of the students in the online class. Todd said,  

As far as social integration in asynchronous classes, I'm not sure about older 

students that were older than me…I was in my 40s. I know the vets saw 

it…especially when you're in a class talking traditional values and American 

values. Kids don't understand how vets think. So if that alienated them, to what 

extent, I don't know. Older folks tended to totally different perceptions than the 

18- or 19-year-old kid. I don't know if it was the fact either side didn't feel 

integrated and didn’t engage. I was never sure.  
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 Certain asynchronous classes tried to engage students when the class topic was far from 

stimulating material. Reed commented,  

There were plenty of online classes where I didn’t have any interest…I'm just 

going-through-the-motions type thing…there was no relevance. I felt they were a 

waste of time. Even engaging with students doing the discussion boards…stuff 

like that for reflection…that didn't increase the socialization in those classes or 

make them more tolerable, not in my opinion.  

 

Todd added, “Certain asynchronous [formats] were not good for the subject matter 

presented. My learning style is I'm more visual, so I've got to see you doing something and then I 

can try to replicate it and then I can learn.” Brad expressed, “These asynchronous online class 

environments and the class forums and discussions created challenges that I suffered through. 

OK, so it was a difficult learning style for some material.” Josh stated,  

Most of my asynchronous classes were all just you. Get it done…what you can 

get done and you turn it in and then you move on to the next thing. Having an 

issue? I think that not having that ability while you're doing an online class is kind 

of detrimental to some people's learning environment.  

 

 The negative external key theme that emerged for hybrid online classes was struggling 

with the additional technology. Todd offered,  

I would say, overall…the biggest drawback of the online format is technical 

issues that impede learning, create frustration. Fighting the technology, I mean 

geez…how many times have you had issues with Skype, Zoom, ICN or whatever 

the platform? I absolutely hated wasting my time on fighting the technology.  

 

One of the biggest problems with technology is that it can be system wide for the whole 

class or it can be just a local problem for one student and others don’t realize you have a 

problem. Brandy noted,  

My biggest frustration is, if I'm trying to get online for a class and there's an issue 

with the platform and it doesn't allow me to get in. I have anxiety about whether 

or not the faculty is cognizant of that, if there is a communication gap, or because 

it's like a local service outage. My Internet at home isn’t working, but everyone 
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else in the class is okay. I think actually, in Montana, I know some people who 

never had Internet at their house ever and I worry about their accessibility.  

 

Technology allows information to be coming at you all the time. With an influx of 

information, sometimes important information and reminders get lost creating problems for some 

students. Reed said,  

I know we're in a technical age, but technology is not everyone's friend. OK, so 

are these details buried somewhere? I have seen other students struggle with not 

being able to find all the necessary information. Yeah, you find out about it after 

the fact. It kind of depends on how detailed people are and if they can keenly 

read. Some professors are good about reminding students about information that 

will be helpful and where to get it. If a professor doesn’t remind students, usually 

by the time students realize they have missed something important, it is too late. I 

did make a little observation that some of these people made it into other classes 

or maybe you never heard from them again…like they were totally lost forever. 

 

Irene shared,  

I think the major issue, not just volume of information that you had to have an 

understanding [of] and learn, but to learn the system and how it worked. Nothing 

like doing a lot of work and then forgetting to submit or not validating a 

submission or something that is not linked correctly. That's where some of the 

frustration early-on came up. The work was being done, but the technical aspect 

of getting it in front of the instructor or your classmates. Technology with its 

issues was the biggest part of the frustration.  

 

 The negative themes for asynchronous online classes included the little real engagement 

in discussion posts and attempts to try to engage in non-stimulating topics. Although some 

veteran students enjoyed being anonymous as veterans in asynchronous classes, hybrid classes 

where students uploaded icons instead of a personal picture were annoying and made it difficult 

to engage with those students. Managing the additional technology with hybrid classes was also 

a concern. 
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Findings for Research Question 3: How Do Online Classes 

With More Social Engagement Better/Worsen the Academic 

Experience in Specific Disciplines (Subject Matter)? 

 

 The third research question asked, “How do online classes with more social engagement 

better/worsen the academic experience in specific disciplines (subject matter)?” The student-

veterans in this study made a distinction between social engagement in general classes with 

critical discussion versus social engagement in more difficult technical classes. 

 

The Positive Internal Key Themes of How More  

Engagement Betters/Worsens the Experience 

 

The positive internal themes for more social engagement were online classes that were 

more philosophical in nature with no right or wrong conclusions. This enabled students to better 

engage in discussions. Brandy noted,  

In communications classes, it was all out there for everybody and you could tell. I 

would say that the diversity of people in the online classes was very similar to 

what would happen in a regular college classroom. If you have a blog response 

where the chapter was about a particular subject, you would have some people 

who said, “Oh, this relates to my childhood when it happened and there was a 

miscommunication between me and my parent. It was resolved in this way and 

that is an example of this type of communication.” Students really engaged with 

the material and looked for a way to make it personal and demonstrate 

competency in the subject.  

