NO VET LEFT BEHIND: CAREER READINESS FOR VETERANS IN COLLEGE
COURSES AND THE IMPACT OF 1:1 PROGRAMMING ON RETENTION AND
EMPLOYMENT STATISTICS
By
Stephen D. Olson
May, 2025

Director of Dissertation: David Siegel, PhD
Major Department: Educational Leadership

ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines the perceived career readiness of transitioning veterans
attending a federally funded certification program as non-degree seeking students. All students
are currently enrolled in the Cybersecurity Workforce Certification Program, funded by the
National Security Agency’s National Centers of Academic Excellence in Cybersecurity.
Currently, cybersecurity is a growing field, both in the private sector, public area, and within the
defense industry. The need for more qualified cybersecurity professionals is continuing to grow,
and though veterans often make suitable candidates, there is a need for more research on newer
programming, such as non-degree, virtual certification programs.

Incorporating evidence from the literature, this study sought to collect data on
participants’ perceived career readiness, in addition to their experience in a peer mentoring
program that was developed as an intervention. This study demonstrates that there are potential
benefits from incorporating similar career readiness programing into non-degree, virtual
programs. It also argues that there will continue to be an increase in availability of similar
programs, and more research may be needed in this area to further prepare those entering the

cybersecurity workforce, especially regarding non-traditional students.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

The University of North Carolina - Charlotte offers a variety of undergraduate and
graduate programs, in addition to certificate-based programs that span a myriad of subjects.
There are several programs that exist to extend assistance to student veterans, including a
veteran’s services office, career services center, peer-to-peer mentor programs, and more.
However, the focus of much of this support is in addressing difficulties in transition to college
life, and this can often lack purposeful one-on-one career readiness support. The need to connect
these students to university resources is important but is not something all student veterans take
advantage of and is barely available in online learning opportunities. The purpose of this mixed
methods case study is to assess the current state of resources offered to veterans in online
learning opportunities and design a career readiness pilot program to address the gap in career
services offered to online learners. A National Security Agency program, funded through the
National Centers of Academic Excellence, exists to try to bridge the gap between traditional
undergraduate programs and fast-paced, hard-skills training.

The purpose of this study was to identify variables that impact the career readiness of
student veterans who are enrolled in non-degree cybersecurity programs, and to introduce an
intervention that is designed to aid in the progress of this population. There is little research that
has been conducted on non-degree certificate programs, including the additional variables of
veteran learners and cybersecurity. This study included a mixed method approach as it relates to
the career readiness of student veterans, with the goal of improving the fundamental situation for
reaching individuals. The non-degree program in question is being offered online via a grant
from the National Security Agency’s Centers of Academic Excellence Program, offered via a

consortium of universities through Purdue University-Northwest. Research has been completed



on a variety of topics that are related to why student veterans may struggle with their transition to
different educational pathways, specifically within the information technology industry. Though
several variables relate to how ready a student veteran feels to enter the cybersecurity/IT
workforce, more studies need to be completed to address the remaining unanswered queries
related to this investigation.

Background of Focus of Practice (FoP)

Approximately 5% of all undergraduate students, and 7% of graduate students, identify as
military veterans, currently on active duty, in the Reserves, or in the National Guard (National
Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2020). Of all military students, about 43% utilize
veterans’ education benefits, averaging about $15,000 in financial aid per year. Sixty percent
(60%) of those veteran students are white (NCES, 2020). Unemployment rates are lower for both
White and Black veterans overall, as compared to their non-veteran counterparts (Bureau of
Labor Statistics, 2021). However, even though veterans only make up a small portion (around
7%) of the United States population, nearly 36% of the technology industry is made up of
military veterans and active-duty service members (BLS, 2021). The Information and technology
workforces are largely dominated by men, and despite the rise in women’s collegiate education,
these statistics remain generally unchanged, with women only holding 26% of IT jobs (BLS,
2021).

There are several factors that may impact whether a veteran is the right fit for the
information technology sector, but three primary reasons include the ability to continue serving
their country, working within an industry that is friendly to many disabilities, and the ease of
extending a security clearance (Clearance Jobs, 2022). Though veterans can sometimes have

difficulty finding jobs, there is research that veterans with disabilities often turn to the



information technology space due to the ability to work remotely, and often on a computer
(Trauth et al., 2015). There have been some programs designed to help veterans enter fields such
as cyber security, with mixed reviews on the ability to place veterans in certain areas; though, of
the ones placed, it is worth noting the salaries are high (Armitage et al., 2016). Veterans often
struggle to determine how to best translate their military skills into the civilian workforce and
within higher education (Shulker, 2017).

Non-degree programs are of interest to many veterans, as they offer an educational
pathway capable of providing credentials and skills to become more competitive in the
workforce. Non-degree programs have increased in availability, and research is currently
attempting to understand their efficacy and contributions to the current labor market (Xu &
Trimble, 2016). Some non-degree programs from community colleges and undergraduate
institutions can assist in obtaining employment, often for less financial investment and a shorter
turn-around (Xu & Trimble, 2016). Though theoretical frameworks exist surrounding non-degree
programs, there is some work that has been done to determine the quality of these certificates, as
they often fall outside of generalized institutional regulations (Van Noy et al., 2019). Overall,
there is a lack of substantial research regarding the efficacy of non-degree programs, especially
with this given research population.

The Cybersecurity Workforce Certification Training Program (CWCT)

The mission of the Cybersecurity Workforce Certification Program (CWCT), as funded
by the National Centers of Academic Excellence in Cybersecurity (NCAE-C), is to recruit and
train the next generation of cybersecurity professionals. This is in part to address the large
workforce gap in cybersecurity and to assist veterans in obtaining certification in this field. As of

September 2023, there exist nearly 700,000 open jobs in cybersecurity (Cyberseek, 2023).



Cybersecurity attacks can be defined as the deployment of malicious software with the intent of
stealing critical information, passwords, infrastructure, and occasionally with the goal of
obtaining a ransom (Cains et al., 2022). The field of cybersecurity is expected to grow by 18%
through 2024, and there is a shortage of qualified professionals to meet this need (Finch et al.,
2020). The CWCT program is offered both synchronously and asynchronously to allow for a
variety of student populations to participate. Lectures are held over Zoom, and virtual learning
labs are utilized to assist with hands-on skills. As the principal investigator of this study, | have
worked both full-time and part-time on this grant project for the last three years, and | am
responsible for marketing, recruitment, career readiness programming, CRM management, and
general outreach with employer partners and other non-profits. Applicants to this program are
offered the following pipelines/pathways: Artificial intelligence, Digital Forensics, and Systems
Administration.

There are six non-credit, college level courses present within each learning path, and these
are offered via live virtual lectures, consisting of approximately 6 hours per week. Recordings
are available for students who cannot attend live, which is critical given the demographics of the
student population. Sessions run for 10 weeks at a time, including eight weeks of instruction
followed by a two-week study period to prepare students for their certification exams. The
following certifications were included based on industry needs, and chosen by the principal
investigator of the CWCT Program, Dr. Michael Tu: CompTIA A+, CompTIA Sec+, Cisco
CyberOps, Python Essentials, EC-Council CEH, EC-Council CHFI, Simbachain/AWS, Linux
Essentials.

