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ABSTRACT 

From the Battlefield to the Classroom: An Exploration of Post-9/11 Female Combat 

Veterans Who Completed Graduate School After Military Service. 

by Arthur Littler III 

Since 2011, approximately 200,000 service members transitioned from military 

service to the civilian sector each year (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2016).  , 

2014).  According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics’ 2018 Employment Situation of 

Veterans Summary report, 8.9% of veterans were disadvantaged as they have little to no 

higher education.  Without a financial support system to fall back on, transitioning 

veterans face the inevitable issue of homelessness.  Research by Tsai, Hoff, and Harpaz-

Rotem (2017) found the rate of homelessness among veterans has increased over the past 

decade with female veterans more likely than their male counterparts to experience high 

rates of homelessness or unemployment. 

Purpose: The purpose of this multiple case study was to explore and describe the 

transition experiences of female veterans regarding their graduate-level education 

program after leaving service using the Schlossberg transition theory. 

Methodology: This multiple case study explored and described the transition experiences 

of six post-9/11 female combat veterans living in Sacramento and Solano counties 

through interviews, observations, and artifact analysis.  Respondents were purposively 

chosen based on specific criteria and recommendations of knowledgeable sponsors. 

Findings: Examination of this study’s qualitative data and artifacts from the post-9/11 

female combat veterans indicated three major findings: 

1. Develop and adhere to a schedule that includes time for self-care. 
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2. Know yourself both as you are and what you aspire to be. 

3. Identify and maximize the usage of any and all available support. 

Conclusions: Multiple conclusions were drawn; the top three were as follows: 

1. Detailed and specific schedules are imperative for a degree of self-care and self-

management necessary for the successful completion of a graduate program. 

2. Female veterans must be well-grounded in their own values and understanding about 

their role in their various communities. 

3. Successful female veterans identify and utilize support systems available to them. 

Recommendations: Future research is recommended to continue the exploration of the 

transition experiences of veterans in a variety of contexts and situations.  
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Following the drawdown of Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) and Operation 

Iraqi Freedom (OIF), the U.S. Department of Defense’s military service branches (Army, 

Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Force) observed a significant number of service members 

transition to the civilian sector.  Since 2011, 1.7 million service members have 

transitioned to the civilian sector (Austin, 2019) at an estimated rate of 200,000 members 

per year (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2016).  A number of female service 

members transitioning from military service to civilian life found it difficult to secure the 

same quality of life they had while serving their country.  A particular problem was the 

competition with civilians for employment.  Davies (2017) described this particular 

phenomenon as a historically overwhelming abundance of the civilian workforce; an 

issue which Messer and Greene (2014) compared to the bottleneck effect. 

 According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics’ 2018 Employment Situation of 

Veterans Summary report, 8.9% of veterans were stuck in this bottleneck effect, 

disadvantaged as they have little to no higher education.  According to Hart (2017), many 

of these veterans joined the military between the ages of 17-19 immediately upon 

completing high school, thereby resulting in fewer veterans having higher education 

experience prior to their transitions.  Although these transitioning veterans may lack 

higher education, they do possess extensive knowledge, skills, and abilities which, 

according to Messer and Greene (2014), were obtained during service in military 

occupational schools and on-the-job training.  Despite their expertise, training, and 

uniquely extensive workforce experience, many veterans find that their military 

workforce experience does not directly translate into the civilian workforce (Hart, 2017).  
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Furthermore, without the civilian certifications for the occupations that do cross into the 

civilian workforce and not having any higher education, they are resigned to accepting 

low-skilled jobs that have equally low pay (Zivin et al., 2015).  Unfortunately, they also 

find themselves unemployed because of the sheer number of applicants versus available 

low-skilled jobs. 

 Without employment or a financial support system to fall back on, transitioning 

veterans face the inevitable issue of homelessness.  Research by Tsai, Hoff, and Harpaz-

Rotem (2017) found the rate of homelessness among veterans has dramatically increased 

over the past decade.  Additionally, researchers have agreed that female veterans are 

more likely than their male counterparts to experience a historically high rate of 

homelessness or unemployment (Tsai et al., 2012, 2014). 

The military has a long history of providing military educational benefits.  These 

benefits have shifted under various programs through the years with the most recent set 

of postmilitary service educational benefits being the Post-9/11 GI Bill.  Kelly, Smith, 

and Fox (as cited in S. J. Smith et al., 2018) found the Post-9/11 GI Bill to be the most 

comprehensively and widely utilized postmilitary service educational benefit since the 

inception of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944.  According to the Center for 

Veterans Analysis and Statistics (2018a), use of Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits increased from 

approximately 34,000 when it was made available in 2010 to over 750,000 in 2013.  

However, despite the financial benefits and mass utilization of the Post-9/11 GI Bill, 

veterans, particularly female veterans, still experience barriers to successfully completing 

higher education and therefore barriers to the secondary and tertiary effects of increased 

rates of gainful employment and decreased rates of homelessness.  There is significant 
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need to gain an increased understanding about the dynamics veterans face while 

transitioning from military service to the civilian sector, specifically how they 

successfully transition and complete graduate-level programs, which historically lead to 

an enhanced quality of life. 

Background 

America’s first military branch, identified as the Continental Army, was 

established on June 14, 1775, and fought and won under General George Washington in 

the American Revolution (U.S. Army Center of Military History, n.d.).  However, it was 

not until September 29, 1789, that America’s first representatives and senators officially 

established the United States Military (Library of Congress, n.d.).  Over time, the U.S. 

military went on to formally establish the U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, Air Force, and Space 

Force, all operating under the U.S Department of Defense, to meet the growing 

complexities of warfare through the ages.  

Military Service 

Although the U.S. military service branches each have unique and extensive 

mission sets, the number of personnel serving in the Armed Forces in relation to the rest 

of the American population is less than 0.5% (1.29 million; Reynolds & Shendruk, 2018).  

After becoming part of a military service branch, personnel are divided into two paths: 

enlisted and officer.  To be commissioned as an officer in the United States military, 

members must have already completed a degree of higher education of which the 

minimum required is a bachelor’s degree.  Regardless of their chosen path in military 

service, members are classified as active duty (full-time service member), reservist (part-

time, 1 weekend a month, 2 weeks a year, federal missions), guardsman (part-time, 1 
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weekend a month, 2 weeks a year, state missions), retiree (20+ years of military service), 

and veteran (any length of military service) depending upon the point in time in which 

one is referring to the member (Military.com, n.d.). 

Similar to the manner in which the U.S. population is grouped by the U.S. Census 

Bureau by generation, military female service members are grouped by the wars or major 

conflicts in which they served.  For example, female service members who served in 

World War I or II are World War I Veterans and World War II Veterans; similarly, those 

who had served in the Vietnam War or in Desert Storm are considered Vietnam War 

Veterans or Desert Storm Veterans.  Those who have served following the September 

11th, 2001 attacks, make up the newest generation of veterans identified as post-9/11 

veterans (Zogas, 2017).  Two of the biggest military conflicts for this generation were 

identified as OEF and OIF. 

According to Ware (2017), 2.6 million United States military veterans have 

served in these two operations (OEF/OIF) in the war against terrorism.  Depending upon 

the classification under which they were discharged (honorable, general, other than 

honorable, or dishonorable), these veterans would be eligible for significant postservice 

benefits.  Out of 2.6 million, 1.9 million were considered eligible for benefits provided by 

the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) because of their status of being honorably 

discharged between 2002-2015 (Zogas, 2017).  Furthermore, of the 2.6 million veterans 

who have served in OEF and OIF, women are considered a subset of post-9/11 veterans, 

71% of whom reported experiencing exposure to combat (Villagran, Ledford, & 

Canzona, 2015). 
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Women in the U.S. Military 

Although the U.S. military is and has been a predominantly male-dominated 

organization, women have served unofficially in different capacities since its inception 

and served in a formal and official capacity since 1901 with the establishment of the 

Army Nurse Corps.  Women were subsequently permanently authorized as service 

members of the United States military after Congress passed the Women’s Armed 

Services Integration Act of 1948.  Although this act permanently authorized women to 

serve, it also limited the proportion of women to men serving in the military to 2% of 

enlisted members and 10% of officers, a stipulation which was repealed in 1967 

(National Center for Veterans Analysis and Statistics, 2017).  Women’s roles in the 

military continued to expand, hitting critical milestones such as taking command roles in 

noncombat units in 1970, combat related-roles in 2001 during the start of the post-9/11 

war on terrorism, and full status in 2013 when Defense Secretary Leon Panetta authorized 

the removal of the military’s combat exclusion policy (Evans, 2013).  According so Silva, 

a veterans advocate, 

Women have a larger presence in our military today than ever before.  With more 

than 200,000 women serving in the active-duty military, the Department of 

Veterans Affairs (VA) predicted that by 2020 women veterans will comprise 

nearly 11 percent of the total veteran population. (p. 1) 

In 2019, the U.S. Armed Forces (comprised of the Army, Air Force, Navy, and 

Marine Corps) found the total number of female service members to be 216,848 (16.64% 

of their total number of armed forces personnel), an increase from 204,628.  A brief 
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overview and timeline of female service members’ history and accomplishments are 

provided in Appendix A.  

Transitional Aid for Veteran’s Pursuing Higher Education  

There are thousands of means by which adults may gain assistance to pursue 

higher education with an additional set of programs specifically designed for veterans.  

To improve the chance of successful transition by military veterans into the civilian 

sector, the federal government established the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 to 

provide military members educational benefits after military service.  These benefits have 

shifted under various programs through the years with the most recent set of postmilitary 

service educational benefits being the Post-9/11 GI Bill.  Kelly et al. (as cited in S. J. 

Smith et al., 2018) found the Post-9/11 GI Bill to be the most comprehensively and 

widely utilized postmilitary service educational benefit since the inception of the 

Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944.  According to the National Center for Veterans 

Analysis and Statistics (2018a), use of Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits increased from 

approximately 34,000 when it was made available in 2010 to over 750,000 in 2013. 

Transition Research Foundations 

 Female service members face many challenges of which their transition from 

military service to the civilian sector is one.  One factor leading to a successful transition 

from military service to the civilian sector is the obtainment of a college- or graduate-

level degree.  An examination of several seminal theories regarding transition theory is 

included in the next section to provide support and insight into this study’s theoretical 

framework and research questions.  The theories presented include Bridges’s (2004) 
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transition theory, Quankenbush’s (1989) belief system theory, and Schlossberg’s (1981) 

theory of transition. 

Bridges’s Transition Theory  

Bridges (2004) identified three phases of transition: endings, neutral zone, and 

new beginnings.  Transition theory is grounded in the concept of personal development as 

a natural journey through disorientation and reorientation in which growth is marked by 

one’s turning points.  Based upon this premise, change and transition are naturally and 

frequently occurring, albeit at different key points in time for everyone.  As such, this 

concept of transition serves as a representation of the way individuals develop and 

change: people deal with endings throughout life and often do so poorly by taking them 

too seriously or not seriously enough; subsequently, people are found in a confusing 

period of what seems to be nothingness or a feeling like being lost. Finally, people find 

themselves at a new beginning and on a new path, but to reach our goals at the end of the 

new beginning, they must become powerfully motivated, which is dependent on an 

internal alignment to said goals rather than an external shift.  An additional model 

focused on individual transitions was developed by another researcher known as 

Quackenbush. Quackenbush’s (1989) transition theory was known as the belief system 

theory and focused on one’s internal beliefs and attitudes as the key influencers of one’s 

reactions to transition. 

Quackenbush’s Belief System Theory 

Belief system theory refers to the combined organization of people’s internalized 

beliefs about themselves, their values, and value-related attitudes that form a cognitive 

map that influence action and behavior (Quackenbush, 1989).  Based upon this concept, 
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individual adaptation or resistance to change are heavily influenced by one’s internal 

view of oneself.  Quackenbush (1989) explained this premise as “the need to maintain 

and enhance self-conceptions and self-presentations of competence and morality provides 

the basic motivation that can explain not only why people might undergo change but also 

why they might resist undergoing change” (p. 316).  Although individuals feel self-

satisfaction, change is not likely to occur because their internalized beliefs will influence 

them to maintain the sense of self-satisfaction; it is when individuals begin to feel self-

dissatisfaction that their internalized beliefs, values, and attitudes will begin to shift to the 

extent required to bring them back to a sense of self-satisfaction.  Although the belief 

systems theory focuses heavily on the self, one researcher theorized that self is only one 

of several factors that influence one’s acceptance and reaction to transition.  This study 

utilized Schlossberg’s theory of transition as its theoretical framework to guide the 

research questions and interview questions. 

Schlossberg’s Theory of Transition 

According to Schlossberg (1981), there are several major factors that influence 

one’s adaptation to transition: situation, self, social support, and strategies.  These factors 

account for the major characteristics of the pre- and posttransition environment, the 

individual experiencing the identified transition, and the transition itself.  Schlossberg 

(1981) postulated transition is not so much about the change occurring as it is about the 

perception of change by the individual experiencing it.  Schlossberg (1981) said, 

“Adaptation depends in part on the degree of similarity or differences in one’s 

assumptions about self and in one’s environment (especially the interpersonal support 

system network of relationships) before and after the transition” (p. 8). 
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Situation. Schlossberg (1981) described the characteristics of transition in terms 

of situation as a common set of variables to include time, degree of stress, source, affect, 

role change, duration, and onset.  These variables impact the ease by which one may find 

oneself able to successfully transition.  Furthermore, the variables that make up the 

characteristics of transition have subsets such as time (on-time or off-time), source 

(internal or external), affect (positive or negative), role change (gain or loss), duration 

(permanent, temporary, or uncertain), and onset (gradual or sudden; Schlossberg, 1981). 

Self. Schlossberg’s (1981) third determinant for individual adaptation to transition 

consisted of the individual’s own characteristics.  In particular, Schlossberg (1981) 

focused on state of health, race-ethnicity, socioeconomic status, psychosocial 

competence, value orientation, age (and life stages), and past experience with similar 

transitions.  Individuals’ characteristics influence their own actions and behaviors 

(Quackenbush, 1989).   

Social support. Pre- and posttransition environments, in this context, refer to the 

type of support individuals have access to as they experience transition.  Schlossberg 

(1981) specifically highlighted three aspects of environmental support: interpersonal 

support, institutional support, and physical settings.  Interpersonal support systems 

included intimate relationships, family units, and the individual’s network of friends 

(Schlossberg, 1981).  Institutional support systems include community support groups, 

religious institutions, organizational support, and community programs (Barrera & 

Ainlay, 1983; Schlossberg, 1981). 

Strategies or coping mechanisms. Strategies and coping mechanisms both play a 

significant role in the ability of an individual to adapt to transitioning to a new phase of 
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life.  The concept of strategy includes intentional decision making, whether it be an 

intentional decision by the individual to act or to do nothing; furthermore, it includes both 

perceived and actional options available to the individual, particularly in regard to 

resiliency and coping mechanisms (Schlossberg, 1981; Wilson, 2015).  Coping 

mechanisms can range from healthy coping mechanisms that can promote resiliency and 

aid in transition to unhealthy coping mechanisms that, depending on the mechanism 

being employed by the individual, can lead to a variety of issues or dependencies that 

may inhibit one’s ability to succeed during a transition. Therefore this study will utilize 

the Schlossberg theory of transition as the theoretical framework guiding the research 

questions and interview questions to explore the lived experiences and perceptions of the 

study’s participants. 

Statement of the Research Problem 

Being a U.S. veteran is a status few Americans can lay claim to.  Only 1% of 

Americans have served in the military to preserve national interests in peacetime, war, 

and in various military conflicts (DoD, 2015).  Furthermore, 1.7 million OEF/OIF 

veterans made the transition from military service to civilian life between 2011 and 2019 

(Austin, 2019).  Many of these veterans make the transition while also carrying with them 

life-changing experiences that set them apart from their civilian counterparts.  With 71% 

of the approximate 286,000 OEF/OIF female veterans reporting exposure to combat, the 

ability to successfully assimilate into civilian culture is as difficult as ever for this subset 

of veterans (Villagran et al., 2015).  

Transition occurs throughout life in a variety of fashions and includes a number of 

internal and external variables.  Veterans are expected to transition throughout their 
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careers from situation to situation, from one environment to another, and to do so both 

quickly and successfully.  However, these transitions occur with the full support of the 

military, which acts as a failsafe by providing financial support, housing, medical, and 

sustenance.  Such support is not afforded as members make the transition from the 

military to the civilian sector.  

Schlossberg (1981) explained transition in a manner that portrayed it as less about 

the transitional event itself and more about one’s perception of the transition.  This theory 

of transition was molded into a model that emphasized four important factors: self, 

situation, support, and strategies (also referred to as coping mechanisms), and is known 

as Schlossberg’s 4-S model of transition.  Schlossberg’s 4-S model has been used to 

evaluate different types of transition such as with careers, education, military to civilian, 

college/trade school to career, and in business (Anderson & Goodman, 2014; Goodman 

& Anderson, 2012; Schlossberg, 2011). 

A large body of research regarding transitions exists, yet research that specifically 

examines through Schlossberg’s 4-S model how female OEF/OIF veterans successfully 

transition through higher education and graduate does not exist.  Given the significant 

number of veterans who have transitioned between 2011 and 2019 flooding the job 

market and creating a bottleneck effect, successful completion of higher education for 

veterans is key to securing gainful employment.  This is particularly true for female 

veterans, and the lack of literature indicates the need for additional exploration.  

At some point during their career, U.S. military members transition into the 

civilian sector (Ahern et al., 2015).  Studies have explored individual transitions; there 

have also been a number of studies regarding military to civilian transitions as they relate 
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to employment, training, and adaptation (Ahern et al., 2015; Anderson & Goodman, 

2014; Hale, 2017; Hart, 2017; Knight, 2014; Stern, 2017; Tatum, 2016).  Several studies 

have investigated veterans, particularly female combat veterans from OEF/OIF and their 

transitions to the civilian sector (Austin, 2019; Davies, 2017; Hart, 2017; Messer & 

Greene, 2014; Wilson, 2015). 

At the time of this study, there was a lack of research pertaining to female combat 

veterans who have pursued higher education.  This level of education would be identified 

as degrees at the bachelor’s level or higher.  Furthermore, there is a lack of research 

pertaining to the contributing factors that lead female combat veterans to successfully 

transition into the civilian sector, obtain higher education, and secure an equal or better 

quality of life than they maintained in the military. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this multiple case study was to explore and describe the transition 

experiences of female military veterans regarding their graduate-level education program 

after leaving service using the Schlossberg transition factors of (a) situation, (b) self,     

(c) support, and (d) and strategy. 

Central Research Question 

What are the transition experiences of female combat veterans using the 

Schlossberg transition model factors of situation, self, support, and strategies? 

Research Subquestions  

1. What were the situational transition experience (situation encompasses the extent, 

nature, and assumed significance and readiness for change and transition) factors that 
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female military veterans described experiencing while planning for their graduate-

level education after leaving military service? 

2. What self-characteristics (one’s sense of self, such as one’s health, socioeconomic 

status, psychosocial competence, past experience with similar transitions, and value 

orientation) do female veterans describe that affected their ability to complete 

graduate education after leaving military service? 

3. What support (interpersonal support, institutional support, and physical settings) do 

female military veterans describe that helped them to complete their graduate-level 

education after leaving military service? 

4. What were the strategies (intentional and thoughtful action, execution, task 

completion, and course amendment) that female veterans describe using as they 

completed a graduate-level education after leaving military service? 

Significance of the Problem 

Human capital is the most valuable resource and component of any organization 

and community.  Abrams (2016) stated, “The outstanding men and women who defend 

our nation, and the families supporting them, remain America’s most valuable asset.  

They are resilient and dedicated to accomplishing whatever mission they are given” (p. 

3).  Since 2011, there have been 1.7 million individuals described by Abrams as 

“America’s most valuable asset,” to transition to the civilian sector at an approximate rate 

of 200,000 service members per year (Austin, 2019; VA, 2016).  

This mass exodus from military service is both causing an inundation of the 

civilian workforce and is also more prevalent than any other previously recorded period 

of time following a military conflict/war, thereby resulting in a bottleneck effect on 
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employment opportunities (Davies, 2017; Messer & Greene, 2014).  These military 

veterans are uniquely experienced and trained individuals, yet they have been met with a 

number of obstacles impacting their successful transition to the civilian sector.  They 

experience difficulty securing gainful employment, particularly as they compete not just 

with one another but also with their civilian counterparts.  Without adequate employment 

and a similar financial influx to survive on, transitioning members face the inevitable 

issue of poverty or worse, homelessness.  