 

Social engagement seemed to increase when instructors shared industry practices or 

personal experiences with the students. Ryan commented,  

I had some Skype classes that weren't technical…a little bit more integrated…and 

students could interact. Those were business classes, which was pretty neat 

because, after class, if you got the material and everyone was doing well, you 

could ask questions during the lectures in the classes. That was neat and, after 

class lecture, we could talk about the instructor’s business and actual practical 

applications, which was very beneficial to hear.  
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Sometimes more engagement came as a reaction to how students solved problems in the 

class. Ryan added,  

In some technical classes, we did break up into study groups. We did it on our 

own! We would actually throw emails around to each other during class. That was 

pretty nice! After the email, we would verify that we are talking to the right 

person, give each other phone numbers. We'd start group emailing each other 

while doing homework. “Hey, do you understand what's going on in this 

accounting class? Do you understand what this is? I don't get it!” There were 

some smart students among us…that helped out a lot, too. This was before 10 

o'clock…midnight. You know, that type of thing. We kind of figured each other’s 

schedules out.  

 

Additional engagement can bond students and be academic and social at the same time. 

Todd noted,  

If you will, engaging with other students, be that discussion posts or projects, or I 

don't know…it was like you could sit around and have a beer in an online class! 

Blow off some steam! Sometimes communicating is all it takes to get people 

bonded…that we're all in this together, you're not alone. I've seen friendships 

made on discussion boards that have been pretty neat. I would see personalities 

come out and how everyone would interact within the groups. Of course, these 

were not over-the-top technical classes!  

 

Todd also added, “I think it all comes down to my attitude going into the class. I just 

think back, when I was engaged in a class, I did well. I loved it. Other classes were, I need this, I 

need this to fill out the year, you know.” 

 

The Positive External Key Themes of How More  

Engagement Betters/Worsens the Experience 

 

 The positive external themes for more social engagement were online classes in which 

there was more interaction from the instructor in technical classes. Reed said,  

I liked when the instructor had short videos to set the pace in each weekly class. 

The instructor makes a video introducing the topic and pointing out the pitfalls or 

confusing points in the chapter. Yeah, a lot of it does depend on the topic. Once 

you know what you are getting into that week, you can usually pick up on the 
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subject by just reading the assigned chapter, doing the assignment, and the 

homework.  

 

When an instructor allowed students to ask questions during a hybrid class, it added 

interaction and resolved many questions. Ryan shared,  

Many of our difficult classes were Skype lectures. In some Skype classes, we did 

have the option to hit raise your hand and ask questions. That actually helped 

because I noticed a lot of people had the same question. If she answered that 

question, she fixed many of the same problems with comprehending the material. 

That helps because a lot of students are shy. They don't get up on stage and just 

ask a question for fear of feeling stupid, right?  

 

Instructor involvement and availability for questions was a concern in technical classes 

per one participant. Josh commented,  

I was a little bit worried on technical classes and stuff. I was always kind of 

worried 'cause what if instructors wouldn't answer me? I mean, there were times 

where I didn’t talk to an instructor for two weeks. I asked him a question, he 

wouldn't answer it. I'd be freaking out 'cause I had a test to take by Friday and 

couldn't get ahold of him.  

 

The engagement seemed better when instructors personally made and participated in 

videos for the class. Jason added,  

Class videos for online students in difficult classes…I liked it. It worked well 

because that was a technical class…it really helped out. The videos with the 

instructors themselves. I enjoyed it because it sent that human connection with the 

class because in the strictly online environment, it was just hard to connect with 

the faculty person. Making the real component screen recordings, yeah, I felt that 

they were all helpful learning.  

 

The Negative Internal Key Themes of How More  

Engagement Betters/Worsens the Experience 

 

 The negative internal key theme that emerged for how online classes with more social 

engagement better/worsen the academic experience in specific disciplines (subject matter) was 

requiring too much engagement that didn’t add to the class. Irene commented,  
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I think the drawback in almost all of my online classes were requiring too many 

discussion posts. Just continually doing the same thing is not real engagement. I 

would say I didn’t learn anything more from more discussion posts. I can honestly 

say that none of my long-term meaningful connections came from extra 

engagement in my online classes.  

 

In some online technical classes, students are immersed in trying to understand the 

material and required discussion posts and other engagement fall by the wayside. Brandy 

offered,  

Just flying through the material like yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah. I saw that there was a 

whole bunch of back and forth with people working through the content, but I 

didn't engage in it very much. I had apprehensions for statistics. I'm not a really 

adept person in math off the top of my head, you know. I'm not gifted in that area 

and I was concerned. I usually ask a lot of questions in classes anyway, but in 

math class, it’s probably almost to the irritation of my long-suffering professors. 

Things that they think are given, like, well, obviously! We all know there's 

like…wait…wait…hold on. I was concerned about not having that interaction. If 

there is a speed that the lesson is proceeding to be able to interject and say, “I 

don't understand this.”  

 

Online technical classes required discussion posts as a standard routine requirement for 

the class, but some students feel they don’t need that additional time-consuming interaction. 

Jason remarked,  

I think that more discussion posts and engagement requirements could be some of 

the least rewarding requirements in technical classes. You put in time on the 

material, not engaging. Our soldiers really know how to interact. I think the 

reason for that is most of my instructors really didn't get in there and tend the 

gate. They would just be hands off and they would just check boxes that you 

completed those activities. 