Further discussed in Chapter 3 regarding the initial data collection prior to Phase 1 of the

study, the following information was obtained between June 2023 and September 2023 regarding



the CWCT Program (see Figure 1). These data were gathered via the customer relationship
management software utilized by staff members of the CWCT program and offers some
important background information on the program and other statistics.

There are little to no data currently on career outcomes or career readiness within this
student population, prompting further investigation. Students are given vouchers that cover the
cost of their certificate exam, valued between $250 and $1,250, but require that the participant
scores a 70% or above on their final exam in the class. To clarify, students are required to
complete the 8-week preparatory course, including a final exam administered by the instructor,
prior to taking the third-party certificate exam elsewhere.

To date, students within the CWCT program who elect to take the third-party certificate
exams have an average of an 80% pass rate (Cybersecurity Workforce Certification Training
[CWCT], 2023). However, though data are limited on placement rates for students given the
newness of the program, there currently is only a 19% job placement rate into cybersecurity roles
for graduates of the program within the first year (CWCT, 2023). This problem, though
important to note the lack of data surrounding job placement for graduates, initiates the prompt
to delve deeper into this program within a space that already has little data available to reference
directly.

Context of Study

Even though veterans and military involved people are likely to hold jobs, they may not
be career ready, though this can be difficult to define as a measurable construct (Camara, 2013).
To best understand the variety of challenges related to veterans obtaining a sense of career

readiness, especially regarding virtual programs, we must define what career readiness is.



CWCT Program Statistics

Retention Rate ipllcﬁhﬂns Military or LE _ Have Unde raduate Deg.

70% 10k 1546 64%

Admissions States Minorities Have Master’s Deg

1998 50 1468 22%

This project Is supporied by NCAE-C Gront 3 SHPRII0-20-1-0351, which Is managed by the Notional
Soourtty Agancy.

Note. The data was extracted from current admissions data in the CWCT Program.

Figure 1. CWCT program statistics and demographics.




We must also look at all the factors that impact whether a student veteran is able to successfully

transition out of the military, attend college, and enter the workforce. Using theory, | seek to

improve veteran and military involved people’s readiness for careers in cyber security.

Schlossberg’s transition theory helps to create these guiding questions surrounding the focus of

practice by focusing on the elements that are most important to an individual’s transition.
Statement of the Focus of Practice

Educators must learn how we can increase the career readiness of veteran students
enrolled in IT and cybersecurity programs. Research shows that veterans can often have
difficulty finding meaning behind what they are studying, and this can even lead to thoughts of
depression and negative feelings towards their careers (Buzzetta et al., 2020). However, when
transition and career readiness is studied further, findings indicate veterans hold significantly
more positive feelings toward their lives and careers (Ghosh et al., 2019). Coupled with
significant need in the workforce for more talented cybersecurity and IT professionals, there is
evidence that more exploratory research on this subject can assist with veterans’ feelings toward
their lives and careers while also filling job needs in an ever-growing sector.

Veterans have unique challenges that come with transitioning to the civilian workplace,
though many challenges can be overcome via outlook, structure, belonging, and more (Shepherd
et al., 2021). Student veterans in general are presented with unique challenges, including
academic satisfaction and adaptability with civilian roles in the workplace (Ghosh et al., 2019).
Some of this academic satisfaction variable relates to the transferability of military skillsets, in
addition to the struggle to see the value in certain academic subjects (Kirchner, 2015). The

findings from studies indicate that not only is there a massive labor need for non-degree



certificate programs, but there is also the fundamental need for adaptability by educational
institutions given the ever-changing workforce landscape (Xu & Trimble, 2016).
Focus of Practice Guiding Questions

To assess the impact and the efficacy of additional career readiness workshops and
programming, three research questions serve to direct this study:

1. How do non-degree student veterans gauge their preparedness to enter the workforce

as they are studying cybersecurity and transitioning out of the military?
2. What resources do non-degree student veterans need to support their career
preparedness?
3. How do veterans experience an initiative designed to enhance their career readiness?
Overview of Inquiry

The purpose of this mixed methods study was to learn more about the specific elements
that help a veteran student become career ready and to begin to establish a model to assist non-
degree virtual programs with these variables. The study includes veteran students who are virtual
learners obtaining non-degree certificates specific to their field of interest within cybersecurity.
This study uses a mixed-method approach, including structured interviews and programming
interventions with veterans in cybersecurity programs. | conducted the interviews to provide
insight into how veterans gauge their career readiness and to ascertain whether resource-sharing
and programming assist in transition to a career. There are two proposed interventions that have
been identified, including a structured advising program or a peer mentor program as part of
Phase 2. This will be conducted over the course of eight weeks, though selection of this

intervention was based off of data collected in Phase 1, along with inquiry partner feedback.



This study was undertaken to better understand not only how veterans perceive their own
career readiness, but also to ascertain the resources currently available to non-degree students
studying certificate programs. There are low placement rates within the field (only 17% post-
program completion), though certification exam pass rates are above 80% (CWCT, 2023).
Additionally, there are few data on post-program completion, and this study can potentially
address these data gaps.

Inquiry Partners

Inquiry partners are crucial to any study, and this research was conducted in coordination
with partners across multiple campuses and within the public and private sector. These partners
included academic advisors at UNC Charlotte, Purdue, and the University of Tennessee-
Chattanooga. Professors of Cybersecurity and Principal Investigators of the National Center of
Cybersecurity grant for the CWCT program were also included. Additionally, non-profit
organizations that work with veterans assisted in research, including Hire Heroes USA, Act Now
Education, Four Block foundation, ClearanceJobs.com, and others. Lastly, members of both
veteran services and the career and professional services offices at UNC Charlotte, Purdue, East
Carolina University, and Ivy Tech Community College were consulted.

Dr. Michael Tu is the director of the CWCT Program and serves as faculty at Purdue
University-Northwest. His duties include overseeing the program, and in direct relation to this
study, providing ideas regarding data collection and assisting with the formulation of interview
questions. Jai Salters, founder and CEO of Act Now Education, is a Cryptologic Warfare officer
with the United States Navy and runs a non-profit that assists veterans in transitioning into the
civilian workforce. He assisted in the generation of research questions and offered advice related

to this population. Roger Roley, Southeast Director of FourBlock Inc., is a retired Command



Sergeant Major with the United States Army and currently manages the Southeast region’s
transition course for veterans. He assisted in the development of general research guidelines and
the formulation of interview questions, and he provided context on how veterans often react
regarding an interview or research study. Chrissy Duncan and Amber Schuler (who is also a
military spouse) are career and academic advisors who offered guidance on career readiness and
academic programs.
Theoretical Framework

Schlossberg’s transition theory attempts to describe the framework for understanding
how a person can transition from one aspect of life to another. It helps to explain some of the
most important aspects that affect how successful someone’s transition ultimately is; in this case,
the theoretical framework guides this study by aiming inquiry questions around the four
variables discussed here. The transitions in question can include changed roles, jobs, routines,
relationships, and more (Evans et al., 1998). The four major factors that influence an individual’s
ability to transition from one life event to another are situation, self, support, and strategies
(Griffin & Gilbert, 2015). This framework has been studied, and there is evidence that its
application can, at the very least, highlight the difficulties facing student veterans during their
transition to the civilian world (Ryan et al., 2011). Schlossberg references that adult development
does not end post-adolescence and continues well into one’s later years (Schlossberg, 1987).