The federal government and nonprofit agencies have recognized the need to assist 

veterans in making a smooth transition from service to civilian life.  However, despite a 

significant number of programs designed to aid veterans in successfully transitioning, the 

country is witnessing more and more veterans who succumb to issues of unemployment, 

homelessness, and even suicide.  Additionally, researchers agree that the issue of 

unemployment and homelessness among veterans is an epidemic that has dramatically 

increased over the past decade and is more likely to affect female veterans than their male 

counterparts at a rate previously unheard of in the past (Tsai et al., 2012, 2014, 2017). 

This research could serve as a benefit to all governmental agencies, community 

support groups, nonprofit agencies, veteran support organizations, and most importantly, 

female veterans and their families.  The findings from the study will assist in the 

organizations’ development and improvement of programs designed to aid veterans in 

successfully transitioning from military to civilian service.  The findings will also 

contribute to an increased understanding of the target population and how efforts may 

best be directed, formally and informally, to aid in their successful transition and 

completion of higher education with the intent to mitigate the risk of unemployment and 
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homelessness.  Once analyzed, the results can be utilized to create training/educational 

programs for the target population and their support systems and best practices and to 

improve veteran transition assistance programs.  Furthermore, the results can add to the 

limited body of research regarding female combat veterans as well as the limited body of 

research on successful transition from veteran to civilian life. 

Operational Definitions  

The following terms were utilized throughout this study: 

Combat. Military action taken to address a conflict between two or more groups 

of armed forces (Ware, 2017). 

Conflict. A confrontation between two or more rival sides employing the use of 

military force (Tatum, 2016). 

Cultural adjustment. The process in which learned behaviors and way of 

thinking shift to another set of behaviors and way of thinking that is unfamiliar to the 

individual or group (Kukla et al., 2014). 

Culture. Individual’s behaviors are developed over time and composed of various 

characteristics and elements. These behaviors are influenced by the expectations and 

meaning of the role they have within a sociological group (Katz, 2015; F. Smith, 2016; P. 

B. Smith & Long, 2006). 

Discharge. A discharge refers to the alleviation of a military service member 

from their military service obligation.  Although there are a number of classifications for 

military discharge, the two most known are honorable and dishonorable.  The discharge 

classification for which military service members are released from their service 

obligation can significantly impact what services and benefits members are entitled to 
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after military service (Guina, Rossetter, DeRhodes, Nahhas, & Welton, 2015).  The 

following is a brief listing of the classifications a member may be discharged under: 

• Honorable discharge 

• General discharge under honorable conditions 

• Other than honorable discharge 

• Bad conduct discharge 

• Dishonorable discharge 

Female combat veteran. Those individuals who served in the armed forces as 

part of a military service obligation and were directly or indirectly involved in military 

combat or military conflict actions.  

Government transition assistance. A transitional assistance program, mandated 

by Congress, to be provided to all military members prior to discharge (Knight, 2014). 

Interpersonal and institutional support. Interpersonal and institutional supports 

refer to resources, networks, households, providers, and care givers who aid individuals 

during their transitional experience (Barrera & Ainlay, 1983; Schlossberg, 1981). 

Military culture. The unique lifestyle, norms, and values that shape the way 

female military service members interact and communicate and that are enforced by 

regulations, policies, and rules, to emphasize concepts of teamwork and structure rather 

than freedom and individuality (Atuel et al., 2016; Brown, 2009; Coll & Weiss, 2017; 

Hall, 2011; Strom et al., 2012). 

Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF). A conflict within the global war on 

terrorism which occurred throughout the provinces of Afghanistan and the Horn of Africa 

between 2001 and 2014 (Tatum, 2016). 
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Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF). A conflict within the global war on terrorism 

that occurred throughout the provinces of Iraq between 2003 and 2011 (Hart, 2017). 

Post-9/11 veteran. Ex-military service members who participated in military 

conflicts following the September 11, 2001, attacks on the world trade towers in New 

York City, New York, with the two most significant being Operations Enduring Freedom 

and Iraqi Freedom (Ganzer, 2016; Van Til et al., 2013). 

Posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). An individual’s diagnosed mental health 

disorder stemming from experiencing a severe life-altering situation resulting in a high 

degree of trauma (Chan, 2015; Griffin & Gilbert, 2015). 

Retiree. The alleviation of military service members from their military service 

obligation either because of the completion of at least 20 years of military service or a 

severe medical disability incurred during the course of their military service obligation. 

Separation. The process by which military service members depart from their 

military service obligation to the civilian sector (Ahern et al., 2015; Ware, 2017; 

Woodworth, 2015). 

Veteran. An individual who served in the United States Armed Forces in active 

duty, guard, or reserve status (Lopez, 2016; Ware, 2017). 

Theoretical Definitions 

The following terms from Schlossberg’s transition model factors (4-S) were 

utilized throughout this study: 

Self. The individual conceptualizations of one’s own character, nature, and 

persona as it pertains to their perceived identity, ethnicity, and culture (De Munck, 2013; 
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Schlossberg 1981).  The concept of self is a self-derived reflection of how people view 

their own levels of readiness, willingness, and ability to embrace change. 

Situation. The perception and context of the transition, in particular the readiness, 

nature, significance, and duration for transition (Morin, 2011; Schlossberg, 1981).  In 

regard to this study, situation also refers to the nature and classification of the 

participants’ separation from military service, their family unit, employment status, and 

finances. 

Social support. The network of friends, family members, colleagues, mentors, 

and professional providers or agencies who contribute to the transition process (Barrera 

& Ainlay, 1983; Sarason & Sarason, 2006; Schlossberg, 1981; Voydanoff, 2005a, 

2005b). 

Strategies. The embodiment of preparative steps designed to develop resiliency, 

information seeking, coping mechanisms, direct action, and inhibitive action with the 

capability to assess strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (Schlossberg, 1981; 

Wilson, 2015). 

Delimitations 

 This study was delimited to United States Armed Forces female combat veterans 

who transitioned from military service to the civilian sector between 2002 and 2021, 

served in Operations Enduring Freedom and Iraqi Freedom, and live within a 75-mile 

radius of Sacramento, California.  

Organization of the Study 

 This study explored the lived experiences of post-9/11 female combat veterans 

who transitioned from military service to the civilian sector and successfully completed 
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graduate-level education using the Schlossberg transition model factors of situation, self, 

support, and strategies.  The findings from this study may aid government and nonprofit 

veteran support organizations in enhancing their transition programs and resources to 

ensure this particular population’s rate of successfully transitioning from military service 

to the civilian sector increases.  The introduction of this study was designed to identify an 

issue at the macro level and systematically narrowed down the issue to a micro level 

through the use of funneling.  Therefore, the introduction demonstrated a general 

assessment of the subject and how it correlates to a larger issue or field of thought. 

 Chapter II delivers an extensive review of current and relevant literature and 

background of the main or key research variables and the theoretical foundation.  Chapter 

III describes the methodology, research design, population, target population, sample 

population, data collection and analysis, and limitations of this study.  Chapters IV and V 

present the findings from the study in conjunction with summaries, conclusions, and 

recommendations for research to be conducted in the future.  The study concludes with a 

presentation of related appendices and a list of references.  
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Chapter II introduces a brief background of the U.S. Armed Forces and 

subsequent description of the process by which service members transition from their 

military lifestyle into their civilian lifestyle.  Then the chapter presents the foundational 

theories and background related to transition to establish the theoretical framework and 

proposed theory for this study, Schlossberg’s transition theory and 4-S model.  Next, the 

chapter addresses the challenges and opportunities female veterans pursuing higher 

education experience.  Last, Chapter II concludes by depicting the central and 

subresearch questions within the context of a conceptual framework supported by 

scholarly research and the gap in research. 

United States Armed Forces Background 

The U.S. Armed Forces is comprised of six services branches: the U.S. Army 

(USA), the U.S. Navy (USN), the U.S. Marine Corps (USMC), the U.S. Air Force 

(USAF), the U.S. Space Force (USSF), and the U.S. Coast Guard (USCG).  The USA, 

USN, USMC, USAF, and USSF fall under the purview and authority of the U.S. 

Department of Defense (DoD).  The USCG falls under the purview and authority of the 

U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS) with the exception that should the United 

States go to war, the USCG would then fall under the authority of the DoD.  Each service 

branch under the DoD is separately organized under a military department run by a 

civilian secretary with the exception of the USMC and USSF; the USMC falls under the 

U.S. Department of the Navy and the USSF falls under the U.S. Department of the Air 

Force, each answering to the respective secretaries of the identified departments. 
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Service Branches and Military Installations 

Each military service branch has its own unique inception date.  The first branch 

established was the USA in 1775.  That same year, the USN and USMC were also 

established.  The USCG was established in 1790, USAF in 1947 (Redmond et al., 2015), 

and USSF in 2020.  These individual branches each have their own unique set of core 

values and mission statements, all identified in Table 1. 

 As previously identified, each military branch falls under the purview of the DoD 

with the exception of the USCG unless the United States is in a state of war.  The DoD’s 

mission is to deliver the forces necessary to wage war as well as secure and maintain 

peace established by U.S. military installations (S. J. Smith et al., 2018).  These forces are 

dispersed across the country and the world to accomplish the DoD’s mission.  A listing of 

the United States’ military installations and population by state is provided in Appendix 

B. California has 32 military installations, the most military installations established 

within a state or U.S. territory.  As of 2018, California was home to approximately 

143,023 female combat veterans (National Center for Veterans Analysis and Statistics, 

2018b). 

Military Rank Structure 

 Although all six branches of military service share some similarities in their 

enlisted and officer pay grades, there are differences in the ranks as well as an inclusion 

or exclusion of warrant office pay grades (S. J. Smith et al., 2018).  Pay grades identify 

varying degrees of authority and responsibility with those in the officer grades having 

certain minimum requirements such as a 4-year degree.  Table 2 consists of a 
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Table 1 

Overview of Military Branches 

Branch Inception date 

Service 

members Mission Core values 

Army June 14, 

1775 

Soldiers Fight and win our 

Nation’s war by 

providing prompt, 

sustained, land 

dominance across the 

full range of military 

operations, and spectrum 

of conflict in support of 

combatant commanders. 

Loyalty, duty, 

respect, 

selfless 

service, 

honor, 

integrity, and 

personal 

courage. 

Navy October 13, 

1775 

Sailors Maintain, train, and 

equip combat-ready 

Naval forces capable of 

winning wars, deterring 

aggression, and 

maintaining freedom of 

the seas.  

Honor, 

courage, and 

commitment. 

Marine 

Corps 

November 10, 

1775 

Marines Train, organize, and 

equip Marines for 

offensive amphibious 

employment and as a 

force in readiness. 

Honor, 

courage, and 

commitment. 

Coast 

Guard 

August 4, 

1790 

Coast 

Guardsmen* 

Safeguard the Nation’s 

maritime interests. 

Honor, 

respect, and 

devotion to 

duty. 

Air 

Force 

September 18, 

1947 

Airmen* Fly, fight, and win . . . in 

air, space, and 

cyberspace. 

Integrity first, 

service before 

self, and 

excellence in 

all we do. 
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Table 1 (continued) 

Branch Inception date 

Service 

members Mission Core values 

Space 

Force 

December 20, 

2019 

Guardians The USSF is a military 

service that organizes, 

trains, and equips space 

forces in order to protect 

U.S. and allied interests 

in space and to provide 

space capabilities to the 

joint force. USSF 

responsibilities include 

developing Guardians, 

acquiring military space 

systems, maturing the 

military doctrine for 

space power, and 

organizing space forces 

to present to our 

Combatant Commands. 

Integrity first, 

service 

before self, 

and 

excellence in 

all we do. 

 

Note. *The terms Coast Guardsmen and Airmen are standard and utilized without 

regard for gender/sex. Adapted from “A Brief Introduction to the Military Workplace 

Culture” by S. A. Redmond, S. L. Wilcox, S. Campbell, A. Kim, K. Finney, K. Barr, 

and A. M. Hassan, 2015, Work, 50(1), 9-20 (https://doi.org/10.3233/WOR-141987).  

 

comprehensive depiction of military ranks according to each respective branch of 

service’s own unique set of core values and mission statements, all identified in Table 1. 

Women in the Military 

 The military is designed in a hierarchical structure to designate authority with 

commissioned officers leading each service branch followed by warrant officers, as 

applicable, and then the enlisted personnel.  Officers often serve in managerial roles 

relative to the enlisted personnel in which they issue orders and operate at the strategic  
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Table 2 

Pay Grades and Ranks by Military Service Branch 

Rank 

Pay 

grade Army Navy 

Marine 

Corps Coast Guard Air Force 

Commissioned 

officers 

O10 General Admiral General Admiral General 

 O9 Lieutenant 

General 

Vice Admiral Lieutenant 

General 

Vice Admiral Lieutenant 

General 

 O8 Major 

General 

Rear Admiral 

(upper) 

Major 

General 

Rear Admiral 

(upper) 

Major 

General 

 O7 Brigadier 

General 

Rear Admiral 

(lower) 

Brigadier 

General 

Rear Admiral 

(lower) 

Brigadier 

General 

 O6 Colonel Captain Colonel Captain Colonel 

 O5 Lieutenant 

Colonel 

Commander Lieutenant 

Colonel 

Commander Lieutenant 

Colonel 

 O4 Major Lieutenant 

Commander 

Major Lieutenant 

Commander 

Major 

 O3 Captain Lieutenant Captain Lieutenant Captain 

 O2 1st 

Lieutenant 

Lieutenant 

Junior Grade 

1st 

Lieutenant 

Lieutenant 

Junior grade 

1st 

Lieutenant 

 O1 2nd 

Lieutenant 

Ensign 2nd 

Lieutenant 

Ensign 2nd 

Lieutenant 

Warrant 

officers 

W5 Chief 

Warrant 

Officer 5 

Chief 

Warrant 

Officer 5 

Chief 

Warrant 

Officer 5 

N/A N/A 

 W4 Chief 

Warrant 

Officer 4 

Chief 

Warrant 

Officer 4 

Chief 

Warrant 

Officer 4 

Chief 

Warrant 

Officer 4 

N/A 

 W3 Chief 

Warrant 

Officer 3 

Chief 

Warrant 

Officer 3 

Chief 

Warrant 

Officer 3 

Chief 

Warrant 

Officer 3 

N/A 

 W2 Chief 

Warrant 

Officer 2 

Chief 

Warrant 

Officer 2 

Chief 

Warrant 

Officer 2 

Chief 

Warrant 

Officer 2 

N/A 

 W1 Chief 

Warrant 

Officer 1 

N/A Warrant 

Officer 

N/A N/A 

Enlisted E9 Sergeant 

Major 

Master Chief 

Petty Officer 

Master 

Gunnery 

Sergeant 

Master Chief 

Petty Officer 

Chief 

Master 

Sergeant 

 E8 Master 

Sergeant 

Senior Chief 

Petty Officer 

Master 

Sergeant 

Senior Chief 

Petty Officer 

Senior 

Master 

Sergeant 

 E7 Sergeant 

First Class 

Chief Petty 

Officer 

Gunnery 

Sergeant 

Chief Petty 

Officer 

Master 

Sergeant 

 E6 Staff 

Sergeant 

Petty Officer 

First Class 

Staff 

Sergeant 

Petty Officer 

First Class 

Technical 

Sergeant 

 E5 Sergeant Petty Officer 

Second Class 

Sergeant Petty Officer 

Second Class 

Staff 

Sergeant 

 E4 Corporal or 

Specialist 

Petty Officer 

Third 

Corporal Petty Officer 

Third 

Senior 

Airman 

 E3 Private 

First Class 

Seaman Lance 

Corporal 

Seaman Airman 

First Class 
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Table 2 (continued) 

Rank 
Pay 

grade Army Navy 

Marine 

Corps Coast Guard Air Force 

 E2 Private 

Second 

Class 

Seaman 

Apprentice 

Private 

First Class 

Seaman 

Apprentice 

Airman 

 E1 Private Seaman 

Recruit 

Private Seaman 

Recruit 

Airman 

Basic 

 

level of military operations (USA, n.d.).  Officers are designated as either commissioned 

(specifically only for those in grades O1-O10), warrant (W1-W5), or noncommissioned 

(E5-E9). 

 According to Parker, Cillufo, and Stepler (2017), the percentage of women 

serving each service branch varies significantly: 19% of the number of personnel serving 

as active-duty USAF, 18% of the USN, 14% of USA, and 8% of the USMC.  These 

statistics demonstrate that the active-duty military service is still largely male dominated 

with an average of only 14.75% of the DoD’s force being female, but there have been 

significant improvements in the number of females serving in the military.  Between 

1990 and 2015, the average percentage of active-duty officers who were female across all 

service branches increased from 12% to 17% (Parker et al., 2017).  During that same 

period of time, the average percentage of female active-duty enlisted personnel increased 

from 11% to 15% (Parker et al., 2017).  Table 3 highlights the most recent report of 

female participation in military service. 

The data presented in Table 3 also demonstrate that between 2017 and 2019 the 

average number of the DoD’s military force increased from 14.75%, as identified by 

Parker et al. (2017), to approximately 16% (Defense Manpower Data Center [DMDC], 

n.d.).  Table 4 provides a breakdown of women serving in each military service branch by 

officer (O1-O10) and enlisted (E1-E9) tiers.  The most recent statistics provided by the 
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DoD show that the average percentage of active-duty officers who were female was 

18.06% and the average percentage of female active-duty enlisted personnel was 16.34%.  

According to Reynolds and Shendruk (2018), “When the draft ended in 1973, women 

represented just 2 percent of the enlisted forces and 8 percent of the officer corps.  Today, 

those numbers are 16 percent and 18 percent respectively, a significant increase” (p. 9). 

 

Table 3 

Total Number of Female Active-Duty Service Members by Branch as of January 2019 

Branch Number serving Percentage of force 

Army 69,917 15.01% 

Navy 64,942 19.77% 

Marine Corps 16,157   8.68% 

Air Force 65,832 20.40% 

 

Note. Adapted from DoD Personnel, Workforce Reports & Publications, by Defense 

Manpower Data Center (DMDC), n.d. https://dwp.dmdc.osd.mil/dwp/app/dod-data-

reports/workforce-reports).  

 

 

Table 4 

Percentage of Female Service Members by Branch and Career Path as of January 2019 

Branch Officer Enlisted 

Army 17.62% 14.38% 

Navy 19.02% 19.92% 

Marine Corps   7.88%   8.79% 

Air Force 21.33% 20.17% 

 

Note. Adapted from DoD Personnel, Workforce Reports & Publications, by Defense 

Manpower Data Center (DMDC), n.d. (https://dwp.dmdc.osd.mil/dwp/app/dod-data-

reports/workforce-reports).  
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Women in Combat 

 According to Engels and Harris (2002), female service members made up 

approximately 14% of the United States military population.  Although the number of 

female service members has progressively grown, their role within the military has also 

grown to include involvement in combat.  On November 30, 1993, President Bill Clinton 

signed a Defense Authorization Act repealing the prohibitions against the utilization of 

female service members on combat vessels.  Despite this act by President Clinton, 

women remained banned from direct combat and from occupying certain combat roles 

through 2012 and 2015, respectively (MacKenzie, 2012).  Specifically, women were 

unable to hold roles in the Navy SEALS, Marine Corps Infantry, Green Berets, Air Force 

Pararescue, and Army Rangers on the premise that they would not be able to meet 

gender-neutral performance requirements and standards (Tilghman, 2015).  Under the 

leadership of the Secretary of Defense, Ash Carter, the DoD lifted every gender-based 

restriction imposed upon the military services in January 2016. 

Military Conflicts 

 American history is fraught with war and military conflicts.  Since its inception in 

July of 1776, citizens of the United States have taken up arms in the service of their 

country, supporting the country’s initiatives and the protection of its borders.  Table 5 

delivers a summary of historical conflicts and wars the United States has been actively 

involved in with a brief reference of recent conflicts relevant to this study.  War and 

military conflicts often include the deployment of service members to foreign lands, 

which may result in a risk of physical harm because of exposure to a combat 
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environment, living conditions, and austere weather (Nicholson, 2015; Spelman et al., 

2012). 

Military Culture 

The military culture is a unique experience for those who work and serve within 

its ranks.  Personnel who separate from the military and transition into the civilian 

workforce and culture may experience a number of challenges (Pease, Billera, & Gerard, 

2015).  Each service branch has its own set of core values that members are expected to 

share and embody.  Conversely, civilian culture does not have a singular set of shared 

core values thereby making it difficult for many veterans to find a similar concept in the 

civilian sector and profit-driven workforce (Anderson & Goodman, 2014).  Other 

veterans have difficulty adjusting to civilian culture because of differences in language. 