 

The Negative External Key Themes of How More  

Engagement Betters/Worsens the Experience 

 

 The negative external key theme that emerged for how an online class with more social 

engagement betters/worsens the academic experience in specific disciplines (subject matter) was 
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having little or no instructor engagement in technical classes. Irene stated, “Discussions were 

more obligatory. Respond to one person’s post…some classes make responses to two people. I 

think that people were just mainly responding to respond. It usually didn’t add to subject matter, 

especially math classes.” Reed said,  

In a math class, I don't think there was anything online other than homework and 

exams. You basically just had to understand it from the book right and that was it. 

The professor didn’t like to respond to emails and nothing was set up for the 

tutors to respond directly via email or telephone.  

 

Math classes offered no engagement between students or an instructor. It was a class of 

the student battling against computerized math quizzes. Josh commented,  

There was no engagement in math. I know they had a high failure rate with Math 

095. It was the student versus the computer. Until you answered 20 questions 

correctly, you couldn't move forward. As a result, I mean, even on a good day, 

you and I are both going to miss a question here and there. You just get frustrated, 

and you quit. I mean, it's so obvious they had to rework that. I remember it being 

like a 90 to 95% failure rate. It was unbelievable!  

 

Offering more social engagement in online classes can be a double-edged sword. Todd 

offered,  

The goal of every instructor should be to somehow attempt to use any online 

format to widen it efficiently to where you're capturing the most; but the same 

time, you still got time constraints, resource constraints. You've got all those, so 

you gotta figure it out. You know the military is so diverse. I mean just when you 

look at our branches and not just Army, Air Force, Navy, Marines, but get inside 

the branches of each, there's different mindsets. Radically, the warrior class, the 

admin class, the tech class, they're all out there and it's amazing the people you 

find in those branches and how they deal with stuff. I've had people say 

before…in the army it is all about when I tell you to jump, how high? More social 

engagement…maybe for some, not for others.  

 

 Josh said, “I avoided taking technical if there's a one-minute video each week which says 

you're going to be dealing with this subject matter or whatever…‘good luck’ and that's it!”  

Jason added,  
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Now for me, that's probably a little bit different because I don't want to engage so 

much with other humans. As far as activities like the discussion posts and stuff 

like that, do away with them. No, I just think they need to be curated differently. 

They need to be something more than just a check box. OK, those instructors who 

based a lot of the grade on discussion posts and those were good. There was the 

benefit of the discussion post as some people try to facilitate it. But it's really just 

kind of buying them in with questions; then, you know, just regurgitating crap 

that you read in the book. You really can't speak of that stuff with any kind of 

personal experience, but when you have somebody that facilitates just questions, 

and then gives you a broad spectrum, two absolute questions by conducting 

research into different areas. Then bringing that information back and for all your 

peers to speak and then for them and you to be able to read all these different 

ideas coming in, I think that was a very excellent use of that platform. So it 

depends on how it's curated. 

 

 The positive internal theme of more social engagement in online classes works well when 

the class is a philosophical subject with no right or wrong solutions. More interaction from the 

instructor was a positive factor of certain technical classes. A negative aspect was requiring too 

much engagement when the engagement added little value to the learning objectives of the class. 

Another negative theme was having little or no instructor engagement in technical classes.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS OF THIS STUDY 

 

Introduction 

 

 This study explored understanding how the academic and social engagement in various 

online-delivery formats affected the perceptions and experiences of military veteran students. 

Much of the research to date has studied the differences between the traditional face-to-face 

classroom and online-delivery formats to determine the academic similarities and differences in 

the student learning experience. Chapter One presented the background of the growing online-

learning market as online-learning programs have evolved in higher education and the social and 

academic barriers faced by student-veterans. A social constructionism framework was used to 

allow student-veterans to express their reality of perceptions and experiences in various online-

delivery formats. Chapter Two presented a review of the related literature about online learning 

in higher education including online-delivery methods, student-veteran characteristics, student 

motivation, and satisfaction. The research methodology, including research design and approach, 

my positionality as researcher, the context of the study, the population and sample size, and the 

data collection and data analysis were described in Chapter Three. Chapter Four reported the 

findings of the study. This chapter provides an overview of the study, implications from the 

results, and recommendations for future related research. 
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Overview of the Study 

 

 This research study set out to better understand military veteran student perceptions and 

experiences in academic and social engagement in various online-delivery formats, and group 

these perceptions and experiences into an overall description of the higher-education experiences 

of veteran students in various online-delivery formats. Military veteran students are an increasing 

segment in higher education as online delivery of many classes has increased at many colleges 

and universities. The problem was not increasing the availability of online courses to military 

veteran students, because the growth rate for students taking online courses continues to be 

larger than the growth rate of the overall higher-education body (Allen & Seaman, 2013). As 

online education continues to grow, the focus in practice and research has shifted from technical 

aspects of developing and delivering online classes to focus on quality and student perceptions of 

the experience (Keller & Karau, 2013). However, researchers have not examined the online 

activities and experiences from the perspective of the student-veteran in the online world of 

higher education to better understand and assist them in achieving their educational goals. This 

study used a social constructionism format to investigate the perceptions and experiences of 

student-veterans in various online-delivery formats to explore three specific research questions: 

Research Question 1: What are the factors that student-veterans identify as influencing 

academic and  social engagement in various online-delivery formats? 

Research Question 2: How do specific online-delivery formats enhance the academic and 

social engagement? 