Schlossberg (1987) also references that this theory is well suited to explain “situations of
extreme hardship,” which could be used to describe not only the military experience but the
horrors of war. This transition theory guides the research questions and methodologies of this
study by incorporating the ideas of the four main components of transition, specifically the

anticipated major life event of leaving the military and going into both civilian academia and the
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workforce. This theory will be applied throughout this study and is further described in detail in
Chapter 2.

Transition theory has been utilized in studies to address ways in which employees and
staff members at higher education institutions can implement policies to best influence the ability
of a veteran to transition to college. Institutional structures have been implemented to assist
students in navigating these often-complex strategies (DiRamio et al., 2008). This includes
veteran organizations and veteran-specific resource centers, as well as academic advisors trained
to converse with this population (Diramio & Jarvis, 2011). To further address the support
variable referenced by Schlossberg, training faculty to be supportive of student veterans can also
assist in the transition (Schnoebelen, 2013).

A person’s ability to cope with a transition, as outlined previously by the four factors
inherent to this theory, can help us understand the problems posed earlier in Chapter 1. For
example, given this theoretical framework, it is important to look at what caused the transition,
what the student’s role is in that transition, the concurrent stresses that are present, and the
overall behavior of the study participants as part of the overall research questions. Schlossberg
presents different coping mechanisms related to what can be a difficult transition, although it is
worth nothing that there may not be a one-size-fits all approach. These include modification of
situations, control of the problem, and how to aid the stress involved (Schlossberg, 1987).

Definition of Key Terms

Although many terms are likely known, the following terms are defined to ensure the

reader is able to peer into the lens of this study with the same fundamental understanding of how

we are defining these important terms that directly relate to this research population.
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Career readiness — Career Readiness describes the variables required to support the
attainment of gainful employment, including the various challenges one may encounter (Camara,
2013).

Distance learning — Distance Education is the learning and evaluation of educational
criteria in a non-traditional classroom setting, primarily online (Moore et al., 2011).

E-learning — E-learning is the use of electronic, mobile, and digital learning in formal or
non-formal educational settings (Basak et al., 2018).

Networking — Networking is a goal-oriented behavior within an organization or
individual that cultivates personal relationships. For purposes of this present study, networking
refers to an individual’s attempt to access information, social capital, and relationships with
employers (Gibson et al., 2014).

Non-degree student- A non-degree student is a student who is enrolling in a single
course, certificate program, or other offering from an institution, but is not seeking a degree
(Pascaralla & Terenzini, 1998).

Transition — Transition is defined as going or moving across one area to another (Kralik,
2006).

Traditional student — A traditional student is a student who is attending a university on
campus and is seeking a degree (Pascaralla & Terenzini, 1998).

Student Veteran — A student veteran is defined as a student who formerly or actively
served in the military (Pascaralla & Terenzini, 1998).

Delimitations
The chief delimitation of this study is that it will include only student veterans

participating in cybersecurity programs. Race will not be considered as a delimitation but will be
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considered in some aspects of research from a holistic and empirical standpoint, but not on the
research population.

My scope of interest is in whether students who are taking non-degree cybersecurity
programs, as veterans, feel career ready. | chose this study because | am a veteran working in IT
but have seen tremendous variability on the career readiness of student veterans based on many
variables.

Limitations

By including students from both on-campus traditional programs and non-degree seeking
students, there may be a significant number of variables that can impact the results. Students
attend different universities, so it is difficult to compare the career services offered by one
institution to another.

Assumptions

It can be assumed that, although student veterans are often excellent employees, with data
indicating that they are often successful in their careers (Batka & Hall, 2016), there is a gap
between transitioning out of the military and obtaining gainful employment. There is also an
assumption of honesty and truthful responses from the participants who participate in this study.
| believe that we should take care of our veterans, and part of that commitment of care is an
attempt to discover the variables at play, including mental health, academic excellence, and job
placement.

Significance of Inquiry

There are currently approximately 700,000 job openings in cybersecurity as of February

4, 2023, in the United States (CyberSeek, 2023). These talent gaps, which will be later defined in

Chapter 2, exist nationwide (CyberSeek, 2023). In addition, there has been an increase in the
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volume of cyber warfare across the globe (Valuch & Hamuljak, 2017). Beyond warfare, there is
also a need for more trained cybersecurity professionals to protect critical infrastructure within
the United States and abroad (Johnson, 2015). There are studies that also highlight the various
challenges that higher education faces in attempting to address this skills shortage (Nurse et al.,
2021).

There is a gap in the accessibility and availability of support services for veterans and
military involved people by academic programming. Most support services are provided on
campus in person. This works well for veterans in degree seeking programs on campus. For
online degree seeking students, there are few support services available online. Non-degree
students, by contrast, do not have access to campus support services at major four-year
universities.

Several stakeholder groups may find the results of this study to be beneficial, including
higher education professionals, nonprofits that assist with veteran transition and integration,
students pursuing cybersecurity programs, and for-profit entities that offer cybersecurity
credentials. Using the results of this mixed-methods study, professionals can not only learn best
practices but can also leverage the comparison between program models to best benefit their own
organization’s policies. Specifically, they can learn how various policies are implemented to best
assist veterans who are trying to acquire education and skills in information technology and
cybersecurity.

Advancing Equity and Social Justice

As of 2008, the military was made up of 19.8% Black service members, whereas Black

Americans comprise 13.0% of the general population. American Indian and Alaskan service

members are also greatly overrepresented in the military as compared to their proportion of the
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United States population. However, White soldiers make up a proportionate amount in
comparison. Hispanic service members are underrepresented, making up 16.5% of the United
States population but only 7.9% of the United States military (Lutz, 2008). Recruits come
disproportionately from lower-income families, although the post 9/11 era has slowly shifted
toward the enlistment of more middle-income and upper-middle-class family members (Asoni et
al., 2020). It is important to note that much of the income-level diversity of service members that
came about in the last fifteen years can be attributed to the 2008-2009 recession (Asoni et al.,
2020).

Historically, there have been numerous challenges facing members of the LGBTQ+
community as part of their service in the United States military, although there have been
progressive moves in the direction of equity. Gay service personnel have served in every major
war in U.S. history and historically had to lie about their sexual orientation until the repeal of the
infamous “Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy in 2010 (Estrada, 2013). There is evidence that members
of this community serving in the military struggle to cope with their mental health as it relates to
military communities, and that may affect their transition to the civilian workforce (Estrada,
2013).

Summary

Student veterans are presented with unique challenges when transitioning into academia,
and this population of students within the CWCT cybersecurity program presents an opportunity
to learn more about the perception of career readiness by student veterans. This study will give
researchers and academia administrators more insight into the resources currently available to
student veterans and will possibly create opportunities to invest additional resources. Overall,

this study looks to better understand programming for student veterans as it relates to their
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perceived career readiness and their ability to obtain gainful employment upon completion of the
program.