According to Coll and Weiss (2017), the military’s language is unique and filled with 

acronyms and jargon.  Therefore, veterans who transition into civilian culture find 

learning civilian terminology challenging, particularly those terms that are used in both 

civilian and military culture but hold a different meaning (Parsi, 2017).  To aid in their 

transition, the military enacted a transition assistance program during the OEF/OIF era 

that all service members must complete prior to leaving military service and entering the 

civilian sector. 

Military Transition to Civilian Life 

Each military service branch provides a transition assistance program in which 

completion is required of all those who are transitioning from military service to the 

civilian sector.  These programs are designed to equip female service members with the 

necessary job seeking, resume writing, college applying skills to ensure their successful 
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transition to the civilian sector.  Although each military service branch provides some 

form of preseparation counseling and transition service, the focus seems to be on short-

term and initial job search actions (Ware, 2017). 

 

Table 5 

Historical Overview of U.S. Wars, Initiatives, and Military Conflicts 

War/initiative/military conflict Initiation date Termination date 

Spanish-American War April 21, 1898 July 4, 1902 

Mexican Border Period May 9, 1916 April 5, 1917 

World War I April 6, 1917 November 11, 1918 

World War II December 7, 1941 December 31, 1946 

Korean Conflict June 27, 1950 January 31, 1955 

Vietnam Era February 28, 1961 May 7, 1975 

Lebanon Conflicts August 21, 1982 September 29, 1982 

Grenada (Operation Urgent Fury) October 25, 1983 December 15, 1983 

Panama December 21, 1989 February 13, 1990 

Persian Gulf War August 2, 1990 April 6, 1991 

Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) October 7, 2001 December 28, 2014 

Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) March 19, 2003 August 31, 2010 

Operation New Dawn (OND) September 1, 2010 December 15, 2011 

Operation Inherent Resolve (OIR) 

Islamic State 

October 15, 2014  

Operation Freedom’s Sentinel (OFS) January 1, 2015  

Note. Adapted from U.S. Periods of War and Dates of Recent Conflicts, by B.S. 

Torreon, 2017, Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service. 

(https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RS/RS21405/26).  

 

Military transition assistance programs are designed to include both those who are 

retiring and those who are separating regardless of their particular classification under 

each (Gaiter, 2015).  Although these transition programs are mandatory and designed to 

be all inclusive regardless of transition status, it was discovered that not all personnel 

complete this program prior to transitioning from military service to the civilian sector 



30 

(GAO-02-914T: Military and veterans’ benefits, 2002; U.S. Department of Veterans 

Affairs, Office of the Inspector General, 2007; U.S. Government Accountability Office, 

2011).  Furthermore, there is no standardized program established under the DoD that 

leaves each service branch to develop a program that differs in scope and participation 

rates.  According to GAO-05-844T: Military and veterans’ benefits (2005), this oversight 

of the program has resulted in two key deficiencies: (a) many eligible members do not 

attend and do not receive the required transition assistance and (b) there is no established 

manner  to effectively ascertain the effectiveness of the mandated services. 

Military Life Cycle Transition Preparation Model 

During his time as president, President Barack Obama issued an executive order 

(Executive Order No. 13,518, 2009 [Employment of Veterans in the Federal 

Government]) to push the government to serve as a model for the employment of 

veterans with disabilities and to enhance their recruitment, retention, and hiring (White 

House Office of the Press Secretary, 2016).  This shift from solely focusing on mission 

readiness to also including the effort to return female service members to the civilian 

sector as high-functioning and quality citizens resulted in the military life cycle transition 

program model.  Figure 1 showcases the phases and objectives of the military member 

life cycle transition preparation model as outlined by the USMC’s Marine for Lifecycle 

program. 
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Figure 1. Marine for life cycle model (M4LCM). From “Marine for Lifecycle,” by 

Marine Corps Community Services, p. 1, n.d. (https://usmc-mccs.org/cycle/). 

 

Theoretical Background 

The foundational guiding theory serving as one of the lenses utilized for this study 

is the adult transition theory.  According to research by Chickering and Schlossberg 

(1995), transition is a cyclical process consisting of moving in, moving through, and 

moving out.  This type of transition framework accepts the following as criteria: 

1. Transitions are regularly experienced by people. 

2. The type of transition (nonevent, unanticipated, and anticipated) impacts how people 

react to the transition. 

3. Their perceptions of the environment or context in which the transition occurs 

impacts their experience of the transition. 

4. A transition is a process, rather than an end, in which one accepts and adapts by 

moving in, moving through, and moving out (Anderson et al., 2012). 

Transition researchers are unable to come to a consensus regarding the cyclical 

nature of a transition or the linearity of transition (Froggatt, 1997; Glacken, Kernohan, & 

Coates, 2001; Luborsky, 1994; Martin-McDonald & Biernoff, 2002).  However, they 
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have come to agreements regarding other aspects of transition theory.  For example, 

researchers agree that to have an enhanced understanding of how individuals experience 

transition, it is important for the nature, resources, and context of the transition to be 

comprehensively understood, and it is important to understand that individual transition is 

experienced and managed differently (Diamond, 2012).  

One researcher focused on the individual transition experience; Bridges (2004) 

theorized that transition occurs in three phases: the ending, the neutral zone, and new 

beginnings.  This theory of transition focused on the notion that personal development is 

a natural journey in which one’s turning points mark growth.  Bridges’s theory thus 

implies and concurs with other researchers’ notions that change and transition are cyclical 

and frequently occurring.  Transition theorist, Quackenbush, focused on the individual’s 

ability to manage these frequently occurring changes and transitions.  According to 

Quackenbush (1989), “The need to maintain and enhance self-conceptions and self-

presentations of competence and morality provides the basic motivation that can explain 

not only why people might undergo change but also why they might resist undergoing 

change” (p. 316). 

Schlossberg’s 4-S Model 

Anderson and Goodman (2014) highlighted the notion that service members 

reaching the end of their military career who are facing the prospect of transitioning to 

the civilian sector often experience feelings of fear, anxiety, and at times, anger.  These 

feelings may arise as a result of the change in service members’ perception of what their 

reality is.  The process by which a person forms new relationships and roles as a result of 

shifting from one reality to another is defined as a transition (Schlossberg, 1984).  
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Counselors guide individuals through such a process.  Counselors serve as providers of 

information for those undergoing the process and rigors of transition (Schlossberg, 1984).  

Transition counselors are specialists capable of assisting individuals with strategy 

development focused on preparing them for success (Anderson, Goodman, & 

Schlossberg, 2012).  Table 6 highlights the three types of transition outlined by 

Schlossberg’s transition theory.  

 

Table 6 

Schlossberg’s Transition Types 

Type of transition Definition 

Anticipated Transitions that come about predictably 

Unanticipated Transitions that are not scheduled or 

predictable 

Nonevents Transitions that are anticipated but do not 

come about 

Nonevent subcategories 

Personal 

Ripple 

 

Resultant 

Delayed 

 

Associated with individual aspirations 

Felt as a result of a nonevent of someone 

else 

Caused by an event 

Expecting an event that might still occur 

 

Note. Excerpt from Student Development in College: Theory, Research, and Practice 

(pp. 111-114), by N. J. Evans, D. S. Forney, and F. M. Guido-DiBrito, 1998, San 

Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

 

According to Greer (2017), “For women veterans, the transition can be viewed as 

the period between time of discharge from the military and the time at which she has 

fully integrated into her civilian role, including appropriate employment” (p. 57).  Female 

veterans have unique experiences with transition from their military service to the civilian 

sector.  Scholars are able to weigh the unique challenges faced by female combat 
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veterans to create and implement custom development programs and policies by using 

transition theories as a framework as showcased by Figure 2 (Greer, 2017). 

 

 

Figure 2. Transition theory applied to women veterans. From “Career Development for 

Women Veterans: Facilitating Successful Transitions From Military Service to Civilian 

Employment,” by T. W. Greer, 2017, Advances in Developing Human Resources, 19(1), 

p. 57. 

 

The three primary types of transition, as identified in Table 6, are 

1. anticipated 

2. unanticipated 

3. nonevents. 
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Chickering and Schlossberg (1995) explained that nonevents are considered 

anticipated transitions that do not occur.  Each type of transition’s potential for success 

depended on its independent assets and liabilities highlighted by the 4-S model.  Role 

changes, triggers, timing, and duration are all factors that must be assessed when 

considering the degree of potential success for veterans transitioning from military 

service to the civilian sector (Anderson, et al., 2012).  Figure 3 showcases individual 

transitions in relation to Schlossberg’s transition model. 

Situation 

According to Schlossberg (1981), situation encompasses the extent, nature, and 

assumed significance and readiness for change and transition.  This variable also implies 

several other subfactors that may impact an individual’s ability to succeed through the 

transition.  All service members eventually transition from military service into the 

civilian sector for a myriad of reasons.  Retirement, separation due to the end of their 

contract, medical disqualification or retirement, and even administrative reasons are 

several of the causes for service members to transition out of military service.  To ensure 

respondents of this study would comprehend the nature of the inquiry, situation referred 

to the personal variables serving as a cause of the transition. 

Self 

One’s conceptualization of one’s own character, nature, and personality related to 

origin, individuality, and ethos references self as Schlossberg (1981) defined it.  Self is 

the manner in which individuals perceive their preparedness for transition; for those who 

experience military culture, this is cultivated over time.  Conversely, Hart (2017) posited 

that the more extensive one’s military service is, the more challenging the transition into 
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the civilian sector tends to be.  Despite Hart’s assertion, Schlossberg’s model focused on 

several factors regarding the conceptualization of one’s sense of self, such as one’s 

health, socioeconomic status, psychosocial competence, past experience with similar 

transitions, and value orientation.  To ensure respondents of this study would comprehend 

the nature of the inquiry, self-referred to the mental health variables that support or 

challenge the transition. 

 

 

Figure 3. Individual transition coping strategies. Adapted from Counseling Adults in 

Transition: Linking Schlossberg’s Theory With Practice in a Diverse World (4th ed.), by 

M. L. Anderson, J. Goodman, and N. K. Schlossberg, 2012, p. 62, New York, NY: 

Springer. 
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Support 

 Schlossberg (1981) specifically highlighted three aspects of support: interpersonal 

support, institutional support, and physical settings.  Support may refer to those networks, 

resources, households, and caregivers who aid the individual experiencing a transition 

(Barrera & Ainlay, 1983; Schlossberg, 1981).  Support can come in the form of formal or 

informal systems, but ultimately it is designed to aid individuals in their journey through 

the transition.  Support systems assist in the mitigation of obstacles one must overcome to 

successfully transition (Tatum, 2016).  One major support system provided by the 

military to assist service members with a number of transitions is the support and 

readiness centers located on every military installation across the service branches.  

Additionally, to ensure respondents of this study would comprehend the nature of the 

inquiry, support referred to social/cultural/organizational support variables that aid in 

one’s transition. 

Strategies 

 Schlossberg (1981) depicted strategy as intentional and thoughtful action, 

execution, task completion, and course amendment.  Strategies coupled with milestones 

serve an imperative part of achieving a successful transition.  Wilson (2015) highlighted 

the usefulness of employing strategies as a means of reducing the anxiety of the unknown 

during a transition.  Strategies can range from healthy coping mechanisms that can 

promote resiliency and aid in transition to unhealthy coping mechanisms which, 

depending on the mechanism being employed by the individual, can lead to a variety of 

issues or dependencies that may inhibit one’s ability to succeed during a transition.  To 
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ensure respondents of this study would comprehend the nature of the inquire, strategies 

referred to the tactics used to ensure successful transition.  

Gap in Research 

 After an extensive review and analysis of the literature regarding the lived 

experience of female combat veterans transitioning into the civilian sector, a gap was 

identified related to the geographical location of Sacramento, California.  Although 

several studies have occurred over the past decade that explore the lived experiences of 

veterans who have transitioned into the civilian sector, there has yet to be a study 

conducted that examines the lived experiences of OEF/OIF female combat veterans in 

and around Sacramento, California who have completed graduate-level education after 

military service.  The Sacramento region is comprised of numerous active military bases 

and VA sites to assist approximately 480,000 veterans. 

Summary 

 Chapter II of this qualitative, multicase study provided a literature review that 

provided a comprehensive analysis or a myriad of authors who researched adult transition 

theory.  Chapter II also employed a synthesis matrix to compare and contrast literature 

related to the study.  The matrix was created from a multitude of online databases such as 

ProQuest Dissertations, EBSCOhost, Academic Search Premier, and Thesis Global 

database.  Additionally, the author utilized government sites and literary sources to 

include the DoD, VA, and the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.  Furthermore, a historical 

background for the study was provided throughout Chapter II.  
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

Overview 

 This study examined the transition experiences of female veterans who served in 

Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) or Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) and completed 

graduate-level education after leaving military service.  Insufficient research has been 

conducted about the tens of thousands of veterans, particularly females, who have 

honorably served their country and have transitioned from a military organization to the 

private workforce.  Although there are several well-known transition models, this study 

used Schlossberg’s transition model to examine the transition dynamics of situation, self, 

social support, and strategies.  The goal of this research was to inform retired female 

combat veterans as well as their support providers about ways to improve transitions 

from the military to civilian life.  

This chapter presents the methodology utilized that best supports the purpose of 

this qualitative multiple case study and corresponding research questions.  Furthermore, 

this chapter explains the rationale and selection of the research design and describes why 

the most suitable research method was a qualitative research multicase study.  Then the 

chapter presents the population, target population, and sample population, prior to 

describing the instrumentation, data collection methods, and analysis.  The chapter 

concludes with a discussion of the study’s limitations and a summary.  

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this multiple case study was to explore and describe the transition 

experiences of female military veterans regarding their graduate-level education program 
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after leaving service using the Schlossberg transition factors of (a) situation, (b) self,     

(c) support, and (d) strategy. 

Central Research Question 

 One central research question and four research subquestions guided this study.  

The central research question was “What are the transition experiences of female combat 

veterans using the Schlossberg transition model factors of situation, self, support, and 

strategies?” 

Research Subquestions  

1. What were the situational transition experience (situation encompasses the extent, 

nature, and assumed significance and readiness for change and transition) factors that 

female military veterans described experiencing while planning for their graduate-

level education after leaving military service? 

2. What self-characteristics (one’s sense of self, such as one’s health, socioeconomic 

status, psychosocial competence, past experience with similar transitions, and value 

orientation) do female veterans describe that affected their ability to complete 

graduate education after leaving military service? 

3. What support (interpersonal support, institutional support, and physical settings) do 

female military veterans describe that helped them to complete their graduate-level 

education after leaving military service? 

4. What were the strategies (intentional and thoughtful action, execution, task 

completion, and course amendment) that female veterans describe as using as they 

completed a graduate-level education after leaving military service? 



41 

Research Design 

Quantitative research employs the use of statistics and numbers to measure data 

with an emphasis placed on objectivity (McMillan & Schumacher 2010).  Conversely, 

qualitative research places the emphasis on the personal experiences of the study’s 

population and utilizes the researcher as the primary instrument of inquiry (Patton, 2015).  

This study employed qualitative research methods because it involved an exploration of 

multiple perspectives unique to the experiences of the target population.  Furthermore, 

Creswell (2015) described the goal of qualitative research to be the obtainment of a 

deeper understanding of a given subject of inquiry and “reporting multiple perspectives” 

(p. 186). 

This methodology was most appropriate for the study because as Patton (2015) 

stated, qualitative methodology “examines human lives through the lens of a narrative, 

honoring lived experience as a source of important knowledge and understanding” (p. 

128).  The lived experiences of the target population tell the story of transitioning from 

military service to civilian life while concurrently pursuing higher education.  

Furthermore, the information gathered confirms the knowledge, skills, and degree of 

support these individuals obtained and maintained throughout their transition and pursuit 

of higher education, which offers an opportunity to others to mirror simple efforts to 

secure success. 

Creswell and Poth (2018) described five types of qualitative approaches that may 

be utilized in qualitative research: case studies, ethnographic research, grounded research, 

phenomenological research, and narrative research.  Because this study focused on the 

successful transition through higher education by female combat veterans, this research 
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used an in-depth examination of female combat veterans who served in OEF or OIF, their 

support systems, their individual situations, and the strategies they employed. 

To answer the study’s research questions and obtain an understanding of post-

9/11 female combat veterans, a multicase study was determined as the most appropriate 

method.  This method was the most fitting for the researcher in order to cultivate a deeper 

and richer understanding, through the lens of Schlossberg’s transition theory, of the 

participants’ unique experiences.  Three justifications for the employment of a multicase 

study design are (a) ongoing events, such as the transition of female service members 

from military service, need to be investigated; (b) the “why” and “how” of a phenomenon 

in the pursuit of research need to be explored; and (c) there are restricted resources and 

control by the researcher (Yin, 2014). 

Furthermore, McMillan and Schumacher (2010) described a case study as “an in-

depth analysis of a single entity . . . [or] a bounded system” (p. 344).  The term bounded 

system refers to the limits established around the subject of the study.  For this study, the 

bounded system refers to the participants’ period of military service and the situational, 

social, and personal factors they experienced as they completed a graduate-level 

education after military service.  More specifically, the boundaries of this study pertain to 

female combat veterans whose period of military service would classify them as post-

9/11 veterans, specifically, female combat veterans who served in OEF and OIF.  

Veterans who have served in multiple periods of war and military conflict are classified 

into the most recent period they served (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017).  Stake 

(1995) had developed this concept of a bounded system to describe a case in which a 

boundary is established, has working parts, and is an integrated system that includes parts 
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that may or may not be functioning well toward its purpose.  Moreover, the concept is 

designed to provide the researcher the opportunity to maximize the understandings of 

both the case and its inner workings. 

Population 

According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), a population is a “group of 

elements or cases, whether individuals, objects, or events, that conform to specific 

criteria” (p. 129).  Findings in research should be those that can be generalized to the 

study population.  Patten (2017) asserted that the study population is the group of 

individuals whom researchers are most interested in.  According to the National Center 

for Veterans Analysis and Statistics (2018b) there are approximately 1.9 million combat 

veterans living within the United States.  For this study, the intended population was 

143,211 California female combat veterans according to the same source.  

Target Population 

 The target population is a subset of the identified population from which a sample 

is studied.  A target population is identified because of the researcher’s limits of time, 

money, and other resources that make it difficult to study each individual in the 

population (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  Thus, the feasibility of a researcher 

investigating an entire population for a study is unrealistic.  Therefore, researchers 

identify a portion of the population to be used for the in-depth study and draw a sample 

from that group to gather data and make inferences about the findings for the population 

under study.  Creswell (2014) defined the target population as the “actual list of sampling 

units from which the sample is selected” (p. 393).  For this study, the intended population 

was 143,211 California female combat veterans.  This population number was too large, 
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and thus, it was not feasible to interview all potential participants of the study.  The 

narrowing of the population to a target population provided a reasonable and accessible 

population for the purpose of this study. 

A target population was identified by first delimiting the study to post-9/11 

female combat veterans currently residing within California, which is 49,893.  This 

number was too large, so the researcher further limited the target population to the greater 

Sacramento region served by the Veterans Service Office of Sacramento.  Within 

California, there are multiple veterans affairs departments.  This department provides 

veterans with medical, dental, financial, occupational, and educational assistance.  The 

Sacramento Veteran’s Services Offices includes the following counties in their scope of 

responsibility: Alameda, Amador, Calaveras, Colusa, Contra Costa, El Dorado Napa, 

Nevada, Placer, Plumas, Sacramento, San Francisco, San Joaquin, Solano, Stanislaus, 

Sutter, Yolo, and Yuba.  The number of post-9/11 female combat veterans who served in 

the Sacramento Veteran’s Services Offices was 13,925.  

Again, this number was not reasonable, so the final target population was 

delimited to the counties of Sacramento and Solano.  In these two counties, there were 

5,385 post-9/11 female combat veterans for the final target population. 

Sample 

McMillan and Schumacher (2010) defined the sample population of a study as 

“the group of subjects or participants from whom the data are collected” (p. 129).  The 

researcher used purposeful sampling to obtain the sample population.  Purposeful 

sampling derives from the emphasis on in-depth understanding of specific cases: 

information rich cases (Patton 2015).  Information rich cases are described as those from 
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which one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the 

research.  

For this study these are the purposeful sampling criteria for this study: 

• Post-911 female combat veteran 

• Honorably discharged between 2002 and 2021 

• Currently working or residing within Sacramento or Solano County or affiliated with 

a knowledgeable sponsor within that geographic location 

• Successfully completed a graduate (master or doctorate) degree while in veteran or 

retiree status. 