Research Question 3: How do online classes with more social engagement better/worsen 

the academic experience in specific disciplines (subject matter)? 
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To explore these questions, I asked student-veterans about their major factors in enrolling in 

online classes, what were their apprehensions or appealing points of various online-delivery 

methods, and their perceptions of the most and least rewarding features and experiences in these 

online-delivery environments. Exploring these experiences enabled me to analyze the data into 

four categories to include positive individual internal responses, negative individual internal 

responses, positive institutional external responses, and negative institutional external responses. 

By categorizing responses into positive, negative, internal, and external categories, implications 

and recommendations for improvements in specific areas can be addressed to improve the 

academic and social experiences of student-veterans in higher education. 

This research study built upon the evolution of distance learning as it evolved into online 

education, recent changes in the GI Bill that expanded educational benefits to qualifying military 

veterans, other student-veteran variables, such as academic preparation and knowledge about 

navigating the college environment (Durdella & Kim, 2012), and academic and social 

engagement. My research covered a range of course subjects taught in an online environment 

where student interaction and engagement may be more relevant for the learning objectives of 

the courses as discussed in Chapter Two. The results of this study are found in Chapter Four and 

were organized around the three research questions. Narratives, personal statements, and direct 

quotations were identified by coding, reducing codes to themes, and relating categories to an 

analytical framework to display the data. Results were triangulated using archived course syllabi 

that provided insight to academic and social engagement requirements in specific classes and 

supported and confirmed by other interviewees. Member checking was used for each participant 

to establish reliability and validity of the transcriptions. 
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This research study was limited in several ways: (1) the population identifying as student- 

veterans was from a small, rural university; (2) the sample population agreeing to participate in 

this study may not have been representative of the larger student-veteran population as a whole; 

(3) the experiences of these student-veterans, the exposure to various online-delivery methods 

(more or less asynchronous and synchronous delivery methods), may have affected the student-

veterans’ academic and social experiences over time; and (4) the capabilities of personal 

computers and internet speeds utilizing newer technology may have given different experiences.  

 

Summary of the Methodology 

 

 The methodology for this study, as described in Chapter Three, was a social-

constructionism framework that allowed a co-reality to be constructed between the researcher 

and the student-veterans that was shaped by individual experiences (Creswell, 2013). Four 

predetermined categories were used to include positive individual internal responses, negative 

individual internal responses, positive institutional external responses, and negative institutional 

external responses to categorize themes as they emerged from conversations.  

 Montana State University-Northern was selected as the site for this study because 

student-veterans select institutions differently than traditional college students, with more opting 

for public 2-year institutions, such as community colleges, followed by public 4-year institutions 

(Wurster et al., 2013). While approximately 1 in 10 people in Montana are veterans (Veterans – 

Census.gov), Montana State University-Northern provides learning opportunities for student-

veterans in a rural area where 24% of the veteran population today resides (Veterans Affairs). 

The university has programs including certificates, 2-year degrees, 4-year degrees, and master’s 
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degrees with over 40 majors and 30 minors in Arts and Sciences, Agriculture, Business, 

Engineering Technology, Education, and Nursing. MSU-Northern offers nine degree programs 

(two associate, six bachelor’s, and one master’s program) and several minor degrees completely 

online (Online Programs – Academics: MSU-Northern).  

 The core of the qualitative investigation was not normally distributed within the 

university population, so a sample of student-veterans was initially used. The sample size for this 

study consisted of eight student-veterans using a stratified, purposeful sampling method from a 

listing from the Veteran’s Coordinator Office of identified student-veterans to add credibility to 

the sample size. The stratified, purposeful sample included all genders, ages, races, and 

ethnicities and consisted of students from different academic backgrounds who had been enrolled 

in online-delivery classes during academic years 2015 through 2019 and completed their college 

degrees completely online. 

 All interviews of the eight student-veterans were conducted via telephone and all 

interviews lasted approximately one hour. To ensure confirmability, each participant was asked 

the same open-ended questions in the same order. All interview protocols were the same and the 

same questions were used in all interviews. Each interview was recorded to be transcribed at the 

conclusion of the interview. Triangulation was used when specific classes were mentioned to 

support the conclusions and archived course syllabi provided insight to possible academic and 

social engagement requirements for participants in some online classes. 
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Conclusions and Related Literature 

 

 The findings and results of this study have been detailed in Chapter Four. In general, 

student-veterans revealed they were influenced by online formats because online formats 

required no travel time to attend classes and student-veterans blended into online college classes 

that usually enrolled more nontraditional students. The university’s learning management system 

allowed for good interaction with other students and professors, which included many professors 

having virtual office hours for all online students. Negative factors of online classes for student-

veterans were initially not understanding the different types of online classes, such as 

asynchronous classes with no class meeting times or hybrid classes with required meeting times. 

A feeling of minimal concern from the Veterans Administration and the university for student-

veterans in online classes was also a concern. Asynchronous classes allowed students to work at 

their own pace and stressed more written engagement while hybrid classes allowed for learning 

with live engagement and live interaction with instructors. The asynchronous class experience 

was diminished as many student-veterans found there was little connection with other students or 

professors, the discussion posts were usually busywork, and asynchronous classes were a poor 

choice for certain technical classes or student learning styles. Managing the additional 

technology with many hybrid classes was a concern, as was the disruption of seeing other 

students log-out of hybrid class lectures. Many student-veterans found that more social 

engagement was good in classes that were more philosophical in nature with no correct answers. 