The next four chapters will dive deeper into the literature that is relevant to this study,
followed by a comprehensive look at the methodology, instrumentation, and phases of this
mixed-methods study within Chapter 3. Following a discussion of the research design, results

will be presented prior to discussing the implications and conclusions of this dissertation study.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

Chapter 2 provides an extensive review of the literature, spanning career readiness, IT
workforce gaps, veteran transition and integration, and online learning, as follows:

1. Veteran Transition and Cybersecurity

2. Career Readiness and Educational Programs

3. Other Support Resources

4. Mental Health

5. Schlossberg’s Transition Theory
All studies highlighted in this chapter correlate the variety of experiences of student veterans
pursuing information technology, intertwining the aspects of career preparation among a host of
other challenges that veterans face as they transition out of the United States Military (Kirchner,
2015). This chapter begins with an overview of current cybersecurity workforce needs, followed
by the programs offered to attempt to remedy this situation. This sets the context of this study,
followed by a deeper analysis of veteran transition to the classroom and career readiness
resources that currently exist for these non-traditional students. The career readiness of veterans
who are transitioning to the civilian workforce and to institutions of higher education has been
studied in various formats, but there has been little research on the impact of non-degree, online
programs. These programs are often offered in both synchronous and asynchronous formats and
have evolved out of the COVID-19 area to be widely distributed among public and private
institutions of higher learning. The research points to four main themes to consider when
considering veteran success in college programs: mental health, academic and career

development, other support, and identity (Ghosh et al., 2019).



Before diving into the unique challenges presented to the veteran community, it is vital to
briefly discuss the support resources that are currently available. The literature helps to guide us
through a series of these subjects as they relate to the focus of practice, beginning with a section
on veteran transition. It is important to understand the unique variables at play as it relates to
veterans as they pursue careers in cybersecurity, followed by an overview of career readiness and
the variety of resources that are currently offered to student populations. Programs that focus
primarily on cybersecurity exist, in addition to veteran groups that assist with career transition
and will be covered as well.

However, many of the resources that will be discussed are only available to traditional
college students, and a non-degree seeking student may not have access to them. Mental health
and identity are then discussed, as student veterans often have unique variables and challenges
related to these subjects and have direct correlation with the academic programs in question.
Lastly, a review of the literature that pertains to Schlossberg’s transition theory, the theoretical
framework that is being primarily used to guide this study, will be presented. Through
understanding veteran transition, looking at existing cybersecurity and online programs,
investigating the accessibility of other support programs, and by reviewing mental health and
identity, this literature review attempts to provide background information as it pertains to the
problem of practice: what resources are currently available to non-degree seeking student
veterans, and what variables are missing? This holistic approach is critical regarding a population
that not only is unique, but within this context, little research exists surrounding non-degree

seeking veteran students studying cybersecurity.
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Veteran Transition and Cybersecurity

Due to the massive need for qualified individuals to enter the workforce following the
conclusion of World War 11, the United States enacted the G.1I. Bill to cover tuition costs, a
monthly housing stipend, and money for books and materials to encourage service members to
attend college. The passage of the 2008 Post 9/11 G.I. Bill further provided incentives for
another two million service members who had served in the Irag and Afghanistan Wars, of
whom nearly three hundred thousand used these benefits by 2011 (O’Herrin, 2011). The
Department of Defense has created additional programs to recruit more experienced veterans into
the cybersecurity and information technology field (Armitage et al., 2016). The Department of
Veterans Affairs offers a variety of programs for combat veterans as they integrate back into the
civilian workforce and into education; however, it is also known that that department itself has
inadequacies in its own workforce development for its information technology staff members
(Harris, 2020).

This section will address the process a military member goes through when transitioning
out of the military, followed by the identity of student veterans. The purpose of this section is to
utilize relevant literature to provide context surrounding the unique population and demographic
in this study. This includes an overview of the impact of peer community, minority populations
within the United States military, and how cybersecurity is inherently intertwined with this
population. Further, this section blends the variables regarding veteran transition with current
cybersecurity program offerings and provides an in-depth discussion surrounding current

offerings, certifications, curricula, and more as it relates to student veterans.
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Military to Civilian Transition

The transition to civilian life can often be quite difficult for a veteran. The culture of
service in the United States Military is quite different than what may be seen in many workplaces
and on the campuses of our nation’s universities. Though not necessarily unique to the veteran
population, many students in these populations have special psychological needs, and their
civilian-student colleagues often do not understand the basic needs and challenges of these
veterans (Shepherd et al., 2021). Interviews from these degree-seeking students often show that
the overall transition to civilian life, attitudes of their civilian peers and faculty, and their own
medical issues can often interfere with the attempt to increase retention rates in this population
(Alschuler & Yarab, 2016).

It is inadvisable to measure the success of student veterans (or any student group, for that
matter) by looking strictly at employment statistics, graduation rates, and learning outcomes.
Living conditions, psychological challenges, and other life-related difficulties can often have an
adverse impact on the student overall (Keeling, 2018). The role of a veteran’s identity also
comes to play as an important piece of the narrative, which is often a fundamental need for the
student to feel valued in the classroom (Keeling, 2018). Some colleges have created programs to
try to create a positive atmosphere, defined as one where individuals feel comfortable taking
advantage of resources dedicated to student veterans, attempting to make veterans feel less
isolated on campus, and training faculty on core competencies related to assisting this
demographic with their own journey in higher education (Dillard & Yu, 2018).

Identity of a Student Veteran
The idea of a student veteran’s identity being critical to their success rolls into the

concept of a sense of belonging. Though the definition of belonging can take various forms, it
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has been defined in studies as the idea that someone feels like they fit in (Gopalan & Brady,
2019). When students have shown they have that sense of belonging, they often are more
engaged in campus resources, have more positive mental health, and even show more persistence
in their studies (Gopalan & Brady, 2019). All humans have a fundamental desire to feel like they
belong, and there have been studies that measure these levels in research participants (Walton &
Cohen, 2007). There exists an integrative framework for further defining belonging,
encompassing an individual’s competencies, opportunities, motivations, and perceptions (see
Figure 2; Allen et al., 2021).

Researchers have found that civilian faculty and students often don’t understand why a
veteran would not feel a sense of belonging, given that military personnel are often associated
with punctuality, initiative, and overall mission focus (Blackwell-Starnes, 2018). Though student
veterans are less likely to seek help for their psychiatric and psychological needs than their
civilian counterparts, often due to stigma, there is evidence that they have feelings of inadequacy
and low self-confidence (Eagle et al., 2022). These “invisible injuries,” as they have been called,
can cause broader implications for the success of veteran students as they try to
compartmentalize their educational goals and separate their studies from the variety of issues
already discussed in this section (Rattray et al., 2019). To further complicate the research on the
efficacy of veteran transition programs is the low likelihood that service members from minority
populations and lower enlisted grades will take advantage of federal or educational programs,
including career readiness programs, counseling, resume help, and more (Aronson et al., 2019).