Potential participants must have been in active military duty post-9/11 and have 

been honorably discharged from active military duty between 2002 and 2021.  

Additionally, the veterans needed to live in Sacramento or Solano County and to be 

provided services from the Sacramento Veteran’s Service Office.  Last, participants 

needed to have recently completed a graduate degree program resulting in a master’s or 

doctorate degree or to be near completion of a graduate degree program leading to a 

master’s or doctorate degree.  Research has shown that veterans who have completed a 

graduate degree have a more positive transition from the military to civilian life.  

Sample Size 

 Several prominent authors have guidelines that researchers use to determine the 

appropriate number of cases for a particular study.  Patton (2015) indicated there is lack 

of universal guidelines for sample sizes of qualitative studies; however, Yin (2014) 

emphasized the importance of studying multiple cases rather than a single case because 

the data collected would be more compelling and robust.  The fundamental value in 
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selecting appropriate cases is to have cases that are information rich with regard to the 

issues under investigation, thereby justifying the use of purposive sampling (Patton, 

2015).  Stake (2006) indicated the limited benefits of multiple case studies when than 

four or more than 10 cases are chosen.  He stated that the intent behind the number of 

cases is to obtain enough information-rich data to ensure the validity of the findings while 

not overburdening the researcher with so much data.  Last, Patton (2015) indicated that 

insights gained from this form of qualitative research has more to do with level of 

information richness garnered from the cases selected than actual sample size.  To collect 

data in a feasible and timely manner, a multicase study design for six cases was 

employed. 

Summary of Population: Graphic 

Figure 4 highlights the breakdown from the population to the target population to 

the sample population. 

Sampling Method Procedures 

To find participants who meet the target population criteria, the researcher used 

knowledgeable sponsors.  McMillan and Schumacher (2010) described this sampling 

method as an approach in which participants are referred to the researcher by sponsors 

knowledgeable about this population’s selection criteria.  By employing these sampling 

methods, the researcher was provided with sufficient participants who met the selection 

criteria for this study. 

The researcher used sponsors to find cases.  He contacted sponsors from the VA, 

Veteran Services Office and a local military installation that is still servicing veterans.  

The VA, Veteran Services Office, and Beale Air Force Base provide a variety of services 
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to veterans including access and support for VA and California benefits, community 

outreach, and resources to help veterans with medical, educational, and employment 

needs.  Additionally, these organizations provide occupational opportunities, coaching, 

and connections to veteran support agencies such as Veteran Service Centers.  Last, these 

departments help service members and veterans identify their educational goals, find 

suitable educational programs, and assist with the application process to these programs. 

 

 

Figure 4. Population, target, and sample. 

 

Three key members of these organizations provided assistance to find participants 

who met the criteria of the study and who had relevant transition experiences aligned to 

the purpose of the study.  Participating in this study were Rochelle Arnold, Theresa 

Banks, and Robert King.  The aforementioned experts had extensive knowledge of and 

experience working with veterans transitioning from military service to the civilian 

Population:

Female Combat 
Veterans in CA

• N = 143,211 

Target Population: 

Post 9/11 Female 
Combat Veterans 

who live in 
Sacramento or 
Solano County

• N = Total post-9/11 female combat 
veterans living in Sacramento or 
Solano County - 5,385 female 
combat

Sample 
Population: 

Post-9/11 Female 
Combat Veterans 
Meeting Criteria

• N = 6
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sector, and because of the nature of their professions, they have had contact with veterans 

pre- and posttransition thereby making them capable of providing information-rich 

participants. 

Rochelle Arnold is the Sacramento County Veteran Service Officer responsible 

for leading a team of veterans affairs experts dedicated to connecting veterans with all 

available VA and California benefits, community outreach, and veteran resources 

designed to help veterans with medical, educational, and employment needs.  She has 

over 20 years of service in the public and military sector during which time she has 

guided and mentored hundreds of female service members and veterans toward 

professional and educational goals by connecting them with the necessary tools, 

information, and resources to be successful. 

Theresa Banks works for the military in a civilian capacity as the Community 

Support Specialist.  She is responsible for leading a team that connects military members 

transitioning from military service to the civilian sector in conjunction with 

veterans/retirees, occupational opportunities, and veteran support agencies such as VSOs 

and Veteran Service Centers.  She has over 20 years of service in the public and military 

sector during which time she has guided and connected thousands of female service 

members and veterans to a variety of resources and services.  She has individually been 

recognized, and her team has been recognized, for exceptional performance in taking care 

of service members, several times by senior leaders at Beale AFB.  

Robert King works for the military in a civilian contractor and Air National Guard 

reserve capacity.  In both capacities he is responsible for leading teams comprised of 

service members pretransition and veterans posttransition.  He has approximately 20 
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years of service in the public and military sector during which time he mentored hundreds 

of personnel and connected them to a variety of educational and professional resources 

designed to help them obtain graduate-level education and professional certifications.  

Robert has been individually recognized for exceptional service, and many of his mentees 

have gone on to secure bachelor degrees, graduate degrees, and a number of professional 

certifications, thereby qualifying them for senior-level positions and ultimately enhancing 

their overall quality of life. 

The researcher requested each of the three sponsors to identify three participants 

who met the selection criteria and exemplified the four elements of Schlossberg’s 

transition theory and 4-S model.  The researcher ensured the sponsors had a fundamental 

understanding of Schlossberg’s transition theory before they nominated any participants.  

The sponsors provided a total of nine participant referrals for the study.  The researcher 

provided text for the sponsors to use to inquire about the interest of potential participants 

for the study.  The sponsors sent an inquiry to the identified participants to participate in 

the study.  The potential participants were to respond, affirmative or negative, to the 

nominating sponsor.  From this potential participant inquiry and response, the sponsors 

identified six possible participants for the study.  The sponsors notified the researcher 

about the contact information for the female combat veterans who wished to be included 

in the study.  The researcher then contacted each participant about the study.  The 

participants were provided an invitation to participate in the study and this document is 

included in Appendix C. 
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The process for contacting the sample population is outlined as follows: 

1. The researcher contacted the identified sponsors to obtain their support to assist with 

identifying participants for the study.  

2. The researcher provided the sponsors with a brief synopsis of the study, the selection 

criteria, and detailed information regarding the four elements of Schlossberg’s 

transition theory and 4-S model. 

3. The three sponsors each identified three potential participants who were added to the 

prospective participant pool.  The sponsors contacted the potential participants to 

assess their interest in participating in the study.   

4. If a potential participant was interested in the study, the sponsor shared the contact 

information with the researcher. 

5. Six study participants were selected via random selection from the potential 

participant pool, and the remaining four were utilized as a randomized replacement 

should a study participant need to drop from the study. 

6. The researcher contacted the potential participants by phone to explain the purpose of 

the study as well as the benefits and risks of participating.  Questions from the 

potential participants and terms of their anonymity were clarified by the researcher.  

An Informational Letter was emailed to potential participants as well (Appendix D). 

7. A 60-min interview was scheduled with participants upon their agreement to 

participate.  The allotted amount of time for the interviews ensured the participants’ 

busy schedules could be accommodated. 

8. The following documents were emailed to each participant by the researcher once an 

interview had been scheduled: (a) an Invitation to Participate letter (Appendix C),   
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(b) a copy of the Research Participant’s Bill of Rights (Appendix E), (c) an Informed 

Consent form for the participant to sign and return to the researcher prior to the 

interview (Appendix F), (d) an Interview Protocol and Script to be reviewed by 

participants prior to the interview (Appendix G), and (e) an Audio Release form for 

participants to sign and return to the researcher prior to the interview (Appendix H). 

Instrumentation 

 To gather different data types to ascertain the lived experiences, support, 

strategies, and situations that female combat veterans experienced as they completed 

graduate-level education, the researcher utilized a qualitative multicase study design.  

According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), there are three types of data researchers 

can obtain while conducting fieldwork. 

1. Interviews 

2. Observations 

3. Artifact reviews 

Additionally, they asserted that a researcher’s decision on the types of data 

gathered may be adjusted subsequent to the selection of a site and entry into the field.  

For example, data gathered from artifact review and subsequent analysis may serve to 

validate data gathered from interviews.  

The instruments of this study, interviews and artifact review, were designed to 

collect data about the four characteristics of Schlossberg’s (1981) transition model.  An 

extensive synthesis of research was conducted about transition models and this model 

was the best fit for the population and phenomena being studied.  This model had four 
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components including situation, self, social support, and strategies.  The four transition 

components of this model included the following: 

1. Situation, which encompasses the extent, nature, and assumed significance and 

readiness for change and transition 

2. Self, which includes areas such as one’s health, socioeconomic status, psychosocial 

competence, past experience with similar transitions, and value orientation)  

3. Support, which includes interpersonal support, institutional support, and physical 

settings)  

4. Strategies, which include intentional and thoughtful action, execution, task 

completion, and course amendment). 

To ensure that key elements of Schlossberg’s transition model were identified and 

discussed during the interview, the researcher constructed 12 interview questions to 

inform and address this study’s four research questions (see Appendix A).  To verify that 

the interview questions assessed the four components of this model (situation, self, social 

support, and strategies), an organizational development specialist with a doctorate and 

with experience in conducting qualitative studies was consulted to verify the validity of 

the interview instrument.  Based on the content expert’s review, the research questions 

were modified to align to the needs of the study.  Additionally, after the interview 

instrument review, a mock interview was held to validate the effectiveness of the 

interview questions and the interview process.  

To collect qualitative data, this study primarily utilized interviews with support by 

a review of artifacts.  Critical artifacts relevant to the central and subresearch questions 

were reviewed by the researcher in addition to the use of semistructured interviews.  
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Findings from both types of data were utilized to answer the central and subresearch 

questions and were compared against the literature reviewed in this study.  Although 

McMillan and Schumacher (2010) indicated observations as one type of data researchers 

can obtain while conducting field work, data from observations were not collected during 

this study.  Collection of this type of data did not occur as the subjects of the study had to 

already have completed graduate-level education; therefore, observing the subject during 

this endeavor was not possible. 

Interviews  

 Patton (2015) described how qualitative research methodology gathers 

information-rich data about a target population’s experiences and perspectives to 

effectively address the study’s research questions.  The researcher employed 

semistructured interview questions to explore and obtain a deeper understanding of the 

lived experiences of the study’s subjects.  For this study, the researcher employed an 

interview guide consisting of semistructured interview questions focused on key variables 

identified within Schlossberg’s transition theory and 4-S model factors of situation, self, 

social support, and strategies to enable participants to share their lived experiences of 

completing graduate-level education. 

According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), “The investigator usually acts as 

an observer in the setting that is being studied, either as the interviewer, the observer, or 

the person who studies artifacts” (p. 322).  Interview best practices as prescribed by 

Patton (2015) and McMillan and Schumacher (2010) were utilized.  Qualitative in-depth 

interviews are known for (a) being genuine; (b) maintaining eye contact; (c) using their 

probes and pauses; (d) establishing trust; and (e) conveying through voice tone, phrasing, 
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and cadence the researcher both hears and connects with the participant, elicits more 

legitimate data than a stiff approach. 

Interviews were comprised of semistructured questions in conjunction with 

probes to gather in-depth information from participants regarding their opinions, feelings, 

knowledge, and experiences (Patton, 2015).  Interviews were recorded to ensure the 

information collected included direct quotations from participants with ample context to 

be interpretable.  According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), participant responses 

can be clarified, probed, elaborated upon, and followed up in order for the researcher to 

obtain specific and accurate responses.  

Interview Guide 

 The list of questions the researcher intends to ask participants during an interview, 

often in a particular order which supports the research questions, is described as the 

interview guide (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016).  The researcher developed a guide that 

contained an introduction of the research study’s purpose in conjunction with a copy of 

the questions to be asked during the interview and provided the guide to the participants 

in advance of the interview.  Furthermore, participants were provided the key terms and 

definitions of Schlossberg’s 4-S model prior to the interview.  The first two questions 

were focused on the motivators for participants to pursue graduate-level education after 

military service and to ascertain their understanding of the key terms and elements of 

completed graduate-level education.  Subsequently, 11 questions were asked, broken 

down by three questions per 4-S element/research question with a correlating follow-up 

question.  The researcher’s semistructured interview approach and interview guide 

utilized to minimize the variation between the participants’ understanding of the 
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interview questions.  This allowed the interview to be time efficient and focused as a 

result of the consistent format and participant participation, which led to a richer analysis. 

Artifacts 

 To provide supplementary perspective and context to qualitative research, Patton 

(2015) recommended that researchers review existing artifacts.  The researcher 

participated in fieldwork prior to the interview to collect archival data from female 

combat veterans in Northern California.  Artifact analysis provides supplementary 

context to the qualitative research (Patton, 2015).  By including artifact review, this study 

provided triangulation to the interview data, which then enabled the researcher to cross 

reference the interviews with the artifacts for each research question.  The cross 

referencing of data helped to strengthen the validity of the themes and findings for the 

study.  Artifacts provide various indications of materials and take on different forms to 

supplement interview transcriptions. 

 Artifacts that were based on the research questions were included in the study if 

they were found to inform the research questions.  Participants were asked to either 

provide artifacts or direct the researcher to potential artifacts that would be incorporated 

into the study.  All artifacts collected and utilized in the study were entered into the 

NVivo™ qualitative coding software for analysis.  This study’s artifacts were gathered by 

direct discovery by the researcher or by provision from the participant.  Numerous 

artifacts were studied to obtain data and supply context for the experiences of female 

combat veterans matching the study’s criteria as they as they completed their graduate 

education after military service.  Some of the artifacts included in the study are 

documents such as participants’ summary of benefits letter from the VA, VA disability 
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compensation charts, participants’ graduate school’s educational program overview 

(specifically highlighting course load—full-time/part-time credit amount, and learning 

method—online, on-campus, hybrid), and participants’ GI Bill certificate of eligibility, 

which helped identify situational factors and social support provided to participants as the 

completed graduate-level education.  Additionally, any photos that speak to familial 

settings, strategies, or organizational support such as cohort meetings, resumes, or memos 

that indicate participants’ occupation during their time in graduate school (e.g., resumes, 

hiring forms, discharge paperwork, employee handbooks, etc.), and official files that help 

to shape the context of the participants’ lives all helped add to the context of the 

participants’ situational, social, personal, or strategic factors as they completed their 

graduate education after military service. 

Researcher as the Instrument of Study 

According to Patton (2015), a researcher serves as the primary instrument of data 

collection in qualitative research studies.  Therefore, a high level of proficiency in the 

practice of interviewing with a keen awareness of any potential bias is imperative to 

ensure the integrity of the data is protected (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  Some 

potential bias of the researcher in this particular study is that the researcher is a post-9/11 

veteran who served in OEF, who was honorably discharged between 2002 and 2021, 

currently resides in Northern California, and successfully completed a graduate-level 

educational program while in veteran status. 

For this reason, Patton (2015) emphasized the importance of mindfulness 

throughout the interview proceedings.  Patton explained mindfulness as being 

intrinsically nonjudgmental and the access point to empathy.  In this multiple case study, 
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the researcher served as the main instrument utilizing semistructured interviews to collect 

data. 

Validity 

 According to Creswell (2015) and Patton (2015), validity is defined as an 

indication of how efficient the test instrument gauges what it was intended to.  Strong 

validity is necessary for the instrument’s credibility.  Patton (2015) referenced the term 

“face validity” (p. 26) to describe whether, with credibility and confidence, the 

instrument will gauge what it is meant to gauge.  The first layer of validity was used for 

this study based on a synthesis of literature on transition models.  After considering 

various transition models, the Schlossberg transition model was the best fit for the 

purpose and research questions under examination.  This validity of instruments used by 

researchers is pertinent to the credibility of answers to research questions.  Patton (2015) 

stated, “Qualitative analysis is driven by the capacity for astute pattern recognition from 

beginning to end” (p. 653).  Data collection from participants included a precise dictation 

of the recorded interviews, and all supplemental information written was provided. 

 The research design incorporated strategies for improving the qualitative validity 

of the study.  Additionally, the researcher incorporated six strategies for improving the 

qualitative validity of the study as outlined by McMillan and Schumacher (2010):  

1. Prolonged and persistent fieldwork: In this multiple case study, the researcher spent 

many hours examining multiple case studies about the lived experiences of female 

veterans transitioning from military service.  Additionally, the researcher 

meticulously analyzed artifacts that supported the research questions.  To provide 
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validity to the key findings of this study, the researcher employed cross validation of 

analysis of the study’s artifacts. 

2. Mutual meaning: The terminology of the research and semistructured interview 

questions have a mutually understood meaning achieved between the researcher and 

each participant.  Each participant was provided the same semistructured interview 

questions by the researcher, thereby ensuring there was no variance in this integral 

part of the study.  Furthermore, the researcher’s development of the study’s 

semistructured interview questions enabled participants to convey their stories and 

describe their lived experiences.  Last, the participants and researcher agreed on the 

description or composition of events and in particular, the meanings of said events 

(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). 

3. Multimethod strategies: For this study, the researcher employed semistructured 

interview questions and probes to enable him to observe the verbal and nonverbal 

behavior of participants through the interview process.  Additionally, the researcher 

analyzed relevant artifacts and devoted a significant amount of time with each of the 

study’s participants to develop an enhanced understanding of the participants’ 

experiences and to ensure the study was in a relatively natural surrounding for the 

participant.  Furthermore, the researcher cross-referenced the research questions with 

the semistructured interview questions and relevant artifacts to make certain sufficient 

data had been collected to achieve the study’s purpose. 

4. Pilot testing and interview critiques by observers: The researcher was enabled to 

identify semistructured interview questions that were not directly correlated with the 

researcher questions. 
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5. Member interview checking and participant review: The researcher verified with each 

participant the accuracy and validity of the transcript from their respective interviews. 

To improve the accuracy of the interview, the interviewee is permitted to check the 

interviewer’s perceptions.  The interview gets transcribed by the interviewer who 

sends the transcript to the interviewee to review for accuracy.  The respondent can 

review the transcript and make modifications to the script for clarity, accuracy, and 

validity. 

6. Negative or discrepant data inclusion: The researcher worked to identify, record, 

analyze, and report negative or discrepant data that are exceptions to patterns or alter 

patterns found in the data, which could suggest findings are inconsistent with 

emerging themes. 

Field-Testing  

 Field-testing is yet one more research technique that increases validity.  

Specifically, Creswell and Poth (2018) explained that it affirms “content validity of 

scores on an instrument to provide an initial evaluation of the internal evaluation of the 

internal consistency of the items and to improve questions, format and instructions” (p. 

154).  Interview questions for the study were created and refined to provide sufficient 

response to the study’s research questions, and nonparticipating administrators field-

tested the interview questions.  Furthermore, these interview questions were reviewed by 

University of Massachusetts Global doctoral program professors. 

Performing a pilot test may also serve as a means to improve the reliability of 

information collection according to McMillan and Schumacher (2010).  The researcher 

rehearses the interview process with a participant who is not included in the actual study.  
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Furthermore, McMillan and Schumacher explained the goal of field-testing is to 

approximate the circumstances of the interviews utilized in a study to determine 

appropriate timing as well as the quality of information that may be gathered.  Pilot 

testing was conducted by the researcher before entering the field.  A subject who met the 

same sample criteria for the study consented to being the participant for the pilot 

interview.  Additionally, a third-party observer experienced in qualitative interviewing 

consented to monitor the pilot interview.  The observer and interview participant were 

both asked to provide feedback subsequent to the pilot interview utilizing the field-test 

interview feedback prompt (see Appendix I).  Feedback was employed as a means to 

refine the researcher’s interview techniques before taking the study live in the field. 

 Two nonparticipating administrators conducted a review of the first draft of the 

interview questions.  This review was focused on the interview questions’ context toward 

an appropriate response to the research questions, providing recommendations to the 

researchers, and an increased understanding for participants.  Subsequent to receiving 

feedback from the two nonparticipating administrators, a third nonparticipating 

administrator was utilized for a mock interview held with the researcher.  The mock 

interview between the nonparticipating administrator and the researcher was observed by 

a third party for the purpose of gathering feedback on the pacing, timing, and flow of the 

interview process and questions.  Upon completion of the field test, the researcher 

collected feedback from both the observer and the interviewee regarding suggested 

changes to the interview process or questions.  This feedback was used to develop the 

final draft of the interview questions (Appendix J). 
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Reliability 

 Roberts (2010) stated, “Reliability is the degree to which your instrument 

consistently measures something from one time to another” (p. 151).  Creswell (2015), 

McMillan and Schumacher (2010), and Patton (2015) all defined reliability, as it relates 

to research studies, as the ability to replicate results in the absence of change.  Therefore, 

the reliability of this study would be measured, if repeated, by its ability to garner similar 

findings while conditions remained unchanged.  Patton (2015) explained that the 

reliability of a study can be assessed by reviewing the data collection, entry, and analysis 

methods.  Additionally, Bloomberg and Volpe (2018) explained qualitative reliability as 

the ability for the same observations and findings to be derived from two researchers 

separately studying the same phenomenon.  The researcher ensured the study contained 

significant evidence that the descriptions and analysis were truly representative of the 

phenomenon and population studied as Bloomberg and Volpe have stressed the 

importance of data and analysis credibility. 