Technical classes with increased instructor interactions were positive factors in both 

asynchronous and hybrid classes. A negative factor in technical classes was requiring student 

engagement when the engagement added little value to learning objectives. 



94 

 

Factors Identified as Influencing Engagement 

 Student-veterans are becoming a greater part of the increased delivery of online 

coursework at colleges and universities. Perceptions and experiences in various online-delivery 

formats revealed several factors influencing student-veteran academic and social engagement. 

With the availability of online learning, student-veterans and other adult learners are able to take 

classes without traveling to campus (Mallinson & Krull, 2013). With online classes being more 

convenient and online degrees being offered in many disciplines, student-veterans and a growing 

number of students from rural communities are entering higher education (Snyder et al., 2016a). 

Being able to tend to family responsibilities and flexibility with work schedules while taking 

classes adds to the favorable factors of online classes.  

Online classes usually have more nontraditional students who have more common ground 

with student-veterans than traditional college students. Social interaction in online classes with 

nontraditional students created less of an engagement barrier (Olsen et al., 2014). Having a 

learning management system (LMS) that was easy to use for basic functions allowed for better 

engagement. Because student engagement is challenging for educators, utilizing a user friendly 

LMS can benefit the engagement process (Northey et al., 2015). Frustration existed initially as 

some students needed explanations of the differences in asynchronous and synchronous formats. 

As the technology increases moving from an asynchronous format to a synchronous format with 

its video and audio connections, orientation sessions need to better prepare users for the 

difference. Strengths of a platform are revealed when students are more confident to comment 

using an online platform. Other students suggest the multitasking capability of technology, 

including listening, speaking, writing, and viewing can be overwhelming (McBrien et al., 2009). 
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Educators should improve students’ satisfaction in technology learning systems by teaching and 

encouraging engagement (Hu & Hui, 2012).  

Variables for veterans being ready for higher education included academic preparation, 

family background, and socioeconomic status, which affected a student’s initial intentions before 

entering college (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011). Upon enrolling in classes, several student-veterans 

felt a lack of concern and belonging from the university. The Veterans Administration made 

occasional calls and correspondence inquiring about academic progress and needs during the 

semester, but there was a sense the faculty and administration was not supportive. In online 

classes, instructors have the ability to direct the engagement process of all the students. In a 

classroom setting at a smaller university, the lack of group differences on social acceptance 

suggests students are impacted more by individual relationships (Buskirk-Cohen & Plants, 

2019). The similar correlation could be made for student-veterans in online classes. The best way 

to create student engagement is through interaction. The student interacts with the instructor 

through engagement and feedback. Because online students are at a distance from their 

institution, there is a need for online students and instructors to establish some sort of 

connectedness (Ramsey et al., 2016).  

 

How Specific Online Formats Enhance 

Academic and Social Engagement 

 

 Specific online formats allowed research participants the ability to do course work at 

their own pace around work schedules, allowed for collaboration with other students, and had 

more social engagement in other formats. Asynchronous online classes usually allow students 

the ability to work ahead, write discussion posts, respond to discussion posts, or complete 
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weekly assignments at the end of the week if assignments are completed when due. Faculty can 

contribute to student success by adopting course designs that promote interaction and 

participation (Czerkawski & Lyman III, 2016). Weekly assignments that can be done within a 

reasonable amount of time provide short-term goals for the students and a sense of 

accomplishment when completed. Asynchronous online formats allow students to have 

independence of time and also encourage engagement with others without the support of the 

instructor in real time (Pellas, 2014). Many of the student-veterans believed much of the 

discussion-post writing had little real connection or engagement. In a study, students were doing 

“serial monologues” (each student posting to the discussion board but not connecting with posts 

from other students) rather than progressing through the four stages of cognitive presence 

(Pawan et al., 2003). Instruction should be given to the students to go through the four stages: 

from the “triggering question,” to “exploration,” to “integration,” and finally to “resolution” of 

the initial “triggering question.” Students move through the four stages when the instructor 

designs tasks focused on problem solving (Murphy, 2004). Other student comments in discussion 

posts were “lack of instructor engagement.” Some research finds the instructor should be 

involved in the discussions, but other research noted that instructor input ends the discussion 

because the expert has spoken (Meyer & McNeal, 2011). The instructor must adjust involvement 

in course discussions based on an assessment of the students (Meyer, 2014). 

Hybrid classes allowed live engagement with instructors and other students. Blended 

learning allows the benefits of face-to-face teaching while providing access to other online 

teaching materials (Crawford & Jenkins, 2017). Instruction with a face-to-face class and a live 

online class gives students encouragement from the instructors and from all other students, even 
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if the class is recorded for students who couldn’t attend the live class. This allows students to be 

exposed to a broader range of views because the connection between face-to-face students and 

online students creates richer learning experiences (Bower et al., 2015). Some participants noted, 

while live online classes are great for engagement, the additional technology for live video and 

audio feeds can present platform issues or internet connectivity speed issues. Students having 

technical problems because of issues with a synchronous online platform negatively affected 

student engagement. Technical problems impact the emotional independence of students as they 

feel they have lost control (McBrien et al., 2009). While some technical issues may not be easily 

resolved, all students should be properly oriented and trained to use the additional technology 

prior to using it in an online classroom situation.  