Though not the core population being studied as a whole, it is important to note that
while studying the success and career readiness of veterans, we are also looking at the integration

challenges of minority veterans. As of today, 43% of the United States Military is made up of
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Social, cultural
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temporal contexts

and experiences

Figure 2. Integrative Framework regarding competencies surrounding one’s self of belonging,

based on these four major categories and how they interact with one another.
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minorities, which is 7% more than in 2004. Black active-duty service members make up 39% of
those minorities, including 36% Hispanic, 10% Asian, and 15% other (Pew Research, 2023). By
addressing the needs of veterans as they integrate into the classroom, we are inherently
addressing the needs of multiple populations of underserved and underrepresented groups.
Peer Community

Because student veterans are often presented with unique challenges when transitioning
to the classroom as a college student, some research has been done on the efficacy and impact of
peer community on this transition. The difficulty in transitioning can even be mitigated with an
efficient and established veteran peer community on campus and has been shown to be an
integral part of the higher education experience (Brandy, 2019). Peer support programs for this
population can also assist with normalizing the unique challenges veterans face, including social
anxiety, the stigma behind asking for assistance or help, and being able to find and connect with
important resources, both on and off campus (Kees et al., 2017). For a student veteran to be
successful, they need to feel as though they are progressing, giving back, and preparing to
integrate into the civilian workforce (Jenner, 2019). These students can also be less likely to
engage in other programs on campus, and ultimately feel less engaged than their traditional
student counterparts; this can lead to a plethora of adverse impacts on the success of the
individual student, including on their career readiness preparation (Kim & Cole, 2013).
Cybersecurity Workforce Gaps and Educational Programs

Cybersecurity is widely considered to be one of the greatest challenges facing our nation
and the entire world, spanning problems within virtually all economic industries (Clark &
Berson, 2014). Each year, larger and more unique cybersecurity breaches are introduced and

reported, and it is no longer seen as a security risk reserved for the largest businesses but for all
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citizens in the modern world (Bell, 2018). According to the BLS (2021), the cybersecurity
industry is expected to grow by nearly 35% by 2030, and this includes roles in penetration
testing, analysis, systems administration, and artificial intelligence. This large increase in the
need for talented professionals has led numerous universities to offer more cybersecurity
dedicated degree programs, as opposed to the traditional option to study information technology
or computer science, coupled with a minor in cybersecurity or related field. These programs
include undergraduate, graduate, doctoral, and non-degree certificates, spanning both the online
classroom and labs to in-person experiences. According to the National Initiative for
Cybersecurity Careers and Studies (NICCS, 2023), only 3% of undergraduate students graduate
with a degree in cybersecurity, and over five hundred thousand vacancies are currently unfilled
in the United States alone, with another 3 million including the rest of the world.
Online Offerings

There are a multitude of online offerings for cybersecurity programs, and a variety of
models are currently in existence. The National Institute of Standards and Technology, a U.S.
government agency, lists standards for how cybersecurity programs should be structured. These
standards are often studied to verify coherence with these guidelines. Standards include
governance models regarding educational concepts that are important in an ever-changing
workspace, including those directly related to national security and economic matters (Gonzalez-
Manzano & Fuentez, 2019). For example, the CWCT program has governance standards that
require students to understand implications related to national security, such as operational
security when working as a contractor for a defense company on a United States government
contract. Further, economic matters include governance procedures on how business and

individuals should behave in conjunction with federal authorities in cases of malware or
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ransomware attacks. Unlike many industries, cybersecurity professionals are often valued by not
only their traditional degrees, but also by their ability to pass industry-specific certifications and
keep them active.

Much of this shift in value to third-party certifications comes from the rapid advancement
of technology within the industry, and the certification model helps to assist students and
professionals in keeping up with the growth and changes of the industry (James & Callen, 2018).
Providers of these third-party certificates that are widely recognized in the industry include
Amazon Web Services, Cisco Network Academy, EC-Council, and CompTIA. These
certifications have grown in popularity and recognition and are purposefully designed to keep
skilled individuals up to date on core competencies. For instance, it could be difficult for a
computer science student to keep up with modern trends at a traditional university studying
computer science, whereas a student who completes a 6-month cybersecurity bootcamp,
followed by industry-specific certifications over the course of a year or two, may have more
closely aligned competencies related to a rapidly changing industry.

Certifications and Curricula Framework

While these certifications, such as Security+, A+, and Python essentials, are increasingly
valuable to jobseekers, there is also a correlation between higher salaries and obtaining third-
party certifications through properly sourced vendors such as EC-Council, CompTIA, RedHat,
RedCanary, Linux, and Amazon Web Services (Certification Magazine, 2015). There is great
demand by a variety of industries to hire individuals with certain skillsets, often directly linked to
individual certifications. For example, a mid-sized organization may be interested in both ethical
hacking, digital forensics, systems administration, penetration testing, and the administration of

their servers. Most recognized online programs in cybersecurity, especially those designated as
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National Centers of Academic Excellence in Cybersecurity, the National Security Agency’s
highest recognition, are governed by the National Institute of Standards and Technology’s
(NIST) cybersecurity framework. This framework transcends just educational programs and
serves as a foundation for private organizations and government agencies to identify and mitigate
cyber risks. Included in these frameworks is training that involves digital forensics, artificial
intelligence, ethical hacking, cybersecurity law, and general operation systems and programming
languages (Shen, 2014).

When educational programs, and generally online certificate programs, create their
curriculum surrounding these guidelines, it helps to address the real need for certain skillsets and
certifications. As part of the need to address not only the workforce gap in cybersecurity but also
national defense, the federal government has funded pilot programs to train veterans in
cybersecurity in a 6 month — 1 year timeframe to potentially make a positive impact on the more
than 500,000 vacancies that currently exist in the United States within this sector (NICCS, 2023).
This program includes the National Security Agency funded NCAE-C program through Purdue
University Northwest, made up of a consortium of partner universities, including the University
of Tennessee-Chattanooga, UNC Charlotte, and vy Tech Community College. That program has
trained 1,200 student veterans in their 6-month cybersecurity program, which prepares students
to take industry-specific certifications. The educational and employment outcomes of this
program will be addressed later in this study, including the comparison of the career readiness
services offered in this program and others versus those at traditional baccalaureate institutions.

Various gaps currently exist within the literature on cybersecurity programs, many of
which can be attributed to the newness of the field of synchronous and asynchronous online

learning. These gaps include the lack of studies about non-degree cybersecurity students, and
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when veteran populations are included, it makes finding relevant literature even more difficult.
In addition to the rapid development of non-degree programs, there exist varying feelings of
caution by students, including doubt regarding efficacy, about these newer learning models
(Shahzad et al., 2021). Information Technology has shifted more toward online learning over the
past few years. This section serves to lay the foundation for discussing career readiness in
programs and the unique aspects of veteran learners. It must be understood that there is a large
workforce gap within cybersecurity, and there is some research regarding the implementation of
online, non-degree programs to bridge the large gap.
Career Readiness and Educational Programs

To expand on the previous discussion surrounding the unique variables related to student
veterans, it is important to gain a general understanding of how cybersecurity and online
programs interact with this population, beginning with existing infrastructure and efforts to
include science, math, and technology programs within the kindergarten through secondary
school space. Before moving from these preliminary programs, we’ll define career readiness and
discuss the nuances of this subject matter. To expand on career readiness, this section will also
dive into the concept of networking as it relates to employment search, in addition to a general
overview of adult learners in this space. Through the COVID-19 pandemic, and with the ever-
changing technological landscape in education, we discuss institutions and organizations’
attempts to adapt to these times. Lastly, certificate programs will be covered, primarily looking
at the increase in offerings of non-degree programs such as these, in addition to the current

certification pathways relevant to cybersecurity and veteran populations.
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K-12 Education