 The researcher employed an interview guide for the semistructured interview 

questions that increased reliability of this study.  Data collected from the interviews were 

provided consistency through the use of the interview guide.  Furthermore, the interview 

protocol was field-tested prior to entry into the field.  McMillan and Schumacher (2010) 

emphasized the need to field-test data collection instruments to assist in confirming that 

inquiries were both clear and yielded similar answers from participants.  

Intercoder Reliability 

 Creswell (2015) described intercoder agreement as the process of researchers 

employing peer analysis to validate the plausibility of data analysis as findings begin to 
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emerge by cross-checking data codes.  When two or more analysts concur on the codes 

utilized for the same written data sets, such as artifacts and interview transcripts, 

intercoder agreement is established.  For this study, the researcher recruited an external 

coder proficient in social science research who has a doctoral degree and familiarity with 

NVivo™ qualitative coding software to conduct a cross-check of the data codes.  The 

external coder was provided 20% of the collected data to obtain 80% intercoder 

reliability.  Prior to coding, a .80 level of reliability was established (Lombard, Snyder-

Duch, & Bracken, 2002).  To extrapolate themes from the data collected, the research 

utilized NVivo™ qualitative coding software.  Subsequently, the researcher analyzed the 

themes, refined them until a list of codes was established, and once the codes were 

established, involved the external coder.  Creswell (2015) and McMillan and Schumacher 

(2010) indicated once the intercoding process is accomplished, codes revealing a .80 or 

higher level of reliability are utilized to identify patterns. 

Data Collection 

Human Subject Consideration 

 Before data collection can be initiated, University of Massachusetts Global’s 

Internal Review Board (IRB) must approve the design of the study, to include the 

standardization of interview scripts.  According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), to 

guard human subjects being researched and verifying researcher compliance with federal 

regulations and ethical considerations, IRB policies are necessary.  Subsequent to the 

study’s approval, subjects were contacted to formally invite them to participate in the 

study.  Specifically, participants were provided a Research Participant’s Bill of Rights, a 

formal letter inviting them to participate in the study, and an informed consent letter. 
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 Additionally, when contacted, participants were provided the researcher’s 

background and contact information, an overview of the study, the requested time 

commitment estimated for the study, an informed consent letter, a consent form 

authorizing the researcher to conduct a recording of the interview with the option to 

review the transcript at a later point in time, and a statement highlighting the interview as 

a completely voluntary process.  The researcher provided copies of the consent forms to 

participants and reaffirmed their willingness to participate in conjunction with their 

consent to be recorded.  All participants consented to the recording and requested copies 

of the transcripts. 

 Participants’ privacy was further safeguarded as the researcher secured all data 

gathered subsequent to each interview (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015).  

Additionally, the dissertation chair and researcher were the only individuals who had 

knowledge of the participants’ identities.  Participants’ identities were concealed 

throughout the study through the use of pseudonyms, and documents containing 

transcriptions of the interviews, along with other related data, were destroyed. 

Interview Process 

 Researchers such as Creswell (2015), McMillan and Schumacher (2010), and 

Patton (2015), recommended the use of semistructured, standardized, face-to-face virtual 

via Zoom sessions for qualitative studies.  In doing so, the researcher ensures that 

participants are empowered to convey relevant experiences to the specific phenomenon 

under study.  To ensure the data were manageable, a finite number of interview questions 

was developed.  Documentation, consent, and an overview of the study was provided to 
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participants in advance of the interview.  Documentation of consent was accomplished by 

participants prior to meeting with the researcher.  

 All participants consented to both the interview and the recording of the 

interview.  All interviews were conducted virtually to protect participants’ privacy and 

health because of travel restrictions implemented as a consequence of the COVID-19 

pandemic.  Interview protocols, including the semistructured interview questions, were 

identical for each interview.  Every interview began with a brief discussion reiterating the 

researcher’s background, purpose of the study, and a review of their consent paperwork.  

At the conclusion of the introductory discussion and prior to the interview, participants 

were reminded of the voluntary nature of the interview and informed that premature 

termination of the interview and declination to any inquiry remained within their 

purview. 

 Initially, the interview began with inquiries regarding the participants’ 

demographic information.  McMillan and Schumacher (2010) explained, “Some 

researchers prefer to obtain this [demographic] data at the beginning of the interview to 

establish rapport and focus attention” (p. 359).  Afterwards, participants were questioned 

about their background experience leading them to pursue graduate-level education.  All 

remaining semistructured interview questions pertained to participants’ lived experiences 

in regard to Schlossberg’s 4-S model.  Patton (2015) identified semistructured interviews 

as “by far the most widely used type of measure for collecting data for qualitative 

research” (p. 163).  Furthermore, his method of study provided the researcher the 

opportunity to employ “interview probes” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 358).  For 
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this study, interviews ranged between 45 min and 60 min.  As interviews concluded, the 

researcher expressed gratitude to participants for their time and contributions. 

Artifact Review 

 To increase qualitative data gathered during the study and expand upon 

triangulation procedures, the researcher collected documents and artifacts relative to the 

study (Creswell, 2014; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  Artifacts serve as a means for 

the researcher to obtain pertinent information written in the dialect of the participants.  

According to Creswell (2015), artifacts can provide data in the form of the words and 

means of communication of the participants.  Furthermore, data can be gathered from 

artifacts in a variety of forms.  According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), there are 

three specific types of artifacts: objects, official artifacts, and personal artifacts.  Artifacts 

for this study included official documents and public items such as VA certificates of 

eligibility, VA summary of benefits letters, and VA disability compensation tables.  

Furthermore, the study included artifacts that highlighted the participants’ employment 

history or lack thereof during graduate school as well as any financial assistance (e.g., 

Free Application for Federal Student Aid [FAFSA®], GI Bill, etc.) programs provided 

during their graduate school experience.  Last, the artifacts of this study included 

personal artifacts such as photos highlighting familial support or organizational support 

(such as from cohort meetings), hobbies, and documentation of strategies such as gym 

memberships. 



66 

Data Analysis 

Interviews 

 Patton (2015) stated, “Qualitative analysis aims to make sense of qualitative data: 

detecting patterns, identifying themes, answering the primary questions framing the 

study, and presenting substantively significant findings” (p. 658).  To analyze the data 

effectively, the researcher utilized NVivo software to code and organize data from the 

interviews into codes and themes as well as track selected data with related themes.  

Furthermore, to expedite access to specific quotes associated with the narrative of the 

study, the researcher accessed reports generated from NVivo. 

To mitigate researcher bias, the following interview protocols were employed: 

• Uniform, semistructured interview questions enabled participants to elaborate upon 

their responses or delve deeper into their stories. 

• A virtual platform, Zoom, because of COVID-19 safety protocols, was utilized for 

each interview. 

• Data were recorded as presented to limit the risk of researcher interpretations because 

the researcher was the instrument of study. 

• Member checking was used to provide participants the opportunity to verify 

transcriptions against recordings for accuracy (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). 

Member checking did not include findings for verification purposes (Patton, 

2015).  All data, descriptions, and qualifiers were organized in tables for presentation in 

Chapter IV.  The researcher repeatedly reviewed the data to capture the themes that best 

answered each research question. 
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The researcher developed a frequency table for each research question.  The 

themes with the highest frequency of comments and artifacts were listed in the table, 

from highest to lowest frequency.  Specifically, the researcher created tables that listed 

data in the following columns: the number of participants who described an identified 

theme; the number of times participants mentioned that particular theme during their 

interviews; and the number of artifacts found for each theme.  Last, the researcher listed 

the sum of interviews and artifacts interactions for each theme in the last column.  

Artifacts 

 If the artifacts reviewed addressed the study’s purpose and research questions, 

they were included.  The artifacts included addressed the situational factors, social 

support factors, personal characteristics, and strategies participants employed and 

experienced as they completed graduate-level education after leaving military service.  In 

an attempt to describe the lived experiences of female combat veterans who served in 

Operations Enduring Freedom and Iraqi Freedom, transitioned from military service to 

the civilian sector, and completed graduate-level education after military service, the data 

were collected and analyzed.  The analysis of the case study “followed a pattern matching 

procedure” such that the “role of theory was to specify the descriptive differences” in 

addition to the similarities of participants’ experiences (Yin, 2012, p. 39).  Artifacts 

assume various forms and supply supplemental information to add to the data gathered 

from interview transcripts.  To analyze and process the artifacts that address the study’s 

purpose and research questions, the researcher utilized NVivo software.  Artifacts found 

relevant to each research question and relative to identified themes were presented in 

conjunction with the semistructured interview analysis. 
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Data Representation 

The researcher examined the data repeatedly to identify themes that best answered 

each of the study’s research subquestions.  The data were presented in two ways, data 

frequency tables and representative participant comments.  To provide a visual data 

representation for each research question, the researcher provided a frequency table for 

each theme supporting all four research questions.  The tables include the number of 

participants whose interview comments aligned with an identified theme, the frequency 

that a particular theme was mentioned during the participants’ interviews, and the 

frequency of artifacts provided by participants for the identified theme.  Last, the 

researcher provided the total frequency of participant comments and artifacts for each 

theme.  In another section of the data analysis, representative comments from participants 

were shared for each theme.  Themes identified for the central research question and 

research subquestions are presented at the conclusion of Chapter IV and ordered from 

highest frequency to lowest. 

Triangulation of Data 

 The use of several types of data to enhance the credibility and validity of findings 

is referred to as triangulation.  McMillan and Schumacher (2010) explained that 

triangulation occurs when multiple methods of inquiry are employed or when multiple 

data sources are analyzed.  There are several types of triangulation that researchers may 

utilize to enhance the reliability of their findings.  Patton (2015) described four specific 

types of triangulation: theory triangulation, investigator triangulation, methodological 

triangulation, and data triangulation.  For the purpose of this study, the researcher focused 

on data triangulation.  Data triangulation was described by Patton as “the use of a variety 
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of data sources in a study” (p. 316).  Therefore, data were collected via interviews 

conducted by the researcher in conjunction with artifacts and documents collected to 

triangulate the data. 

Researchers such as Creswell and Poth (2018), McMillan and Schumacher 

(2010), and Patton (2015) have acknowledged the importance of data triangulation as      

a means of strengthening the reliability and validity of findings from studies.  Coded 

themes from analyzing the artifacts and interview transcripts were utilized in the 

triangulation of data.  Furthermore, the comprehensiveness of data collected was added  

to by an extensive literature review.  The study’s reliability was improved through             

(a) thorough review of artifacts, (b) guaranteeing the sample population qualified for the 

study per the selection criteria, and (c) field-testing the interview questions. 

Limitations 

 Through comprehensive depictions of the veterans’ experiences, the participants 

provided the researcher their individual perspectives.  Furthermore, a thorough review of 

artifacts provided by participants was also utilized.  However, as with all studies, there 

were limitations.  According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), the term limitations 

refers to aspects of a study over which the researcher has no control that may have a 

detrimental impact upon the results.  Some potential limitations the researcher identified 

in this study were 

1. The data collected by participants’ self-reported experiences and perceptions could 

have been biased by other unaccounted for factors or events. 

2. Participants’ participation could have been limited due to timing and availability 

constraints. 
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3.  The sample was only from a 75-mile radius of Sacramento and the results may not be 

indicative of female combat veterans in California. 

4. Although the researcher endeavored to remain unbiased throughout the process, there 

is still the possibility of the researcher’s own bias being unconsciously injected into 

the study. 

5. The research was constrained by a necessarily small sample size, impacting the 

generalizability of the results. 

Summary 

Chapter III began with a reiteration of the study’s purpose, the centralized 

research question, and subresearch questions.  Furthermore, the chapter provided sections 

describing the research methodology and design, population, target population, and 

sampling process.  Last, the chapter also provided a comprehensive review and 

description of the instrumentation, data collection, data analysis, and recognized 

limitations of the study.  
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS 

Chapter IV outlines this study’s process including data collection and the 

findings.  The purpose statement and research questions were reviewed and aligned 

utilizing an alignment chart (Appendix K) then followed by a discussion of the 

population, sample, and demographics. The primary focus of this chapter is the 

presentation of the data findings, specifically qualitative data pertaining to the lived 

experiences of post-9/11 female combat veterans.  Furthermore, data findings are 

presented according to the four elements of Schlossberg’s transition theory: situation, 

self, support, and strategies. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this multiple case study was to explore and describe the transition 

experiences of female military veterans regarding their graduate-level education program 

after leaving service, using the Schlossberg transition factors of (a) situation, (b) self,    

(c) support, and (d) strategy. 

Central Research Question 

 One central research question and four research subquestions guided this study: 

The central research question was “What are the transition experiences of female combat 

veterans using the Schlossberg transition model factors of situation, self, support, and 

strategies?” 

Research Subquestions  

1. What were the situational transition experience (situation encompasses the extent, 

nature, and assumed significance and readiness for change and transition) factors that 
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female military veterans described experiencing while planning for their graduate-

level education after leaving military service? 

2. What self-characteristics (one’s sense of self, such as one’s health, socioeconomic 

status, psychosocial competence, past experience with similar transitions, and value 

orientation) do female veterans describe that affected their ability to complete 

graduate education after leaving military service? 

3. What support (interpersonal support, institutional support, and physical settings) do 

female military veterans describe that helped them to complete their graduate-level 

education after leaving military service? 

4. What were the strategies (intentional and thoughtful action, execution, task 

completion, and course amendment) that female veterans describe as using as they 

completed a graduate-level education after leaving military service? 

Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures 

 A qualitative multiple case study was utilized to describe the lived experiences of 

post-9/11 female combat veterans who served in Operations Enduring Freedom and Iraqi 

Freedom as they completed graduate-level education subsequent to military service.  In-

depth interviews were conducted by the researcher with six veterans who met specific 

criteria and were identified by knowledgeable sponsors.  Interviews were conducted via 

Zoom to maximize convenience for the participants and to ensure public health 

precautions because of the COVID-19 pandemic and were recorded with the permission 

of the participants.  All data obtained for the study were securely stored by the researcher. 
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Population 

According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), a population is a “group of 

elements or cases, whether individuals, objects, or events, that conform to specific 

criteria” (p. 129).  In research, the study population is the group for which the findings of 

the study will be generalized.  For this study, the intended population was California 

female combat veterans.  According to the National Center for Veterans Analysis and 

Statistics (2018b), there are approximately 143,211 California female combat veterans. 

Target Population 

A target population is identified because the researcher’s limits of time, money, 

and other resources make it difficult to study each individual in the population (McMillan 

& Schumacher, 2010).  As such, the target population serves as a subset of the identified 

population from which a sample will be studied and the findings generalized.  For the 

purpose of this study, the researcher established the following criteria to identify the 

target population: female combat veterans identified by knowledgeable sponsors 

functioning in the counties of Sacramento and Solano in which there are 5,385 post-9/11 

female combat veterans. 

Sample 

McMillan and Schumacher (2010) defined the sample population of a study as 

“the group of subjects or participants from whom the data are collected” (p. 129).  The 

researcher used purposeful sampling to obtain the sample population.  Because of the 

number of female veterans identified in Sacramento and Solano counties, the researcher 

also utilized knowledgeable sponsors to identify members meeting the specific criteria of 

the study.  The following criteria are listed as the sampling criteria of this study: 
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• Post-911 female combat veteran  

• Honorably discharged between 2002 and 2021 

• Currently working or residing within Sacramento or Solano County or affiliated with 

a knowledgeable sponsor within that geographic location 

• Successfully completed a graduate (master or doctorate) degree while in veteran or 

retiree status. 

Demographic Data 

 This study included six participants who met the eligibility criteria and signed 

informed consent forms.  To describe the participants, the researcher collected specific 

demographic information such as participants’ ethnicity or race, years of service prior to 

leaving the military, and the type of graduate degree participants completed.  Participants 

were identified by numbers from one to six, and correlating demographic for each 

participant is represented in Table 7. 

 

Table 7 

Participant Demographics 

Participant 

number Gender Ethnicity/race 

Years of 

service Degree type 

Participant 1 Female Hispanic/Pacific 

Islander 

5 Information 

technology 

management 

Participant 2 Female African American 20 Organizational 

management 

Participant 3 Female Caucasian   4 Psychology 

Participant 4 Female Caucasian   4 Information 

technology 

management 

Participant 5 Female African American 10 Public health 

Participant 6 Female Hispanic   4 Management 
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Intercoder Reliability 

 Intercoder reliability measures were utilized for this study to reduce errors and 

ensure reliable data.  Intercoder agreement is described by Creswell (2015) as the process 

of researchers employing peer analysis to validate the plausibility of data analysis as 

findings begin to emerge by cross-checking data codes.  Having two or more analysts 

concur on the codes utilized for the same written data sets decreases the risk of potential 

bias and increases the reliability of the data.  Consequently, the researcher shared 20% of 

the current study’s qualitative data with two other expert researchers to be coded.  

Creswell and Poth stated that the minimum threshold for “good qualitative reliability” (p. 

202) is 80%.  Intercoder reliability for this study was found to be above 80%, which 

verified intercoder agreement was evident and that intercoder reliability was at an 

acceptable level, thereby verifying the qualitative results were valid. 

Presentation and Analysis of Data 

 The data collected and analyzed by the researcher came from six participants in 

an attempt to elicit their lived experiences of pursuing graduate-level education after 

military service.  Artifacts and semistructured interviews composed of open-ended 

questions guided by the theoretical framework were employed by the researcher to gather 

said data.  Data gathered were intended to address the research questions.   

Data Analysis for Central Research Question 

 The study comprised one central research question and four subresearch 

questions.  The central research question for this study was conveyed in the following 

way: “What are the transition experiences of female combat veterans using the 

Schlossberg transition model factors of situation, self, support, and strategies?”  The 
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interview questions posed to participants were designed to obtain key information 

relevant to the central research question through the lens of Schlossberg’s transition 

theory factors of situation, self, support, and strategies. 

 The subresearch questions were developed for each of the aforementioned 

transition theory factors: situation, self, support, and strategies.  The themes coded from 

the qualitative data gathered from interviews with the six participants and relevant 

artifacts are displayed in the tables listed in the following data analysis sections.  The 

correlating subsections highlight specific responses that support the identified themes.  

Data Analysis for Subresearch Question 1 

Subresearch Question 1 for this study was conveyed in the following way: “What 

were the situational transition experience (situation encompasses the extent, nature, and 

assumed significance and readiness for change and transition) factors that female military 

veterans described experiencing while planning for their graduate-level education after 

leaving military service?”  The transition factor “situation,” addressed by Subresearch 

Question 1, yielded two primary themes identified in Table 8.  The themes affiliated with 

Schlossberg’s transition factor “situation” comprised 11 artifacts, 110 interview 

frequencies and accounted for 32.5% of the total coded material. 

Table 8 

Theme, Participants, Sources, and Frequency—Subresearch Question 1 

Themes P I A Total 

1. Perceived impact to their future 

socioeconomic was significant to 

their transition 

6 48 5 53 

2. Readiness to change from the fluidity 

of military service to the perceived 

stability of civilian life 

6 62 6 68 

Note. P = participants, I = interviews, A = artifacts. 
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Theme 1: Perceived impact to their future socioeconomic was significant to 

their transition. Regarding Subresearch Question 1, analysis of the data led to the 

discovery of the study’s first theme.  This theme was noted in six of six face-to-face 

interviews with a frequency of 48 (Table 9). 

 

Table 9 

 

Theme, Participants, Source, and Frequency— Perceived Impact to Their Future 

Socioeconomic Was Significant to Their Transition 

 

Theme P I A Total 

1. Perceived impact to their future 

socioeconomic was significant to 

their transition  

6 48 5 53 

 

Note. P = participants, I = interviews, A = artifacts. 

 

All six of the study participants discussed the assumed significance of obtaining 

their graduate degree subsequent to serving in the military as a venture to enact a 

potentially positive impact on their lives.  Participants shared comments such as wanting 

a “better paying job,” needing “more education to get the jobs I’m looking to get,” and to 

“open the doors up for different job opportunities.”  While sharing their experiences, 

similarities regarding the perceived impact a graduate degree would have on their future 

were increased pay and enhanced career opportunities. 