 

How Online Classes with More Social  

Engagement Better/Worsen Specific Disciplines 

 

 Student-veteran participants enjoyed more social engagement in certain disciplines but 

agreed that too much engagement in technical classes added little to the learning experience. 

When philosophical classes are in online format, similar to a face-to-face class, more discussion 

and engagement is required. Because there are seldom right or wrong conclusions, students are 

more engaged in discussions. When theories of student engagement are compared, including 

constructivism, transformative, active learning, and cognitive engagement, the strongest 

similarity is that, rather than students passively receiving information, these theories stress 

student activity. Activities can be discussions about content or experiences, alone or in a group, 

with students or faculty (Meyer, 2014). Discussions and engagement are more spontaneous and 

relaxed when no precise conclusion exists. When considering student engagement and outcomes, 
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students rated other factors higher than participation in discussions, as students were more 

interested in using the discussion for socialization and learning about their classmates (Bollinger 

& Halupa, 2018).  

 Technical classes, such as engineering classes or laboratory science classes, require 

specialized skills to be learned. In earlier online programs, participants were upgrading 

professional skills and these programs appealed to working professionals and adults. General 

education coursework requiring more basic skills as in general education classes appealed to 

more traditional-age students (Robinson & Hullinger, 2008). Technical disciplines usually 

require vast amounts of reading. Early online classes that heavily relied on reading text 

experienced higher attrition. With the importance of “educational purposeful” student 

engagement (Hu & McCormick, 2012), student participants felt other activities for social 

engagement add little to the learning experience.  

 

Theoretical Implications 

 

  The theoretical model of Astin’s student involvement theory asserted, the more a student 

is involved in their educational experience, the greater his/her success in postsecondary 

education. Tinto (1975) and Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) added to Astin’s concept that 

engagement requires action (involvement) from the student and proactive action from faculty and 

institution (Flynn, 2014). Given previous studies of social and academic engagement and Tinto’s 

contention that social integration must occur in the classroom (Braxton et al., 2000), I adapted 

online-learning models to test social and academic engagement of military veteran students.  
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 The purpose of my research was to explore veteran students’ experiences of social and 

academic engagement through asynchronous, synchronous, and blended online-learning formats. 

I found social and academic engagement for veteran students can be achieved in all online 

formats. As all types of online-learning formats revolve around technology, continuous 

improvements need to be made in adapting new technologies for veteran students, faculty should 

design courses promoting engagement in online courses, and institutions should establish and 

promote engaging online support structures for veteran students.  

 

Practical Implications 

 

 The information gathered from this study has revealed information that can be of value 

for Montana State University-Northern and other colleges and universities striving to improve 

social and academic engagement for student-veterans. The experiences revealed from this 

qualitative research describing the positive and negative themes provide practical considerations 

for improvement in online-learning formats.  

 

Recommendation 1: Improve Course Design 

 Research has found that designing online courses, the three presences of interaction, 

active engagement, and student learning interconnect and influence each other (Garrison et al., 

2010). Instructors should provide clear requirements for the course (Sheridan & Kelly, 2010) and 

structure the online discussions to increase student engagement for solving problems and 

learning. Many of the online classes at MSU-Northern have a similar design to the same classes 

offered in a face-to-face setting. Instructors should utilize instructional designers to assist in 

designing and developing online courses to increase meaningful engagement in the online 
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environment. An instructional designer would be better able to incorporate use of features of the 

learning management system to provide better feedback on projects, quizzes, and other learning 

assessments for better feedback to all students.   

The typical classroom allows students to engage before and after the class session. 

Teaching online should not be an exact duplicate of a face-to-face classroom. Balance should be 

given between instruction and time for discussion. Social engagement through course design 

could allow all online students to have informal interaction through small study groups or social 

media (O’Shea et al., 2015)—adapting a course design in synchronous classes that allows more 

group engagement to provide an experience similar to a traditional face-to-face classroom. A 

study evaluating online experiences for levels of student engagement varied among age groups, 

and nontraditional-age students worked harder, participated in more collaborative projects, and 

contributed more to online discussions (Muir et al., 2019). An improved course design might 

allow student-veterans to expand for their own small group or advocate for occasional web-based 

Skype or Zoom meetings after or during class in order to promote discussion groups for student-

veterans. The learning management system could provide the web-based experience during the 

class, or separate links could be provided for smaller groups to meet.  

 

Recommendation 2: Increasing Instructor Online Presence 

 Instructor presence can make online students feel more engaged with the instructor 

(Malik et al., 2017). A theme that emerged was “increased engagement when instructors were 

part of the discussions.” A study by Dwivedi compared engagement of one traditional face-to-

face class to a second group where the instructor spent time on the learning management system 

(LMS), participating in online discussions and responding to students. The participation and 
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promptness of the instructor’s online responses increased the students’ engagement (Dwivedi et 

al., 2019).  

Students expect instructors to provide content and provide instruction in technical 

disciplines (Arbaugh, 2013). As noted, especially in technical classes, the instructor’s online 

presence has a positive effect on the online-learning experience. Students recognize instructor 

presence when responses to questions receive a quick response. At MSU-Northern, more 

emphasis should be placed on recording class presentations, especially in technical classes. This 

would allow students to refer to the class recording for question clarification and also provide an 

increased sense of instructor presence.  