Of great interest to individuals who work within the private and public sectors is the
ability of various cybersecurity programs to develop talent in an increasingly difficult workforce;
this includes different industries, government agencies, global militaries, and aspects of
academia. Some studies have investigated the impact of K-12 education’s focus on computer
science and cybersecurity, which is one pipeline that the state of New York attempted to remedy
(Ortiz, et al., 2013). They were able to successfully intertwine the use of cybersecurity hands-on
training with existing state standards and curriculum, helping more students to get invested and
involved in this emerging field. This included incorporating virtual labs to address state
standards such as computer proficiency but expanding them utilizing third party resources like
Cisco’s Network Academy. Specifically, K-12 programs have introduced science, technology,
engineering, and math (STEM) subjects programming as an attempt to address this workforce
and educational gap starting at an early age. Some school districts and universities have created
programs that introduce middle school students to cybersecurity concepts and career paths, in
addition to identifying specific challenges to diversify this workforce (Buchanan et al., 2021). At
the university level, there has been increased research within the last five to ten years around
competency-based learning models and the attempt to bring professional organizations into the
traditional undergraduate and graduate programs. This includes seminars from those within the
industry and research partnerships between private sector organizations and classroom-based
projects (Pailen, 2017). Regardless of age group, educational level, and income, there is a
common trend in K-12, higher education, and industry to try and address not only the workforce

gap within cybersecurity but also the career readiness of current students. These efforts, in
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addition to commonly referenced STEM initiatives, are all parts of educational systems adapting
to an ever-changing workforce landscape.

Due to overall downward trends globally in students enrolling in computer science and
information technology fields, several ideas have been identified to attempt to prepare students
for these career fields. The Cisco Networking Academy has been offered to local high school
students since 1978, but it has drastically increased in size, financials, teaching capacity, and
outreach as it provides comprehensive learning that is specific to these fields (Dennis et al.,
2010). One school even utilized a game-based program to encourage students to learn
cybersecurity in a model that was more engaging, leading to higher levels of student success on
the subject (Jin et al., 2018). Though programs like these seem like an effective way to get
students interested in the field, there is still a larger need to train a variety of diverse learners in
cybersecurity and not only focus through traditional academic pipelines. There are various
factors that affect an adult learner’s ability to achieve in higher education, but it has also been
found that adult learners who work full-time jobs perform better in certificate programs than
their non-working counterparts, due in part to the transferability of learning to their current
occupation (Delialioglu et al., 2010). This suggests that information technology certificate
programs may be a suitable path for addressing workforce gaps in cybersecurity and ensuring
that students are successful. Networking basics may need to be included in these programs, as
they have been shown to be an integral part of this cybersecurity puzzle (Ansmann et al., 2014).
Pipeline Development Programs

Institutions have also designed pipeline development programs to address the ever-
increasing workforce demands, in addition to encouraging students to develop interest in fields

that have labor shortages. STEM pathways currently exist, where middle and high schoolers
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could experience hands-on learning in and out of the classroom, as well as exposure to
individuals working the field (Lyon et al., 2012). The increasing need for more health science
professionals has led to the formation of pipeline programs for them as well, including one that
utilized outside funds from local hospitals to immerse underrepresented minority students in the
medical profession. This also led to a larger pool of qualified applicants to medical schools in the
area (Fincher et al., 2002). More recently, engineering programs have also been utilized to
strengthen the ties between younger students and universities, as well as providing more
enrichment to these students as it relates to their field (Youngblood et al., 2018). To continue
along the thread of discussing STEM related fields, manufacturing programs also offer
opportunities for early college and high school students to learn about areas such as 3D printing,
design, and research (Megri et al., 2021). Overall, pipeline programs offer an additional avenue
for institutional leaders to work collaboratively with universities, industry, and within their
schools to increase not only the interest in much needed fields, but also to offer enrichment to
current students that is more holistic.
What is Career Readiness?

Career readiness is the idea that a student can enter a workforce and describe not only
what students know how to do but also what they are able to do (Conley, 2012). It has been a
challenge for higher education and vocational schools for years to keep up with the ever-
changing labor market shifts, spurring calls for change at different academic levels. Overall, the
end-goal is generally well agreed upon — students need to be able to enter the workforce, be
critical thinkers, collaborate with others, solve problems, and truly understand the academic

subject they are preparing for (Mishkind, 2014).
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Career readiness can take on different definitions based on the institution in question
(Mishkind, 2014). Though, there is an increasing push to link the hard work that educators are
doing from K-12 systems all the way up to universities. This merges with an ongoing debate as
to the general purpose of education; although many would argue that the purpose of education is
to teach students how to think, how to perform research, and how to critically examine
arguments and evidence, it can also be said that it is increasingly related to changing economic
demands (Dougherty & Lombardi, 2016). Academic advising, as it relates to the role of
institutions of learning, is also relevant to success in preparing career readiness within students.
Research has demonstrated a positive correlation between students who participated in career
guidance activities and career readiness (Dodd et al., 2022). It is important to note that non-
degree students often do not have access to career guidance programs, academic advisors, or
career counselors. During the development of this literature review, most studies that test career
readiness with a quantitative measure utilized traditional, full-time undergraduate students and
secondary school (high school) pupils.

Networking and Adult Learners

An increasingly important element of securing gainful employment in a role that suits
one’s skills is the concept of networking. Though networking can assume a different definition in
the world of information technology, networking opportunities related to career readiness are a
way for students to explore new career areas, understand the importance of computer science in
different industries, and meet professionals in career paths that line up with their interests
(Sutton, 2020). Researchers even consider networking to be a social network reality of the
current day and inherent to the job search for many, beyond just information technology (Van

Hoye, 2010). Personal connections are not only important for a job search but also serve to
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ensure that candidates in cybersecurity and other fields find roles they may be a good fit for, both
from a technical and social perspective (Krauth, 2004).

One of the main resources utilized is LinkedIn, which is a social media platform that is
more organization/business related, allowing users to create a profile highlighting their skillsets,
educational background, and work experience. There is a positive correlation between utilizing
LinkedIn as a networking tool for a variety of career benefits and gaining employment; further,
as the frequency of usage of this site increases, so does the receipt of said benefits (Davis et al.,
2020). These variables are important to note; in the military, service members often have a clear
and defined progression as they go through their career. This can be as simple as an enlisted
soldier at the rank of E-4, or enlisted fourth rank, knowing that to obtain the next rank of E-5,
they need to pass their physical fitness test and successfully complete the Warrior Leadership
course prior to putting in a request for promotion. In stark contrast, according to HubSpot, 85%
of jobs are found via networking (Hubspot, 2023). On the surface, this is a much different
avenue for career progression and development than what exists in the military.