 Five of the six participants highlighted specific career paths as a particular 

influence for pursuing graduate-level education.  For these participants, a graduate degree 

was necessary for career growth in their chosen industry.  Participant 3 provided an 

example of the necessity of a graduate degree for her particular profession.  Her passion 

for helping people led her to obtain a bachelor’s degree in psychology. She said, “I went 
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for my BA in psychology and then it just so happened that once I was going to graduate, I 

realized there’s not much you could do with a BA.” 

In other words, because she had chosen to work in the field of psychology, she 

could not execute the type of duties and responsibilities that inspired her choice of 

profession unless she went and accomplished graduate school.  Participant 5 discussed 

her need for a graduate degree to elevate their position in their profession.  She 

highlighted her efforts in the field of public health and her desire to not become 

complacent in her position as many of her past colleagues in the military had.  She 

referenced observing past colleagues who had grown complacent: “Their career and their 

educational level they were, they were okay with it, but I wasn’t okay with mine so just 

seeing how comfortable they were was motivation for me to, you know, continue my . . . 

my schooling.” 

 Furthermore, Participant 2’s perception regarding the requirements to promote 

into a leadership role like she had held during her time in military service also mentioned 

by her. She discussed the concerns she had about retiring and the types of positions she 

had hoped for employment.  She stated, “Thought I needed, most likely, a masters to me 

to get the level of work that I was looking to get.” 

Theme 2: Readiness to change from the fluidity of military service to the 

perceived stability of civilian life.  Further analysis of the data for Subresearch Question 

1 led to the discovery of the study’s second theme.  This theme was noted in six of six 

face-to-face interviews with a frequency of 62 (Table 10). 

All six of the study participants discussed the assumed significance of pursuing 

graduate-level education subsequent to military service and readiness for that pursuit in 
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regard to their quality of life.  Four of the six participants referenced their family as a 

significant consideration for leaving military service prior to pursuing graduate-level 

education.  Sharing their experiences, participants listed several common threads that 

emerged included having children, stability for their family, and balancing the competing 

priorities in their lives. 

 

Table 10 

 

Theme, Participants, Source, and Frequency— Readiness to Change From the Fluidity of 

Military Service to the Perceived Stability of Civilian Life  

  

Theme P I A Total 

2. Readiness to change from the fluidity 

of military service to the perceived 

stability of civilian life  

6 62 6 68 

 

Note. P = participants, I = interviews, A = artifacts. 

 

Participant 2 made comments regarding stability.  She stated a desire to keep her 

“family grounded in the area that we were located in” as a contributing factor to retiring 

from the military and then pursuing a graduate degree.  Participant 1 also made 

comments regarding stability as a contributing factor for ending her military service and 

then pursing a graduate degree.  During the interview she indicated that she did not want 

to deal with the stress of another “PCS or even a deployment; I wasn’t really comfortable 

with it once I had my son, so I wanted to find a stable job” and then plan to attend 

graduate school. 

Data Analysis for Subresearch Question 2 

Subresearch Question 2 for this study was conveyed in the following way: “What 

self-characteristics (one’s sense of self, such as one’s health, socioeconomic status, 
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psychosocial competence, past experience with similar transitions, and value orientation) 

do female veterans describe that affected their ability to complete graduate education 

after leaving military service?”  The transition factor “self,” addressed by Subresearch 

Question 2, yielded two primary themes identified in Table 11.  The themes affiliated 

with Schlossberg’s transition factor “self” comprised 11 artifacts, 50 interview 

frequencies and accounted for 16.4% of the total coded material. 

 

Table 11 

Theme, Participants, Sources, and Frequency—Subresearch Question 2 

Themes P I A Total 

3. Sought paths to lead and manage just 

as the military trained them to do 

4 12 3 15 

4. Know and understand their ingrained 

values which shape personal 

decisions 

6 38 8 46 

 

Note. P = participants, I = interviews, A = artifacts. 

 

Theme 3: Sought paths to lead and manage just as the military trained them 

to do. Regarding Subresearch Question 2, analysis of the data led to the discovery of the 

study’s third theme.  This theme was noted in four of six face-to-face interviews with a 

frequency of 12 (Table 12). 

Table 12 

 

Theme, Participants, Source, and Frequency— Sought Paths to Lead and Manage Just as 

the Military Trained Them to Do 

 

Theme P I A Total 

3. Sought paths to lead and manage just 

as the military trained them to do 

4 12 3 15 

 

Note. P = participants, I = interviews, A = artifacts. 
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Four of six participants shared information indicative of a predilection for servant 

leadership.  Participants shared sentiments such as “managerial positions were more 

befitting for me” and that “I think it’s very similar, I think that it’s about helping people 

at the end of the day.”  While sharing their experience, participants voiced several 

common threads identified as the desire to lead/manage personnel and the desire to help 

others. 

 Four of the six participants specifically highlighted a desire for a managerial or 

supervisory role as an influence for pursuing graduate-level education and their degree 

type.  Participant 1 shared the reasons for pursuing a graduate degree with one of the 

primary reasons being that she specifically wanted “managerial positions” within her 

chosen profession.  She elaborated by discussing her past experiences in the military and 

her desire to bring that experience into her new profession.  

 Participant 2 also discussed her past experiences in the military in relation to the 

influence those experiences had on her decision to pursue graduate-level education.  

Participant 2 stated, “When I was in the military, personally any education honestly was 

based on me moving higher up in and showing that, you know, I can maintain my work 

status as well, as you know, work on my personal goals for education.”  She went on to 

discuss how she took a position working with the military as a civilian contractor while 

pursuing her graduate degree, which brought her a sense of familiarity tracking back to 

when she was in the military pursuing a bachelor’s degree. 

Theme 4: Know and understand their ingrained values, which shape 

personal decisions. Further analysis of the data for Subresearch Question 2 led to the 
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discovery of the study’s fourth theme.  This theme was noted in six of six face-to-face 

interviews with a frequency of 38 (Table 13). 

 

Table 13 

 

Theme, Participants, Source, and Frequency— Know and Understand Their Ingrained 

Values Which Shape Personal Decisions 

 

Theme P I A Total 

4. Know and understand their ingrained 

values which shape personal 

decisions 

6 38 8 46 

 

Note. P = participants, I = interviews, A = artifacts. 

 

Six of six study participants indicated having a strong sense of their identity when 

deciding to pursue graduate-level education and while completing it.  Participants’ sense 

of identity was relative to Subresearch Question 2, particularly regarding their value 

orientation and experiences with significant transitions.  Four of six study participants 

highlighted family and friends as a strong social value orientation. 

Participant 2 discussed the loss of a family member and the importance of her 

duty to the family while balancing her responsibilities for her graduate degree.  She 

elaborated by discussing the term she took off to fly out and be there for her family as a 

pillar strength and as a sister.  Her statements highlighted she placed value on family and 

her role in her family above her own desires and academic pursuits, but she did indicate 

that it was short term and she returned to resume her pursuit of a graduate degree at the 

next semester. 

Participant 5 spoke about herself as a leader within her family.  She elaborated 

that none of her family had achieved a graduate degree before.  She highlighted that she 



83 

saw her friends and family as “stuck” and essentially directionless, and she wanted to 

ensure that she did not become as stuck and directionless, that she accomplished 

something none of them ever had, and that she could use her experience to demonstrate 

how they could also succeed in obtaining a graduate degree. 

Data Analysis for Subresearch Question 3 

Subresearch Question 3 for this study was conveyed in the following way: “What 

support (interpersonal support, institutional support, and physical settings) do female 

military veterans describe that helped them to complete their graduate-level education 

after leaving military service?”  The transition factor “support,” addressed by 

Subresearch Question 3, yielded two primary themes identified in Table 14.  The themes 

affiliated with Schlossberg’s transition factor “support” comprised 10 artifacts, 77 

interview frequencies, and accounted for 23.3% of the total coded material. 

 

Table 14 

Theme, Participants, Sources, and Frequency—Subresearch Question 3 

Themes P I A Total 

5. Female veterans described 

institutional support as essential 

6 41 5 46 

6. Female veterans described 

interpersonal support as essential 

6 36 5 41 

 

Note. P = participants, I = interviews, A = artifacts. 

 

Theme 5: Female veterans described institutional support as essential. 

Regarding Subresearch Question 3, analysis of the data led to the discovery of the study’s 

fifth theme.  This theme was noted in six of six face-to-face interviews with a frequency 

of 41 (Table 15). 
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Table 15 

 

Theme, Participants, Source, and Frequency— Female Veterans Described Institutional 

Support as Essential 

 

Theme P I A Total 

5. Female veterans described 

institutional support as essential 

6 41 5 46 

 

Note. P = participants, I = interviews, A = artifacts. 

 

All six of the study participants discussed the support they received from 

institutions such as the VA, their specific employment, and their colleges.  Participants 

shared positive experiences regarding the support they received from these institutions 

such as the paying the educational expenses, providing flexibility for work-school-life 

balance, and assisting with establishing settings conducive to their pursuit of a graduate 

degree.  Participants provided comments about the formal support they received such as 

“the environment that I was in it was very helpful and it was able to give me a better 

understanding of what I was going to school for,” “the fact that Northrop Grumman paid 

for it was the reason why I got my masters,” and “the school played a big role in 

supporting me.” 

 Five of the six participants spoke at length of the impact these formal institutions 

had on their journey to obtain their graduate degrees.  For these participants, this support 

was critical to their success.  Participant 5 specifically highlighted how these formal 

support systems provided the much-needed flexibility for her schedule in order for her to 

succeed.  While discussing her efforts to balance competing priorities, she said, “There 

were several times when I needed to ask for extensions on projects to get it done because 
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I was a full-time employee and my job, my instructors, they were very lenient and 

understanding.” 

Participant 5 made it abundantly evident that flexibility played a critical role in 

her ability to accomplish the tasks required of the school, to effectively maintain a work-

school-life balance, and to maintain her overall sense of resiliency throughout her 

journey.  Flexibility was a reoccurring factor in this theme, and the professionals in 

participants’ employment agencies and schools were highlighted with a frequency of 28 

out of the total 372 frequencies identified in the study.  As an example, Participant 4 

discussed the role her supervisor and company played in her obtaining her graduate 

degree.  She indicated how they emphasized how important it was for her to get a 

graduate degree and went as far as to say, “My supervisor, they actually forced me to get 

my masters.”  Her supervisor went as far as to secure funding through the company 

which was a major factor in Participant 4’s pursuit of a graduate degree.  She explained 

that “the fact Northrop Grumman paid for it was the reason why I got my masters.” 

Theme 6: Female veterans described interpersonal support as essential. 

Further analysis of the data for Subresearch Question 3 led to the discovery of the study’s 

sixth theme.  This theme was noted in six of six face-to-face interviews with a frequency 

of 36 (Table 16). 

Six of six participants discussed their experiences with informal support systems 

such as friends and family as a much-needed aid to completing graduate-level education.  

Participants shared comments such as “all my family was very supportive,” “my 

husband’s very supportive,” and “my friends were very supportive.”  While sharing their 

experiences, similarities regarding the way family and friends supported participants 
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were taking on some of the participants’ responsibilities in life such as caring for the 

participants’ children and mentoring or advising participants through the challenges and 

obstacles they faced during their journey toward obtaining their graduate degree. 

 

Table 16 

 

Theme, Participants, Source, and Frequency— Female Veterans Described Interpersonal 

Support as Essential 

 

Theme P I A Total 

6. Female veterans described 

interpersonal support as essential 

5 36 5 41 

 

Note. P = participants, I = interviews, A = artifacts. 

 

 Four of the six participants highlighted the various ways their family supported 

them related to their children.  For these participants, their spouses, siblings, and parents 

provided relief regarding competing priorities.  Specifically, participants discussed the 

ways in which their family helped them care for the participants’ children to include 

taking them to events participants could not take the children to such as cheer, baseball, 

and school. 

 Furthermore, four of the six participants discussed how others outside of their 

family, such as friends or mentors, were critical to their successfully obtaining a graduate 

degree.  Participants described the emotional support they received from their friends as 

well as patience and understanding for the participants’ absence from events important to 

their friends and the significant amount of time the participants had taken away.  

Participants also discussed how their friends who had also pursued graduate degrees 

would serve as mentors and help them gain a better understanding of the course material 

or work through various obstacles the participants encountered as a result of their own 
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experiences in graduate school; this also included struggling with competing priorities.  

Participant 5 stated, “I had other friends that were pursuing their master’s degree as well, 

so they were able to help when I got overwhelmed.  They were able to, you know, talk 

me down and help me manage my workload a little better.”  Participant 5 went on to 

explain she also had friends in similar graduate programs that she were able to 

collaborate with and share ideas about similar topics of study.  Peer support in relation to 

course study, time management, and competing priorities remained as reoccurring factors 

lending to this theme throughout the interviews with participants. 

Data Analysis for Subresearch Question 4 

Subresearch Question 4 for this study was conveyed in the following way: “What 

were the strategies (intentional and thoughtful action, execution, task completion, and 

course amendment) that female veterans describe as using as they completed a graduate-

level education after leaving military service?”  The transition factor “strategies,” 

addressed by Subresearch Question 4 yielded two primary themes identified in Table 17.  

The themes affiliated with Schlossberg’s transition factor “strategies” comprised zero 

artifacts, 103 interview frequencies and accounted for 27.7% of the total coded material. 

 

Table 17 

Theme, Participants, Sources, and Frequency—Subresearch Question 4 

Themes P I A Total 

7. Female veterans described the 

management of stress as a critical 

strategy 

6 65 0 65 

8. Female veterans described the 

management of time as a critical 

strategy 

6 38 0 38 

 

Note. P = participants, I = interviews, A = artifacts. 
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Theme 7: Female veterans described the management of stress as a critical 

strategy. Regarding Subresearch Question 4, analysis of the data led to the discovery of 

the study’s seventh theme.  This theme was noted in six of six face-to-face interviews 

with a frequency of 65 (Table 18). 

 

Table 18 

 

Theme, Participants, Source, and Frequency— Female Veterans Described the 

Management of Stress as a Critical Strategy 

 

Theme P I A Total 

7. Female veterans described the 

management of stress as a critical 

strategy 

6 65 0 65 

 

Note. P = participants, I = interviews, A = artifacts. 

 

All six of the study participants discussed the significance of managing stress 

throughout their pursuit of a graduate degree.  Participants shared comments such as 

“learn how to take breaks,” “exercise,” and “being able to talk to the people that were in 

the group with me or our study groups.”  While sharing their experiences, participants 

revealed similarities regarding stress management such as exercise, spending time for 

self-care, and group discussions. 

 Three of six participants emphasized the use of exercise as a means of stress 

management to successfully complete graduate school.  For these participants, exercise 

served as a healthy coping mechanism to combat the stress of the transition and 

competing priorities of school, work, and life.  Participant 4 provided examples of 

various ways she exercised to reduce stress and mitigate burnout during her pursuit of her 

graduate degree.  She highlighted several methods of exercising she found to be most 
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useful such as general exercises, running, and yoga.  She emphasized running multiple 

times as a particular form of exercise that was particularly beneficial to her overall 

management of stress. 

 Although exercise was a frequently mentioned factor of managing stress, group 

discussions with peers and friends served as an equally important factor.  Regarding 

group discussions with peers, Participant 5 stated, “It just felt good to know that we 

weren’t, you weren’t the only one going through an issue.”  Participant 5 elaborated by 

sharing that her study groups did not only focus their discussions on coursework, but also 

issues and obstacles in general (work, school, life) each of them were facing that week. 

 Furthermore, although exercising and group discussions served as two methods of 

managing stress, both overlapped highlighting a third factor expressed by participants: 

establishing and spending time on self-care.  For example, Participant 6 discussed the 

time she made available specifically on traveling as a means of self-care.  Participant 5 

talked about how she “spent a lot of time with good people and traveled.”  Participant 2 

provided an example of how she would “take a break, take a step back.” 

Theme 8: Female veterans described the management of time as a critical 

strategy. Further analysis of the data for Subresearch Question 3 led to the discovery of 

the study’s eighth theme.  This theme was noted in six of six face-to-face interviews with 

a frequency of 38 (Table 19). 

Six of six participants emphasized the criticality of time management when 

pursuing a graduate degree.  Participants shared comments such as “set up a schedule,” 

“because it can be stressful, definitely making sure your time management is on point,” 

and “really setting down chunks of time to really push myself to stay focused.”  While 
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sharing their experiences, they revealed similarities regarding the method in which they 

managed their time in the development of a schedule they adhered to. 

 

Table 19 

 

Theme, Participants, Source, and Frequency— Female Veterans Described the 

Management of Time as a Critical Strategy 

 

Theme P I A Total 

8. Female veterans described the 

management of time as a critical 

strategy 

6 38  38 

 

Note. P = participants, I = interviews, A = artifacts. 

 

All six participants shared how they would block out chunks of time for their 

competing priorities whether it was for work, school, family, or a stress management 

activity.  These participants highlighted the importance of a schedule or of scheduling 

blocks of time for specific activities as a major contribution to the successful completion 

of graduate school.  While sharing her experience regarding strategies utilized to 

successfully complete graduate school, Participant 3 discussed how she had to 

“restructure how I learned and really scheduled time, especially when it came to my 

dissertation and really setting down chunks of time to really push myself to stay 

focused.”  She later mentioned her use of time management not just for school but also to 

ensure she had time for exercising and other healthy coping mechanisms. 

Furthermore, Participant 5 provided detailed insight into how she structured her 

journey through graduate school and maximized the management of her time.  Participant 

5 stated she would “start working on some of the assignments ahead of time, so anything 

that was quick, something that I can knock out really fast that was due I will get that done 
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first.”  She went on to discuss how her efforts to maximize her time required a lot of 

scheduling, a practice she did not limit to her academic life.  Participant 5 shared that she 

also “had to prioritize what was more important when it came to my job, and when it 

came to my . . . my work; I had to prioritize what activities I do first and make sure I got 

everything done in a timely manner.”  While sharing her experience, Participant 6 also 

discussed the importance of making “sure during that time management you’re putting in 

a slot there for you to decompress.” 

Summary 

 This chapter provided a detailed review of the purpose statement, the central and 

subresearch questions, and the methodology.  A comprehensive analysis and presentation 

of findings including data collected from six interview participants with supporting 

evidence from artifact review was supplied.  This study was designed to explore the 

experiences post-9/11 female combat veterans as they completed graduate-level 

education using Schlossberg’s 4-S model.  Eight themes emerged from the data regarding 

the post-9/11 female combat veterans’ experiences as examined through the lens of 

Schlossberg’s theory of transition.  Table 20 showcases the data aligned with the research 

questions. 

Chapter V presents a final summary of the research study including major key 

findings, unexpected findings, and conclusions resulting from the study.  The findings 

and conclusions are followed by implications for action, recommendations for further 

research, and closing remarks and reflections. 
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Table 20 

Research Questions, Themes, Participants, and Frequency 

Subresearch Question Theme Participants Freq. 

Research Question 1  1. Perceived impact to their future 

socioeconomic was significant to their 

transition  

6 53 

 2. Readiness to change from the fluidity 

of military service to the perceived 

stability of civilian life 

6 68 

Research Question 2 3. Sought paths to lead and manage just as 

the military trained them to do 

4 15 

 4. Sought paths to lead and manage just as 

the military trained them to do 

6 46 

Research Question 3 5. Female veterans described institutional 

support as essential 

6 46 

 6. Female veterans described 

interpersonal support as essential 

5 41 

Research Question 4 7. Female veterans described the 

management of stress as a critical 

strategy 

6 65 

 8. Female veterans described the 

management of time as a critical 

strategy 

6 38 
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

The major findings, conclusions, and recommendations are presented in this final 

chapter of the research study.  Key findings and unexpected findings are reported; 

subsequently, conclusions drawn from the findings are presented.  A discussion regarding 

the implications for action highlights strategies that can be utilized while pursuing 

graduate-level education to enhance the likelihood of female combat veterans 

successfully transitioning into the civilian sector with a graduate-level degree.  

Furthermore, there are recommendations for additional future research that would add to 

the depth and/or breadth of knowledge regarding the topic of transition experiences of 

female combat veterans.  Chapter V concludes with the researcher’s final remarks and 

reflections. 

Methodology Review 

 A qualitative multiple case study was used to describe the transition experiences 

of female military veterans regarding their graduate-level education program after leaving 

military service through the lens of Schlossberg’s transition theory and 4-S model.  The 

methodology was designed to answer this central research question, “What are the 

transition experiences of female combat veterans using the Schlossberg transition model 

factors of situation, self, support, and strategies?” 