MSU-Northern online classes could benefit from instructor presence if instructors did a 

personalized 5-minute video introducing the material and topics to be covered in the upcoming 

week. While a brief post may be sufficient to introduce the weekly material, a personalized video 

would give a better sense of engagement with the students. An occasional reminder regarding 

discussion posts or assignments would also give a feeling of instructor presence.   

 

Recommendation 3: Technical Training for  

Online Technologies for Students and Instructors 

 

 Learning and managing new technology has become commonplace in today’s society, 

and the increased use of technology in online-delivery formats is no different. Online students 

and nontraditional student-veterans should feel comfortable with all of the technologies being 

used in an online environment. New online students may need time and support to orient 

themselves to new technologies (Stone & O’Shea, 2019). At MSU-Northern, new instructors 

should be trained in operating the learning management system and other technologies for online 
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classes. If new instructors cannot be oriented in a classroom setting prior to each semester start, 

knowledgeable mentors should be assigned to the new instructors to assist.  

Instructors and student services staff who run orientations for new students should 

integrate LMS training into student-veteran orientation (Kirchner & Pepper, 2020). Student 

engagement could be increased if instructors had the training to use the technology tools 

provided by the learning management system (LMS) to increase student engagement. The 

technical proficiency of instructors is fundamental in online-delivery formats where all 

instruction is presented and collected using various forms of technology, whether in written, 

audio, or visual form. 

Faculty development should include ongoing technical training. Rewards could be 

offered to instructors for completing technical training to improve online teaching and 

engagement. MSU-Northern currently offers opportunities for faculty to attend an annual 

conference about e-learning topics and technologies held in the state. Each year, only 

instructional designers and a few instructors attend. The administration could look into funding 

an occasional one-day training session on campus for those faculty members unable to attend the 

annual conference.  

 

Limitations and Future Research 

 

 This study addressed the military veteran students’ experiences of social and academic 

engagement in various online-delivery formats at a small, rural, regional university. The sample 

size was small and was voluntary, so this information may be transferable but will not be 

generalizable to any other subset or greater overall population of online students. A limitation of 
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the study was it included only military veteran students who had completed their requirements 

for bachelor’s degrees using online education. These participants were engaged as they had 

completed coursework for their degrees. A larger sample size with a more diverse veteran 

student sample would add to the engagement in online education, including veteran students who 

decided not to participate in this research, veteran students at other institutions, and veteran 

students who struggle to engage and drop out of college. Experiences of these groups could 

produce additional information about military veteran student engagement; but examining these 

populations was beyond the scope of this research.  

 This study should be repeated and expanded to include a larger sample of veteran 

students at colleges and universities with smaller and larger veteran-student populations. By 

utilizing a larger sample size, opportunities exist to research veteran students in certificate 

programs, 2-year programs, bachelor’s degrees, and graduate-level programs, and expand on 

differences between non-officer and officer veteran students in engagement. A larger sample size 

may also include engagement of veteran students in self-paced or accelerated online classes. 

Future research opportunities should investigate how much engagement should increase or 

decrease with specific subjects or technical disciplines. Another recommendation for future 

research would be a quantitative study exploring veteran students enrolled in the different online-

delivery formats and their graduation rates and attrition rates. 

 

Final Conclusion 

 

 This research study contributes to the increasing importance of academic and social 

engagement of military veteran students in the online environment of higher education. As the 
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enrollment of veteran students at colleges increases, administrators will need to place greater 

emphasis on engagement in online-delivery formats. By utilizing learning management systems 

to their greatest potential, veteran students will be more engaged and content in their higher 

education journey. The experiences of the eight participants showed perseverance in their online 

learning to complete their educational goals. This study showed how specific online formats 

enhance engagement for veteran students.  
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Research Study Invitation 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear 

 

I am doing a research study on military veteran students in higher education at MSU-Northern.  

You have been selected to participate in this study.  In my research study, I am doing interviews 

with former military veteran students to better understand veteran student perceptions and 

experiences in academic and social engagement in various online delivery formats.  

 

The time involvement for the interview will be approximately one hour.  The interview can be 

arranged to be done in person or by telephone at a time that is convenient for you.  Your name 

and contact information will be strictly confidential, and your participation is completely 

voluntary.  You will be free to not answer any questions you may find objectionable and may 

withdraw from the interview at any time without penalty. 

 

If you are willing to participate in this research study, please contact me at XXX.XXX.XXXX or 

my email at XXXXXXXXXX@XXXXX.  Thank you for your consideration. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

  



118 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX B 

 

RESEARCH STUDY THANK-YOU LETTER 
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Research Study Thank You 

 

 

 

 

Dear 

 

I want to thank you for taking the time from your busy schedule and participating in my research 

study.  Your input was a valuable part of my research.  I have enclosed a gift card as a token of 

my appreciation for your time and assistance.  

 

I sincerely appreciate your willingness to volunteer and offer your experiences for this research 

study.   