Career readiness is not simply the ability of a student to graduate, network with industry
professionals, and attend classes on their subject. Unique to the field of information technology,
it is extremely important for an individual to have the technical skills required to be successful.
A peer-reviewed study published through work with the Federal Bureau of Investigation and
InfraGard, a public-private partnership, sees the following as the most important skills for
someone to know if they are entering cybersecurity (Levy & Carlton, 2015); preventing the
leaking of confidential information to unauthorized individuals, malware, personally identifiable
information, e-mail phishing, credit card information theft, systems compromise, and

unauthorized systems access.
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Several of these common skills are well known, such as information and credit card theft, as
well as password exploitation (Levy & Carlton, 2015). However, for the purpose of getting a
broad overview of the technical skills required to enter this workspace, it is important to define a
few of the lesser-known subjects. Phishing attacks are those that target specific vulnerabilities
based on human factors; this can be as simple as an email that looks like it is from a proper
source but is masked to trick the end user into giving out financial or identity information
(Khonji et al., 2020). Malware is software that has been designed to specifically target systems
and is generally considered to be a blanket term for trojans, viruses, and other infectious
programs that attempt to gain critical information from the user. Malware can take a variety of
forms but is an integral piece to understand if entering the cybersecurity workspace (Kramer &
Bradfield, 2010). These skills are critical to understand as they directly relate to the career
readiness of students who are wishing to enter the cybersecurity field.

It has been shown that certain non-technical skills are often lacking in students who have
graduated from traditional university-led programs in information technology (Stevens &
Norman, 2016). These can include lacking competencies based in teamwork, communication,
collaboration, and problem-solving (Crumpler & Lewis, 2019). Employers increasingly expect to
employ students who not only have the technical skills required to be successful in cyber, but
also the non-technical skills such as presentation and communication — skills considered harder
to find in graduates of these areas (Peslak, 2019).

During the new millennium, there was a growing interest in the idea of online learning,
including the use of different forms of technology to address a changing world. The concept of
learning management systems, learning content systems, and the overall administration of online

learning was new, and it came with a set of challenges as students and faculty alike were learning
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these new technologies (Carliner, 2004). There was research that started to surface around this
time, exploring different models to address adult learners, computer-based resources for those
who struggle with digital literacy, and the idea of addressing mastery of common subjects in an
online format (Twigg, 2003). Further research has pointed toward more advanced models of
successful online learning, including more structured developmental processes such as active
participation in online learning communities, scaffolded e-learning programs, teaching faculty to
create high quality programming online, and developing online learning communities (Salmon,
2013).

Many of these concepts are found in the formation of modern online learning. Research
began to arise regarding student interest and perspectives of online learning nearly twenty years
ago (Sit et al., 2005). Often, students were skeptical that this would be as transformative or
productive as the physical classroom experience. Unbeknownst to them at the time, it would
become the future of higher education. Since then, a considerable amount of investment has been
made in helping to make undergraduate and graduate online programs successful amid an ever-
evolving digital world, and in the shadow of the COVID-19 virus that enveloped the world in
2020, universities are likely finding it essential to adapt (Garcia-Morales, 2021).

Adapting to the Times

Undergraduate programs are starting to not only invest in online learning but also to
increase the amount of research on its efficacy. In some programs, research points that a hybrid
model is required for the most successful learner outcomes (MacRae et al., 2021). In this case,
the hybrid model allowed for important experiences like collaboration in person, while also
allowing for the flexibility of those with families, jobs, etc. During the COVID-19 pandemic,

certain programs had an easier transition to online learning, such as those in information
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technology or history. However, programs that inherently require in-person learning struggled
and were often forced to make rapid adjustments to their educational programs. Nursing, for
example, is something where traditional online learning was inadequate, and virtual simulations
were adopted to attempt to respond to learner needs (MacRae et al., 2021). Biological sciences
have also been studied as they add essential skills development to their online curriculum
through virtual simulations (Bassindale et al., 2021). Humanities had to adapt to online learning
models that blended a form of simulation as well, including the social sciences. Social work
programs began using remote and virtual modalities to not only help interns to learn their field,
but also to simulate what would normally be a clinical interaction between the learner and patient
(Mitchell et al., 2021).
Certificate Programs

Certificate programs are also a newer concept, not only regarding online learning, but
also in on-campus programs, starting primarily in the early 1990s (Smith, 1994). Certificate
programs have been introduced over the years to address core competencies that are otherwise
not covered in undergraduate programs, are more niche and not always offered in degree
programs or are invented to address workforce gaps that otherwise cannot be remedied through
traditional college. Studies, in general, show that students perform worse on exams when they
have studied online versus in person (Cellini, 2021). It is also generally agreed that even though
there has been a tremendous increase in online learning worldwide, there are still challenges that
exist in teaching faculty how to best interact with their students, while still considering their
pedagogical context, including understanding verbiage of this population, specific mental health

concerns, and one’s perception of identity (Johnson et al., 2023).

36



One term in the world of online learning is a MOOC (massive open online course). These
types of learning platforms have few to no entrance requirements, a larger amount of allowable
participants, and are generally at no cost (Kiselev & Yakutenko, 2020). MOOCs are a way to
address both professional and certificate programs in emerging fields that require a larger
number of graduates to enter the workforce (Littenberg-Tobias, 2020). In one study, it was found
that students with undergraduate and master’s degrees were more successful in online courses,
and those with a hybrid program did better than those with a traditional on-campus program
(Littenberg-Tobias, 2020). This can partially be attributed to an academic background that
historically included organization, attention to detail, and time management. Regarding hybrid
programs promoting higher academic achievement, this can be attributed to similar content but
more flexibility for variables outside of the classroom (Littenburg-Tobias, 2020). Still, more
studies show that students perform better in a traditional class setting in terms of grading, as
opposed to online courses (Hurlbut, 2018).

Other Support Resources

We have discussed how unique variables impact the transition of a student veteran, and
we have taken a broad look at existing certification programs, educational pathways, and how
career readiness fits into this problem of practice. This section will attempt to provide context as
to what other support resources may be available to this population and make note of
programming that is not available to non-degree students such as the veterans in this study. Peer
support programs are one aspect of veteran services and academic programs and will be
discussed first. Further, a plethora of non-profit programs exist in this space as well, serving
specific populations such as veterans and often funded by private sector organizations. Lastly,

we will go into more detail as to how career services are offered to students and why they are
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important, and we will identify a lack of availability of these services to non-degree seeking
individuals.
Peer Support

Though peer support was briefly discussed earlier in this literature review, there have
been studies that have shown the efficacy of implementing support programs. Peer Advisors for
Veteran Education (PAVE) is a support program that connects incoming student veterans with
someone who has been trained as a peer advisor (Kees et al., 2017). These peer advisors are well
trained and connect with their assigned mentee on a variety of subjects, including
communication skills, building a network of other resources, handling any emergencies that may
arise, creating self-care strategies, and ultimately recruiting more advisors to take their place.
This program currently exists at over forty universities in the United States and exists to try to
facilitate the transition of student veterans to normalize their academic pursuits (Kees et al.,
2017).

Student veteran organizations also exist as a resource for this population to be able to
interact with peers who have similar lived experiences (Summerlot et al., 2009). Studies have
shown that student veterans feel much less isolated and more comfortable when they have an
opportunity to be around peers who also served in uniform (Rumann et al., 2011). Student
Veterans of America (SVA) is a large, nationwide organization that has chapters at many
universities and helps to ensure these student organizations are readily available as a resource for
transitioning veterans.