The methodology was designed to answer this central research question and the 

following subresearch questions: 

1. What were the situational transition experience (situation encompasses the extent, 

nature, and assumed significance and readiness for change and transition) factors that 
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female military veterans described experiencing while planning for their graduate-

level education after leaving military service? 

2. What self-characteristics (one’s sense of self, such as one’s health, socioeconomic 

status, psychosocial competence, past experience with similar transitions, and value 

orientation) do female veterans describe that affected their ability to complete 

graduate education after leaving military service? 

3. What support (interpersonal support, institutional support, and physical settings) do 

female military veterans describe that helped them to complete their graduate-level 

education after leaving military service? 

4. What were the strategies (intentional and thoughtful action, execution, task 

completion, and course amendment) that female veterans describe as using as they 

completed a graduate-level education after leaving military service? 

A qualitative multiple case study was utilized to describe the lived experiences of 

post-9/11 female combat veterans who served in Operations Enduring Freedom and Iraqi 

Freedom as they completed graduate-level education subsequent to military service.  In-

depth interviews were conducted by the researcher with six veterans who met specific 

criteria and were identified by knowledgeable sponsors.  Interviews were conducted via 

Zoom to maximize convenience for the participants and to ensure public health 

precautions because of the COVID-19 pandemic and were recorded with the permission 

of the participants.  The researcher securely stored the data collected for the study. 

For this study, the intended population was California female combat veterans.  

Because a database of California female combat veterans who completed graduate 

degrees after military service does not exist, purposeful and reputational sampling was 



95 

utilized to identify and select female combat veterans identified by knowledgeable 

sponsors functioning in the counties of Sacramento and Solano.  From the pool of eligible 

participants, six were selected and available to participate in the study. 

Key Findings 

 To establish key findings for this study regarding the transition experiences of 

female post-9/11 veterans, qualitative data were compiled and analyzed into themes.  The 

qualitative data consisted of six comprehensive interviews conducted via Zoom with a 

review of artifacts utilized as supporting evidence.  The researcher established that within 

the qualitative data, having 12 or more occurrences with at least four of six participants in 

the collected responses was considered a theme.  The transition experiences through the 

lens of situation, self, support, and strategies were all considered when identifying the 

key findings. 

Key Finding 1  

 Develop and adhere to a schedule that includes time for self-care. 

 Participants referred to the need to develop and adhere to a schedule repeatedly 

during interviews, validated by a frequency count of 68 in Theme 2, 65 in Theme 7, and 

38 in Theme 8.  All six participants experienced the impact managing their time and 

stress had on their quality of life.  Three participants mentioned the importance of 

deliberately scheduling blocks of time for self-care activities such as exercising as a 

means to reduce stress and ultimately improve their quality of life while pursuing their 

graduate-level education.  Participant 2 stated, “I started by walking my dog and then 

running more, so it’s the way that I started managing the stress.”  Three participants 

discussed the importance of using exercise to manage their stress, and Participant 4 
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described the ways in which she used exercise to manage stress such as “I always run” 

and “do yoga and stretching and all that other stuff.” 

 Veterans are well-versed in a structured schedule that includes the specific blocks 

of time to exercise as a means of staying healthy and managing stress; however, this 

schedule is often provided to the veteran, and adherence is a military requirement not 

personally developed and internally driven.  Two of the three themes included in this 

finding answered Subresearch Question 4 regarding Schlossberg’s transition factor of 

strategies with a frequency count of 103.  According to Boyd-Sinkler et al. (2019), 

Schlossberg’s transition factor of strategies refers to “positive and negative techniques or 

coping strategies that an individual uses to resolve a situation” (p. 4).  This study’s 

participants discussed time management and stress management as they impacted their 

quality of life and shared the various positive and healthy coping strategies they 

implemented to manage stress.  Additionally, the themes that this key finding is 

composed of highlight this key finding as the most significant finding of the study with a 

total frequency count of 171. 

Key Finding 2  

 Know yourself both as you are and what you aspire to be. 

Participants referred to their desire to lead and manage in the civilian sector in 

relation to their experiences in the military and their established role as a veteran as well 

as to serve as a leader and pillar of strength within their family, repeatedly during 

interviews, validated by a frequency count of 53 in Theme 1, 15 in Theme 3, and 46 in 

Theme 4.  Throughout their interviews, all six participants conveyed a firm understanding 

of their role within their individual community units (family and employment 
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organization).  Four participants also expressed the intent behind pursuing graduate-level 

education as a means to transition their role in their organization into a leadership and 

managerial one.  Participant 6 expressed they had “got used to a certain lifestyle” and 

obtaining a graduate degree and a managerial role would help to reflect the type of 

lifestyle they had in the military.  Participant 2 expressed a similar sentiment: “my 

concern for getting a job after I retired, in the area of a supervisor or program manager” 

was an influencing factor for pursuing a graduate degree. 

The research highlights that study participants were motivated to pursue a 

graduate degree as a means of ensuring they retained the reputation of a subject matter 

expert and leader within their professions.  The literature supports the notion that 

participants were motivated to initiate and see their transition through to completion in 

part because of their desire to preserve their own image of themselves as they are and 

what they could be.  Quackenbush (1989) stated, “The need to maintain and enhance self-

conceptions and self-presentations of competence and morality provides the basic 

motivation that can explain not only why people might undergo change but also why they 

might resist undergoing change” (p. 316). 

Key Finding 3 

 Identify and maximize the usage of any and all available support. 

Participants referred to various types of support they received during their journey 

repeatedly during interviews, validated by a frequency count of 46 in Theme 5 and 41 in 

Theme 6.  All six participants expressed receiving some kind of formal support from a 

governmental organization or their own employment agency.  Five participants discussed 

how imperative it was to have the support of their professors to succeed.  While sharing 
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her experiences of completing her graduate program, specifically in regard to her 

dissertation, Participant 3 stated, “My chair finally sat me down and we went through it 

and fixed it.”  Participant 1 expanded on the notion of support provided by her professors 

and cohort mentors by stating, “My mentor would also check upon me, so I’d have to 

schedule out calls with because he’d want to know about my progress that I made that 

week or every 2 weeks.” 

Team efforts and the mitigation of obstacles are obtained through the assistance of 

support systems (Tatum, 2016).  Support can take the form of official or informal 

structures, but it is ultimately intended to assist individuals in their shift.  Support can 

also relate to the networks, resources, houses, and caregivers that assist a person going 

through a transition (Barrera & Ainlay, 1983; Schlossberg, 1981). 

Unexpected Finding 

 An analysis of the qualitative data led to one unexpected finding emerging from 

the study: VA disability compensation rating did not play a factor in participants’ ability 

to successfully accomplish graduate-level education. 

 Five of the six study participants relayed that they did not have a VA disability 

rating throughout their journey to obtain a graduate degree.  One of the six study 

participants relayed they had a VA disability rating of 10% that did not help or hinder 

their efforts to obtain a graduate degree.  A VA disability rating results in compensation 

being provided to military veterans because of injuries they sustained while in service to 

the military.  Participants indicated at a frequency count of 13 that they received little to 

no compensation for any injuries they sustained in the military, which indicated having a 
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VA disability rating did not play a factor in their ability to complete graduate-level 

education. 

Conclusion 

 The key findings resulted in three conclusions regarding the transition experiences 

of post-9/11 female veterans as they pursued graduate-level education.  Evidence to 

support the three conclusions was drawn from existing literature as well as from the 

qualitative data gathered from this study. 

Conclusion 1 

 It can be concluded that female veterans who develop and adhere to a schedule 

that includes time carved out for self-care are able to successfully manage the stress that 

accompanies completing a graduate-level program.  It can also be concluded that time 

management is a critical skill which, if not mastered, poses one of the most substantial 

obstacles that members face in their pursuit of a graduate degree.  Time management is a 

skill to be executed utilizing a related strategy.  Boyd-Sinkler et al., (2019) highlighted 

Schlossberg’s transition factor of strategy specifically as intentional efforts individuals 

utilize to resolve a situation.  To be fully successful in their journey to obtain a graduate 

degree, female veterans should employ a simple yet powerful strategy such as the 

creation and utilization of a schedule with blocks of time portioned out for each of their 

competing priorities.  The following evidence supports this conclusion: 

Theme 2, heavily influenced by Themes 7 and 8, added evidence with all six 

participants, and a frequency count of 171 highlighted the importance a schedule and 

time management had on their overall stress management, quality of life, and the impact 

the aforementioned had on their ability to successfully complete their graduate program.  
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More specifically, Theme 2 (quality of life) was the most present theme in the interviews 

with the highest frequency at a count of 68.  This indicates one’s current and perceived 

potential lifestyle are significant influences on the efforts to pursue and obtain a graduate 

degree. 

Conclusion 2 

 It can be concluded that female veterans who are well-grounded in their own 

values have understanding about their role in their various communities and the capacity 

to prioritize said roles are enabled to succeed.  According to Bridges (2004) and 

Quackenbush (1989), individuals experience changes and transitions frequently, and it is 

their need to maintain the conception of themselves as competent that explains why they 

successfully undergo change or experience significant resistance.  Because change and 

transitions can be both planned and unplanned, eliminating preexisting variables can 

significantly improve the chances of success. 

Prioritization of people’s values lends to the determination of their self-

conceptions and perceived role within their particular communities.  Therefore, as 

transition happens, whether planned or unplanned, individuals enter and proceed through 

the stages of transition with the capability of executing competing priorities in an order 

based upon their established values and perceived roles.  This helps the individual by 

eliminating internal confusion and ultimately increasing efficiency.  The following 

evidence supports this conclusion: 

With a frequency count of 46 over six interviews, giving an average of over seven 

mentions per interview, the theme of “strong sense of identify” was a prominent factor.  

Female veterans maintained and elaborated on how their sense of identity as leaders 
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within their organizations, family, and friend groups helped them with their prioritization 

of values and competing priorities, ultimately leading them to a successful completion of 

their graduate program. 

Conclusion 3 

 It can be concluded that successful female veterans identify and utilize support 

systems available to them.  Conversely, it can also be concluded that although having a 

VA disability rating could provide additional financial support, having a low rating or no 

rating did not pose as an obstacle or a strength toward obtaining a graduate degree. 

Support can relate to the networks, resources, houses, and caregivers that assist a person 

going through a transition (Barrera & Ainlay, 1983; Schlossberg, 1981).  Support might 

take the form of official or informal structures, but it is always intended to assist 

individuals in their shift.  Support systems aid in the mitigation of difficulties that must 

be addressed to transition smoothly (Tatum, 2016).  The following evidence supports this 

conclusion: 

1. With a frequency count of 87 generating two themes, support, whether informal or 

formal, was a strong factor in participants’ ability to successfully complete a 

graduate-level education. 

2. Informal and formal support generated frequency counts, respectively, close to an 

equal dispersion with a frequency count of 46 for formal support and a frequency 

count of 41 for informal support. 
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Implication for Action 

Implication for Action 1 

 Based on the conclusion that female veterans must develop and adhere to a 

schedule that includes time carved out for self-care to successfully manage the stress that 

accompanies completing a graduate-level program, it is recommended that academic 

advisors and cohort mentors at the university level work with students to develop a 

structured schedule.  Transition counselors are experts who can help people build 

strategies that will help them succeed in the future (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 

2012).  Throughout the study, time management served as both a leading strength for 

completing a graduate program for those who were skilled in it and a significant obstacle 

for those who were not. 

Further, military service branches should implement a segment on time 

management into their mandatory transition assistance programs that female service 

members must complete prior to separating from military service no less than 6 months 

prior to their separation with a follow-up, voluntary program extended up to 6 months 

beyond their separation from military service.  Participants would also be responsible for 

biannual check-ins with designated professionals.  This segment should also include 

examples and templates for female service members to develop and adhere to throughout 

the course as practice.  Although time management alone does not guarantee success in 

completing a graduate program, the findings from this study indicate that when mastered, 

it can significantly improve one’s chances. 
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Implication for Action 2 

 Based on the conclusion that female veterans must be well-grounded in their own 

values and understanding about their role in their various communities and have the 

capacity to prioritize said roles in a manner that enables them to succeed, it is 

recommended that all veterans meet with a military one source representative prior to 

departing the military as well as prior to beginning their selected graduate program to 

discuss their sense of self, their roles within their family and organization, and the impact 

pursuing a graduate degree will have on the other competing priorities.  According to 

Erika Myers (as cited in Raypole, 2020), 

Having a well-developed sense of self is hugely beneficial in helping us make 

choices in life.  From something as small as favorite foods to larger concerns like 

personal values, knowing what comes from our own self versus what comes from 

others allows us to live authentically. (Why It’s So Important, para. 3) 

Throughout the study, participants routinely touched on various choices they were faced 

with, how they impacted their ability to successfully complete their graduate program and 

to what degree, and how their perception of their role in those situations influenced their 

choices. 

Implication for Action 3 

 Based on the conclusion that successful female veterans identify and utilize 

support systems available to them, there are two sets of recommendations, one for each of 

the following systems: 

1. formal support systems that include pre- and postseparation programs, veteran 

support groups such as the VA or State Veterans Department, and universities; and 
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2. informal support systems that include family, friends, current and former military 

social media platforms as a support group, and military or nonmilitary businesses that 

provide hiring preference to prior military. 

In regard to formal support systems, military service branches should establish 

postservice forums on popular social media platforms to share information with and 

connect other female service members to those who have traveled the path before them. 

In this regard, services would be rendered in a similar fashion as a “big sister” program in 

which members are paired with volunteers who have completed a similar journey toward 

success.  This program could be added to or used supplementally in a voluntary manner 

to current military service branches’ transition assistance programs that are a requirement 

for attendance prior to departure from service.  Academic institutions should also 

establish support groups for veterans to aid in their transition from military service that 

are populated by those who have gone before them within the first 12 months of 

separating from military service or beginning their academic journey (veterans from the 

area and have a unique understanding to bond with those newly transitioning) for 

approval or continued approval of their GI benefits. 

 Regarding informal support systems, individuals who are assisting members in an 

unofficial capacity to complete a graduate-level education qualify as an informal support 

system.  Five of six participants conveyed having support from individuals whom they 

identified as friends or family.  Participants 1, 2, 3, and 6 highlighted their spouse and 

family as a significant support system that contributed to their success in completing 

graduate-level education.  Having this form of support in which informal support 

members aided in childcare, child transportation, and the day-to-day activities highlighted 
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a primary competing priority that participants were able to bypass as an obstacle in large 

part because of those serving in this capacity.  Military service branches, universities at 

various levels, friends, and family should be educated to provide the necessary support 

veterans require to make the transition.  Specifically, military service branches and 

educational institutions should be required to provide group counseling opportunities to 

those transitioning and those they identify as an informal support system. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 The current study added findings and conclusions to the literature regarding 

female veterans as they transition into and complete graduate-level education.  Although 

this study was a snapshot of the lived experiences of these female veterans, it has the 

potential for researchers to further explore the complexities of transitioning from military 

service into the civilian sector and completing graduate-level education.  Based on the 

data collected and analyzed from the current study, the following are recommendations 

for future research. 

Recommendation 1 

This study utilized a multiple case study to gather qualitative data from the lived 

transition experiences of female combat veterans who pursued and completed graduate-

level educations after military service.  In the future, a qualitative multiple case study that 

includes data gathered from both male and female combat veterans would add depth and 

breadth to the data.  An improved narrative understanding the transition experiences of 

both male and female veterans would provide additional insight into the support, 

strategies, and tools utilized by each group to successfully complete graduate-level 
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education to highlight commonalities that could be used to improve military transition 

assistance programs and veteran transition experiences. 

Recommendation 2 

A comparative qualitative multiple case study examining female veterans’ lived 

transition experiences while pursuing graduate-level education after military service who 

failed to complete their graduate-level education after military service is recommended 

for examination.  This comparative study would provide additional insight into the 

services, support, and strategies veterans use throughout their transition.  Additionally, it 

would provide an increased understanding of the influences for pursuing higher level 

education and obstacles this particular group faces. 

Recommendation 3 

This study examined United States female veterans’ lived transition experiences 

while pursuing graduate-level education after military service.  Comparing the findings to 

a study repeated for foreign military service branches would provide a deeper perspective 

regarding the degree to which the United States prepares veterans for a successful 

transition into the civilian sector.  

Recommendation 4 

A comparative qualitative multiple case study examining female veterans’ lived 

transition experiences while pursuing undergraduate-level education after military service 

is recommended for examination.  This comparative study would provide additional 

insight into the services, support, and strategies veterans use throughout their transition.  

Additionally, it would provide an increased understanding of the influences for pursuing 

higher level education and obstacles this particular group faces. 
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Recommendation 5 

This study focused on female combat veterans referred by knowledgeable 

sponsors located in the California counties of Sacramento and Solano.  An expansion to 

include additional populations would increase the strength and validity to the 

implications and conclusions of this multiple case study.  For consideration, additional 

populations from other large, veteran-centric counties and/or states could be researched. 

Concluding Remarks and Reflections 

This multiple case study concludes with my closing remarks and reflections 

regarding the research process.  Pursuing my doctorate and working through the 

dissertation process provided me a unique opportunity to explore one particular area of 

interest: An Exploration of Northern California’s Post-9/11 Female Combat Veterans 

Who Completed Graduate School After Military Service.  The sacrifices, commitment, 

and energy spent getting to this point have been extremely worth what I gained.  I will 

forever owe a debt of gratitude to my family, friends, mentors, professors, and colleagues 

who made this endeavor a possibility.  This gratitude was amplified exponentially 

because of the number of personal court cases in which I repeatedly faced losing my 

children, my ability to fund my education, and the erosion of my resiliency to continue in 

the pursuit of such a prestigious degree. 

 I was completely blown away by the demand dissertation research can place on a 

person because of its varying level of complexity and can fully appreciate the importance 

it brings to the academic and practical world.  Each paragraph, section, and chapter 

presented a unique opportunity to expand my critical thinking and analysis capabilities.  

The experience provided lifelong gains in a number of skills, both personal and 
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professional, with a significant appreciation for those who embark on the research 

journey while continuing to support the demands family and employment placed upon 

them. 

 The female veteran participants in this study are immensely inspiring and serve as 

a reminder to readers and others who may be approaching a similar transition that success 

is possible if they remember to take care of themselves, plan, and remain true to who they 

are.  The USAF has three core values: “integrity first, service before self, and excellence 

in all we do.”  Many of the themes and findings demonstrated that these core values were 

reflected in participant experiences in transitioning and completing graduate-level 

education.  “Integrity first” was reflected throughout the interviews and was included in 

the second key finding as were “service before self,” and “excellence in all we do” 

reflected in participants’ successful completion of their graduate program.  
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APPENDIX C 

Invitation to Participate 

Study: From the Battlefield to the Classroom: An Exploration of Northern California’s 

Post-9/11 Female Combat Veterans Who Completed Graduate School After Military 

Service 

June ____, 2021 

Dear Prospective Study Participant: 

You are invited to participate in a multiple case study to explore the lived experiences of 

female military veterans who served in Operation Enduring Freedom or Operation Iraqi 

Freedom and completed graduate level education after leaving service subsequent to 

between 2002 and 2021 with respect to Schlossberg’s transition theory focused on 

situation, self, support, and strategies. The main investigator of this study is Arthur Littler 

III, Doctoral Candidate in University of Massachusetts Global Doctor of Education in 

Organizational Leadership program. You were chosen to participate in this study because 

you meet the aforementioned criteria. 

Six veterans were selected for this study based on the criteria. Participation should 

require about one hour of your time and is entirely voluntary. You may withdraw from 

the study at any time without any consequences. 

PURPOSE OF STUDY: The purpose of this multiple case study is to explore and 

describe the lived experiences of female military veterans who served in Operation 

Enduring Freedom or Operation Iraqi Freedom and completed graduate level education 

after leaving service, using the Schlossberg transition model factors of situation, self, 

support, and strategies. 

PROCEDURES: If you decide to participate in the study, the researcher will interview 

you. During the interview, you will be asked a series of questions designed to allow me to 

share valuable information aimed at assisting veterans experience a more seamless 

transition from the military to the civilian workforce. 