 

Sincerely,  
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PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

FOR 

PARTICIPATION IN HUMAN RESEARCH 

AT MONTANA STATE UNIVERSITY – BOZEMAN 

 

 

Project Title: Academic and Social Engagement in Various Online Delivery formats for 

Military Veteran Students 

 

Description: You are invited to participate in a research study to better understand the academic 

and social engagement for military veteran students in various online delivery formats. If you 

agree, you will be asked to participate in an interview which should take no more than one hour. 

The specific aim of the interview is to describe the various student perceptions and experiences 

in academic and social engagement, and then group these perceptions and experiences into an 

overall description of the higher-education experiences of veteran students in various online 

formats. 

 

Risks and Benefits: The risks of this study are minimal. The nature of the data is not especially 

sensitive and the interview will not cover topics that may invoke embarrassment or personal or 

legal risks. There are no direct benefits to you. However, the results of the study may lead to 

increased integration of specific types of online delivery platforms in online classes and, 

therefore, benefit other students. 

 

Time Involvement: Your participation in this research study will take approximately one hour. 

The study will take place during January 2021 and will end when enough data is reached to 

fulfill the research questions. 

 

Confidentiality: Your name and contact information will not be asked on any questionnaire, so 

any information is strictly confidential. For the study, your data will be identified only by a 

pseudo name. Therefore, in no way can the data be connected to individual participants. Further, 

the questionnaires will be kept in a locked cabinet in the office of Rodney Ridenour and will be 

destroyed in one year. 

 

Participant’s Rights: Your participation is completely voluntary. You are free to not answer 

any questions you may find objectionable and may withdraw from responding to the 

questionnaire at any time without penalty. This research has been reviewed by the Institutional 

Review Board at MSU. If you have any questions or concerns about this research project, you 

may contact Rodney Ridenour, Department of Education, Montana State University, Bozeman, 

MT (Phone: XXX.XXX.XXXX or Email: XXXXXX@XXXXX.XXX). If you have additional 

questions about the rights of human subjects, please contact the Chairman of the Institutional 

Review Board, Dr. Mark Quinn, 406.994.4707. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 



122 

 

AUTHORIZATION: I have read the above and understand the discomforts, inconvenience and 

risk of this study. I,                                                         (name of participant), agree to participate 

in this research. I understand that I may later refuse to participate, and that I may withdraw from 

the study at any time. I have received a copy of this consent form for my own records. 

 

Signed:                                                                                                    Date: _______________ 

 

Investigator:                                                                                            Date: _______________ 
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INTERVIEW GUIDE AND TABLE OF SPECIFICATIONS 
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Interview Guide and Table of Specifications 

Demographic Questions At the beginning of the 

interview, student 

veterans were asked to 

give a brief background 

of their military service. 

This was an icebreaker 

exercise and garnered 

information for 

comparative purposes. 

Research Questions Interview Questions Justification 

RQ1: What are the 

factors that student-

veterans identify as 

influencing academic 

and social engagement 

in various online-

delivery formats? 

Q1. What were the 

major factors for you to 

choose the online 

class(es) you enrolled 

in?  Were you aware of 

its asynchronous, 

synchronous, flipped, or 

blended online method 

before enrolling? 

 

Q2. What, if any, were 

your apprehensions in 

taking an online class? 

What were the appealing 

points?  Address 

specifically for 

asynchronous, 

synchronous, flipped, or 

blended online method. 

 

Question 1 asked about 

factors in determining to 

enroll in online classes 

and the various online 

formats offered. 

 

 

 

Question 2 gathered 

information engagement 

experiences in various 

online formats.  

RQ2: How do specific 

online-delivery formats 

enhance the academic 

and social experience? 

Q3. As detailed as you 

can be, what has been 

the most rewarding 

features and experiences 

for you in these online 

environments and why?  

How did specific online 

delivery formats make it 

more rewarding?  

 

Q4. As detailed as you 

can be, what has been 

the least rewarding 

features experiences for 

you in these online 

environments and why? 

Questions 3 and 4 

inquired of veteran 

students their 

perceptions of various 

online formats and 

compare and contrast 

experiences which made 

the format more 

rewarding or less 

rewarding.  
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How did specific online 

delivery formats make it 

less rewarding? 

 

RQ3: How do online 

classes with more social 

engagement 

better/worsen the 

academic experience in 

specific disciplines 

(subject matter)? 

Q5. What do you feel 

are the benefits of taking 

an online class(es)?  

What specific activities 

in terms of engaging in 

the class materials?  

What specific activities 

in terms of engaging 

with other students (and 

instructors)?  How did 

specific online delivery 

formats enhance the 

engagement? 

 

Q6. What are the 

drawbacks for you of an 

online class offering? 

What specific 

drawbacks in terms of 

engaging in the class 

materials?  What 

specific drawbacks in 

terms of engaging with 

other students (and 

instructors)?  How did 

specific online delivery 

formats detract the 

engagement? 

 

Q7. Relative to your 

traditional class 

experiences (in high 

school or college), what 

would you feel is your 

greatest frustration? 

What is most 

rewarding? 

 

Questions 5 and 6 asked 

veteran students to 

identify benefits and 

drawbacks of various 

online format materials 

and activities which 

enhanced engagement. 

Specific disciplines and 

technical subject matter 

requiring more social 

engagement were 

discussed to compare 

and contrast 

experiences. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 7 gathered 

information on veteran 

student perceptions of 

face-to-face classroom 

experiences compared to 

online classroom 

experiences. 

 

 