RISKS, INCONVENIENCES, AND DISCOMFORTS: There are minimal risks to 

your participation in this research study. It may be inconvenient to spend up to one hour 

in the interview. However, the interview session will be held at your site or at an agreed 

upon location, to minimize this inconvenience. 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS: There are no major benefits to you for participation, 

however, your input and feedback could help shed some light on the steps that should be 

taken by transitioning military personnel to better prepare for the civilian workforce. The 

information from this study is intended to inform veterans, government agencies, 

veterans associations and groups, and the general public. Additionally, the findings and 

recommendations from this study will be made available to all participants. 
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ANONYMITY: Records of information that you provide for the research study, and any 

personal information you provide, will not be linked in any way. It will not be possible to 

identify you as the person who provided any specific information for the study 

You are encouraged to ask questions, at any time, that will help you understand how this 

study will be performed and/or how it will affect you. You may contact me at [redacted] 

or by email at [redacted]@mail.umassglobal.edu. You can also contact Dr. Timothy 

McCarty by email at tmccarty@umassglobal.edu. If you have any further questions or 

concerns about this study or your rights as a study participant, you may write or call the 

Office of the Executive Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, University of 

Massachusetts Global, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641.  

 

Respectfully,  

 

Arthur Littler III 

 

Arthur Littler III 

Doctoral Candidate, University of Massachusetts Global  
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APPENDIX D 

Informational Letter for Research Subjects 

 

25 May 2021 

Dear Study Participant: 

I am a doctoral candidate at University of Massachusetts Global, who is conducting a 

study on how female combat veterans transitioned from military service and successfully 

completed graduate level education. This study will be explored using Schlossberg’s 

Transition Theory and 4-S model focusing on situation, self, support, and strategies. 

I am asking your assistance in the study by participating in an interview which will take 

from 30 to 60 minutes and will be set up at a time convenient for you. If you agree to 

participate in an interview, you may be assured that it will be completely confidential. No 

names will be attached to any notes or records from the interview. All information will 

remain in locked files accessible only to the researcher. No one else will have access to 

the interview or information. You will be free to stop the interview and withdraw from 

the study at any time. Further, you may be assured that the researcher is not in any way 

affiliated with your applicable supervisory organization. 

The research director, Arthur Littler III, is available in office at [redacted], to answer any 

questions you may have. Your participation would be greatly valued. 

Sincerely, 

Arthur Littler III 

 

Arthur Littler III, MPA 

University of Massachusetts Global Doctoral Candidate  
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APPENDIX F 

Informed Consent 

UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTES GLOBAL 

16355 LAGUNA CANYON ROAD 

IRVINE, CA 92618 

 

RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: From the Battlefield to the Classroom: An Exploration 

of Northern California’s Post-9/11 Female Combat Veterans Who Completed Graduate 

School After Military Service 

RESPONSIBILITY INVESTIGATOR: Arthur Littler III, Doctoral Candidate 

TITLE OF CONSENT FORM: Consent to Participate in Research 

PURPOSE OF STUDY: The purpose of this multiple case study is to explore and 

describe the lived experiences of female military veterans who served in Operation 

Enduring Freedom or Operation Iraqi Freedom and completed graduate-level education 

after leaving service, using the Schlossberg transition model factors of situation, self, 

support, and strategies.   

PROCEDURES: In participating in this research study, I agree to partake in an audio 

recorded, semi-structured interview. The interview will take place virtually via Zoom and 

will last about an hour. During the interview, I will be asked a series of questions 

designed to allow me to share valuable information aimed at assisting veterans to 

experience a more seamless transition from the military to the civilian workforce. 

I understand that:  

a) The possible risks or discomforts associated with this research are minimal. It 

may be inconvenient to spend up to one hour in the interview. However, the 

interview session will be held virtually to minimize this inconvenience.  

b) I will not be compensated for my participation in this study. The possible 

benefit of this study is to potentially shed some light on the steps that should be 

taken by transitioning military personnel to better prepare for the civilian 

workforce. The findings and recommendations from this study will be made 

available to all participants.  

c) Any questions I have concerning my participation in this study will be 

answered by Arthur Littler III, University of Massachusetts Global Doctoral 

Candidate. I understand that Mr. Littler may be contacted by phone at [redacted] 

or email at [redacted]@mail.umassglobal.edu. The dissertation chairperson may 

also answer questions: Dr. Timothy McCarty at [redacted]@umassglobal.edu. 

d) I may refuse to participate or withdraw from this study at any time without any 

negative consequences. Also, the investigator may stop the study at any time.  

e) The study will be audio-recorded, and the recordings will not be used beyond 

the scope of this project. Audio recordings will be used to transcribe the 

interviews. Once the interviews are transcribed, the audio and interview 
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transcripts will be kept for a minimum of five years by the investigator in a secure 

location.  

f) No information that identifies me will be released without my separate consent 

and that all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law. 

If the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be informed and 

my consent re-obtained. If I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the 

study or the informed consent process, I may write or call the Office of the 

Executive Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, University of Massachusetts 

Global, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641. I 

acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the Research 

Participant’s Bill of Rights.  

I have read the above and understand it and hereby voluntarily consent to the 

procedure(s) set forth. 

 

_________________________________________   ________________________ 

Signature of Participant or Responsible Party   Date 

 

_________________________________________   ________________________ 

Signature of Witness (if appropriate)    Date 

 

_________________________________________  ________________________ 

Signature of Principal Investigator    Date 

 
University of Massachusetts Global IRB 2021 
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APPENDIX G 

Interview Script 
 

Interviewer: Arthur Littler III 

 

Interview time planned: Approximately one hour 

 

Interview place:  Virtually Private Zoom meeting 

 

Recording: Zoom Recording 

 

Written: Field and observational notes 

 

Interview Script 

 

My name is Arthur Littler and I am a doctoral candidate at University of Massachusetts 

Global in the area of Organizational Leadership. As part of my dissertation, I am 

interviewing post-9/11 female combat veterans who completed graduate-level education 

post military service. The purpose of the interview is to help describe the lived 

experiences of post-9/11 female combat veterans as they completed graduate school 

based on Schlossberg’s Transition Theory. This interview will e.  

The questions are written to elicit this information. The interview will take approximately 

one hour and will include 10 main questions with some follow-up questions, as needed.    

I am conducting approximately 6 interviews with post-9/11 female combat veterans to 

understand their lived experiences while they completed graduate-level education.  The 

information you provide, along with historical and archival data, will provide a better 

understanding of the situation you faced, your perceived conceptualization of self, the 

support your received, and strategies you employed to complete graduate-level education 

and will add to the body of research currently available, of which there is very little 

regarding post-9/11 female combat veterans who hold graduate degrees.    

Furthermore, the questions I will be asking are the same for everyone participating in the 

study. I will be reading most of what I say. The reason being is to ensure and guarantee, 

as much as possible, that my interviews with all 6 participants will be conducted in a 

consistent manner.   

I want to thank you for participating in this interview. 

Informed Consent (required for Dissertation Research) 

Leading to this interview we conversed over the phone to determine your willingness to 

participate and whether you met the criteria to be a participant in this study. Once we 

confirmed you met the criteria to be a participant in this study, you then received an 

invite letter via email outlining the interview process.  I understand that some of the 

responses might be sensitive, but I assure you that your answers will be confidential for 

the purpose of this study.  We will begin with reviewing the Interview Process, Informed 

Consent Form, University of Massachusetts Global Participant’s Bill of Rights, and the 

Audio Release Form.  Then after reviewing all the forms, you will be asked to sign 

documents pertinent for this study, which include the Informed Consent and Audio 
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Release Form.  Next, I will begin the Zoom recording, to ensure accurate recording of 

your responses, and ask a list of questions related to the purpose of the study.  I may take 

notes as the interview is being recorded.  If you are uncomfortable with me taking notes, 

please let me know and I will only continue with the Zoom recording of the interview.  

Finally, I will stop the recording and conclude our interview session.  After your 

interview is transcribed, you will receive a copy of the complete transcripts to ensure I 

have accurately captured your thoughts and ideas prior to the data being analyzed.  The 

digital recording will be erased following review and approval of the transcription.  

Please remember that anytime during this process you have the right to stop the 

interview.  If at any time you do not understand the questions being asked, please do not 

hesitate to ask for clarification.  Are there any questions or concerns before we begin with 

the questions?  

I would like to remind you any information that is obtained in connection to this 

study will remain confidential.  All of the data will be reported without reference to 

any individual(s) or any institution(s).  If needed, pseudonyms will be used.  After I 

record and transcribe the data, I will send it to you via email so that you can check 

to make sure that I have accurately captured your thoughts and ideas.   

You receive the Informed Consent and University of Massachusetts Global Bill of Rights 

in an email I sent you and responded with your approval to participate in the interview. Is 

this still correct?  Before we start, do you have any questions or need clarification about 

either document? If you do not have questions, would you be so kind to sign the hard 

copy of the IRB requirements for me to collect? 

We have scheduled an hour for the interview.  At any point during the interview, you 

may ask that I skip a particular question or stop the interview altogether.  For ease of our 

discussion and accuracy I will record our conversation as indicated in the Informed 

Consent.  

As I ask you these questions about the lived experiences of your journey to completing 

graduate-level education, you can reflect upon the four factors of Schlossberg’s 

Transition Theory: situation, self, support, and strategies.  

Do you have any questions before we begin? Okay, let’s get started, and once again, I 

thank you very much for your time. 

Interview Questions:  

I’d like to give you some context for the purpose of this study. This study is focusing on 

the lived experiences of post-9/11 female combat veterans as they completed graduate-

level education through the lens of the 4-S model.  The 4-S model is specifically referring 

to Schlossberg’s Transition Theory and the factors of situation, self, support, and 

strategies. For the purpose of this study: situation encompasses the extent, nature, and 

assumed significance and readiness for change and transition; self encompasses one’s 

health, socioeconomic status, psychosocial competence, past experience with similar 

transitions, and value orientation; support encompasses interpersonal support, 

institutional support, and physical settings; and strategies refers to intentional and 

thoughtful action, execution, task completion, and course amendment, all whilst 

completing graduate-level education. 
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WARM-UP QUESTION: What motivated you to pursue graduate-level education after 

leaving military service? 

 

Interview Question 1: What conditions served as a critical factor in your decision to 

complete graduate-level education? 

Probe 1: What factors contributed to your choice of graduate school and degree? 

Interview Question 2: What were the circumstances that played the most significant role 

in your decision to separate from military service and pursue your goal of completing 

graduate school rather than completing graduate school while still serving in the military? 

Probe 2: Can you describe your employment situation during graduate school and its 

impact on completing your graduate-level education? 

Interview Question 3: Describe the environment or settings which helped or served as an 

obstacle to your completion of graduate school. 

Probe 3: What steps did you take to establish an effective learning environment for 

yourself? 

Interview Question 4: What role did your social support systems have in your pursuit of 

completing graduate-level education? 

Probe 4: What type of support system did you find to be the most impactful and why? 

Interview Question 5: Can you share some examples of how you utilized these support 

systems to accomplish graduate school? 

Probe 5: Were there any support systems that were made available to you that you did not 

use? Please explain. 

Interview Question 6: Describe any assistance you received from a mentor, agency, or 

specialist that contributed to your completion of graduate school? 

Probe 6: Were there any programs or support systems that you felt could have made your 

journey easier, but were not permitted to use? 

Interview Question 7: What were your individual motivators for completing graduate-

level education? 

Probe 7: Can you provide more insight about your response? 

Interview Question 8: What steps did you take during the time between leaving military 

service and completing your graduate-level education to ensure your success? 

Probe 8: How did you develop the skills and knowledge necessary to accomplish 

graduate school? 

Interview Question 9: In what capacity did a service-connected disability play in 

completing your graduate-level education? 

Probe 9: What are some specific examples?    

Interview Question 10: What did you do to manage stress throughout your journey to 

ensure you completed graduate school? 

Probe 10: What do you think was the most helpful and why? 
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Interview Question 11: What were the strategies you used to overcome obstacles to your 

completion of graduate school? 

Probe 11: Were some of these strategies or coping mechanisms more difficult to 

implement or adhere to than others? If so, please explain. 

Interview Question 12: How did you develop your personal sense of resiliency needed to 

complete graduate school? 

Probe 12: Can you provide some specific examples? 

End of the Interview  

This concludes our interview.  Once again thank you for volunteering for this study. Do 

you have any other information that you would like to add or share you feel are relevant 

to this study? Before data is analyzed you will receive the transcription of our interview 

via email. After reviewing the transcription, if you see the need to correct or add 

information, you can email that to me as soon as possible. Thank you very much for your 

time and support in completing my research! 
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APPENDIX H 

Audio Recording Release & Consent Form 

INFORMATION ABOUT: From the Battlefield to the Classroom: An Exploration of 

Northern California’s Post-9/11 Female Combat Veterans Who Completed Graduate 

School After Military Service  

RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Arthur Littler III, MPA, Doctoral Candidate 

 

RELEASE:  I understand that as part of this study, I am participating in an interview  

which will be audio recorded as a digital file, per the granting of my permission.  

I do not have to agree to have the interview audio recorded.  In the event that I do agree 

to have myself audio recorded, the sole purpose will be to support data collection as part 

of this study.  

 

The digital audio recording will only be used for this research.  Only the researcher and 

the professional transcriptionist will have access to the audio file.  The digital audio file 

will be destroyed at the end of the study.  The written transcription of the audio file will 

be stored in a locked file drawer and destroyed three years following completion of this 

study.  

 

I understand that I may refuse to participate in or I may withdraw from this study at any 

time without any negative consequences. Also, the investigator may stop the study at any 

time. I also understand that no information that identifies me will be released without my 

separate consent and that all identifiable information will be protected to the limits 
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allowed by law. If the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be so 

informed and my consent obtained.  

 

I understand that if I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the study or the 

informed consent process, I may write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor 

Academic Affairs, University of Massachusetts Global, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, 

Irvine, CA 92618 Telephone (949) 341-7641.  

 

I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the Research participant’s Bill 

of Rights. 

 

CONSENT:  I hereby give my permission to Julie Corona to use audio recorded material 

taken of me during the interview.  As with all research consent, I may at any time 

withdraw permission for audio recording of me to be used in this research study.   

 

Signature of Participant: ________________________________Date: _____________  

 

Signature of Principal Investigator: _______________________ Date: _____________ 
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APPENDIX I 

Field-Test Interviewee Feedback Questions 

While conducting the interview, the interviewer should take notes of their clarification 

request or comments about not being clear about the question. After you complete the 

interview ask your field-test interviewee the following clarifying questions. Try not to 

make it another interview; just have a friendly conversation. Either script or record 

their feedback so you can compare with the other two members of your team to develop 

your feedback report on how to improve the interview questions. 

 

1. How did you feel about the interview?  Do you think you had ample opportunities 

to describe what you do as a leader when working with your team or staff? 

 

2. Did you feel the amount of time for the interview was ok?  Was the pace okay?   

 

3. Were the questions by and large clear or were there places where you were 

uncertain what was being asked?   

 

4. Can you recall any words or terms being asked about during the interview that 

were confusing?   

 

5. And finally, did I appear comfortable during the interview . . . (I’m pretty new at 

this)? 
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APPENDIX J 

Interview Feedback Reflection Questions for 

Both the Interviewer and the Observer 

 
Conducting interviews is a learned skill and research experience. Gaining valuable 

insight about your interview skills and affect with the interview will support your data 

gathering when interviewing the actual participants.  Complete the form independently 

from each other, then discuss your responses.   Sharing your thoughts will provide 

valuable insight into improving the interview process. 

 

1. How long did the interview take? Did the time seem to be appropriate?  Did the 

respondents have ample opportunities to respond to questions? 

 

2. Were the questions clear or were there places where the interviewees were unclear? 

 
3. Were there any words or terms used during the interview that were unclear or 

confusing to the interviewees? 

 

4. How did you feel during the interview?  Comfortable?  Nervous?  For the observer: 

How did the interviewer appear during the interview?  Comfortable?  Nervous?  

 

5. Did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there something you could have 

done to be better prepared?  For the observer:  From your observation did the 

interviewer appear prepared to conduct the interview? 

 

6. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you think that was 

the case? 

 

7. What parts of the interview seemed to struggle and why do you think that was the 

case? 

 

8. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would that part be and how 

would you change it? 

 

9. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process? 
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APPENDIX K 

Alignment Chart 

Purpose statement Central research 

question 

Research 

subquestions 

Interview questions 

 

The purpose of this 

multiple case study 

was to explore and 

describe the 

transition 

experiences of 

female military 

veterans regarding 

their graduate-level 

education program 

after leaving 

service, using the 

Schlossberg 

transition factors of  

1. situation, 

2. self, 

3. support,  

4. and strategy. 

 

  

 

What are the 

transition 

experiences of 

female combat 

veterans using the 

Schlossberg 

transition model 

factors of situation, 

self, support, and 

strategies? 

 

 

 

Warm Up Question for 

which no data are 

collected 

 

All other research 

questions have data that 

leads to themes to 

support the RQ. 

 

Warm-up question 

 

What motivated you to pursue 

graduate-level education after 

leaving military service? 

 

Define and discuss the 

elements of the 4-S model as 

defined by Schlossberg 

 

Closing question 

 

Are there are final insights 

you feel are relevant to this 

study that you would like to 

share? 

1. What were 

the situational 

transition 

experience 

(situation 

encompasses the 

extent, nature, and 

assumed 

significance and 

readiness for 

change and 

transition) 

factors that female 

military veterans 

described 

experiencing while 

planning for their 

graduate-level 

Interview Question 1: As you 

considered your graduate 

degree, what were the factors 

that you considered as you 

determined your chosen 

degree program? 

Probe 1a: [Significance] Share 

with me your thoughts about 

goals for obtaining this 

degree? Changed a few 

words- your choice about how 

to state. Did not want it to 

sound like an interrogation. 

Why, can do that? 

Probe 1b: [Nature - planned 

and unplanned] Share with me 
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education after 

leaving military 

service? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

the circumstances you 

considered when applying for 

this degree program. Word 

choice 

Probe 1c: [Extent] What were 

your time or duration 

considerations for this 

graduate degree? 

Probe 1d: Were there other 

situational factors that you 

considered? 

Interview Question 2: What 

were the circumstances that 

played the most significant 

role in your decision to 

separate from military 

service?  

Probe 2a: What were the most 

challenging transition changes 

for you? 

2. What self-

characteristics 

(one’s self, such as 

one’s health, 

socioeconomic 

status, 

psychosocial 

competence, past 

experience with 

similar transitions, 

and value 

orientation) do 

female veterans 

describe that 

affected their 

ability to complete 

graduate education 

after leaving 

military service? 

 

Interview Question 3: As part 

of this transition to a 

graduate-level degree 

program, what were your 

considerations and 

experiences with personal 

factors such as:  

• your physical health 

• mental well-being,  

• financial health and 

status,  

• and past experiences 

with similar 

transitions  

Probe 3a: What kind of 

financial support aided in your 

socioeconomic status while 

completing graduate school? 
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Probe 3b: Were there any 

other personal factors? 

3. What support 

(interpersonal 

support, 

institutional 

support, and 

physical settings) 

do female military 

veterans describe 

that helped them to 

complete their 

graduate-level 

education after 

leaving military 

service? 

Interview Question 4: What 

role did your support systems 

have in your pursuit of 

completing graduate-level 

education?  

Probe 4a: Were there any 

social or institutional support 

systems that were made 

available to you that you did 

not use? Please explain. 

Interview Question 5: 

Describe the environment or 

settings which helped or 

served as an obstacle to your 

completion of graduate 

school.  

Probe 5a: What steps did you 

take to establish an effective 

learning environment for 

yourself?  

Interview Question 6: What 

type of support system did 

you find to be the most 

impactful and why? 

Probe 6a: Can you share some 

examples of how you utilized 

these support systems to 

accomplish graduate school? 

Interview Question 7: 

Describe any assistance you 

received from a mentor, 

agency, or specialist that 

contributed to your 

completion of graduate 

school? 

 4. What were the 

strategies 

(intentional and 

thoughtful action, 

execution, task 

completion, and 

course amendment) 

that female 

veterans describe 

as using as they 

completed a 

Interview Question 8: What 

were the strategies you used 

to overcome obstacles to your 

completion of graduate 

school? 

Probe 8a: Were some 

strategies or coping 

mechanisms more difficult to 

implement or adhere to than 

others? If so, please explain. 
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graduate-level 

education after 

leaving military 

service? 

 

Interview Question 9: What 

did you do to manage stress 

throughout your journey to 

ensure you completed 

graduate school? 

Probe 9a: What do you think 

was the most helpful and 

why? 

Interview Question 10: What 

milestones did you establish 

and strive for during the time 

between leaving military 

service and completing your 

graduate-level education to 

ensure your success? 

Probe 10a: Why were those 

particular milestones essential 

to your success?  

Interview Question 11: Were 

there any changes you made 

regarding your degree path, 

concentration, or school of 

attendance? If so, please 

explain. 

Probe 11a: Why did you elect 

to make these changes and 

how did it impact your 

progress? 
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APPENDIX L 

Protecting Human Research Participants Certificate 
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