Though not necessarily available at all institutions, some universities have taken it upon

themselves to create orientation sessions specific to transitioning veterans. Veterans have unique
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financial, academic, health, educational, and mental coping concerns, and stand-alone orientation
sessions can serve as a first experience for those attending a university (Ryan et al., 2011).

Academic advisors are also a critical secondary resource for student veterans, as this role
is essential to providing the unique support they have, including credit transfer from military
service, clarification of often convoluted federal educational benefits, and other variables directly
related to student success (DiRamio et al., 2008). As of 2013, 75% of universities in the United
States have at least one staff member specifically devoted to meeting the needs of transitioning
veterans on campus (National Association of Student Personnel Administrators [NASPA], 2013).
Advisors and/or dedicated personnel to this population can assist the large number of veterans
who have served in overseas conflicts and who often face significant challenges related to their
disabilities, many of which go undiagnosed or unacknowledged (Kelley et al., 2013). However,
non-degree seeking students do not have access to these resources, and if they do, such resources
are generally limited.
Non-Profit Programs

There are thousands of organizations that have been created to address veteran transition.
but in one study, only two-thirds of research participants utilized a program of any kind, and only
one-third used multiple resource programs as part of their transition (Aronson et al., 2019).
These programs can include ones such as FourBlock Foundation, which is a 501© (3) non-profit
organization that serves to equip transitioning veterans with the skills needed to enter the
workforce through a tailored workforce development program that is offered free of charge.
Veterans will attend either virtually or in person for eight weeks, networking with professionals
in the private sector, in addition to learning valuable skills related to interview preparation,

resumes, and networking (FourBlock Foundation, 2023). Resources like Act Now Education are
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also non-profits that provide additional support and resources to transitioning veterans, while
fostering a community not dissimilar to that in the Armed Forces (ActNow, 2023). In one study,
data showed that veterans primarily need assistance with accessing veteran health benefits,
mental health services, assistance with Veterans Affairs process, and employment (Van Slyke &
Armstrong, 2019). Non-profits can serve as an additional resource available to transitioning
veterans, often at no cost; however, as a disclaimer, all non-profit organizations are not created
equally, and there are thousands available to assist this population.
Career Services

Many universities across the United States utilize one form of career services. Often, this
comes as a dedicated career services center at larger institutions, where eligible students can
receive assistance in writing a resume or cover letters, searching for jobs, practicing mock
interviews, networking, and, in some cases, accessing a closet with free business attire to prepare
for an interview. Career advice at this stage for undergraduates is extremely critical and serves as
a valuable tool for gaining employment (Donald et al., 2017). However, non-degree students
often do not have access to these on-campus resources, which further prompts the question of
whether this population’s lack of career readiness resources may have an impact on their ability
to find gainful employment.

Mental Health and Support

Though mental health is likely a term that is often coincident with discussion surrounding
veterans, it is important to review the literature relevant to this population for the purpose of
understanding the population we are looking at. Not only do veterans struggle with mental health
issues like the rest of the population, they can also often react differently based on this

population’s lived experiences. In this section, the uniqueness will be covered first, followed by
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an overview of how autonomy and support structures, often starting with an instructor or
facilitator, can impact one’s mental health and feelings of identity and safety. Lastly, the concept
of battle buddies will be referenced as an important factor that is relevant to the veteran
population, but also to link the previous concept of peer support with why this tactic could be a
viable intervention with this study’s research subjects (Ramsberger et al., 2002).

Unique Mental Health Variables for Veterans

Veterans experience mental health issues, including post-traumatic stress disorder,
depression, suicidal ideations, substance abuse, interpersonal violence, and other concerns (Inoue
et al., 2021). It has been reported that out of all United States service members who deployed to
the Middle East during Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring Freedom, 15% have
post-traumatic stress disorder (Inoue et al., 2021). Post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) can
often have adverse effects on student veterans, manifesting in a variety of ways, including a lack
of academic achievement, missed classes, inability to communicate with their peers, and other
difficulties related to their condition (Morissette et al., 2020). In addition, student veterans may
also face issues unrelated to PTSD, or coupled with it, in the form of disability-related stressors
(Umucu et al., 2022), although PTSD is the most common psychiatric disability for this
population within the university setting (Umucu et al., 2022).

Of the resources available, we have previously mentioned that veterans generally have
access to health care via the Department of Veteran Affairs, but they also have access to on-
campus resources related to mental health and counseling. Most of these programs offer mental
health counselors and therapists to students free of charge, but non-degree seeking students are
often unable to access these resources and services (Seehuus & Peisch, 2021). This could have

adverse effects for the non-degree seeking veteran students, especially considering the previous

41



research on the need for more non-degree certificate programs to fill the workforce gaps
currently present within the United States, specifically within cybersecurity.

One unique study was conducted to attempt to address PTSD with the veteran population;
of note, one included a mindfulness smart-phone app as an intervention for college students with
PTSD. Though the results were mixed, it did serve to increase the chances of student success
considering the high incidence rates of PTSD in this population (Reyes et al., 2020). Research
has shown that student veterans are at a higher risk for mental health problems compared to their
civilian peers, and addressing their mental health needs is essential to ensure their overall well-
being and academic success (Hoge et al., 2006; Thompson et al., 2017).

Effective support systems and mental health services are crucial to addressing the mental
health needs of student veterans in college. Understanding the unique cultural and military-
related factors influencing veterans' mental health is essential for providing targeted and effective
interventions (Pedersen et al., 2017). By integrating evidence-based mental health support
strategies tailored to the specific needs of student veterans, educational institutions can
significantly contribute to improving the mental health outcomes and overall well-being of this
important demographic. However, non-degree students often do not have the same access to
these support systems and mental health services.

Autonomy and Support

Autonomy is defined as the degree to which an individual feels as though they have
control over their own choices and is something that can buffer veterans in the face of
psychological distresses (Tsai et al., 2017). The notion that autonomy is something most people
prefer is generally recognized but can also be promoted by instructors and staff members at a

university. This can come in the form of asking questions about the student veteran’s
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perspectives, acknowledging their personal feelings, and helping to provide them opportunities
where they can feel as though they have autonomy (Eakman et al., 2019). In one study, there
were several reported cases of faculty openly insulting military members and even forcing them
to share war stories (DiRamio et al., 2008). Overall, the ability to further foster a sense of
autonomy for a student veteran is critical not only for their mental health but for their overall
success.

Battle Buddies

The term “battle buddy” is attributed to an official Army pilot program in 2000 called the
Buddy Team Assignment Program. The idea of this program was to provide mutual support and
assistance to soldiers and to increase safety (Ramsberger et al., 2002). However, it was also due
in part to the rising cases of sexual harassment, misconduct, and suicide attempts; overall, the
idea behind the program was to positively impact the attrition, as well as addressing serious
concerns. Service members in other branches are known to have their own system, calling each
other ‘wingmen,’ shipmates,” and so on (Ramsberger et al., 2002).

The use of a battle buddy is much more than just historic programs and overall goals
from the perspective of the military as it relates to readiness. It has been demonstrated that battle
buddies feel responsible for each other’s success and form a relationship that can last a lifetime
(Keenan et al., 2014). Often, leadership within the service branches will try to pair battle buddies
with those showing warning signs of suicidal ideation. By restricting one’s movement to being
only with their assigned buddy, this can help to manage the ideation and ultimate attempt(s). In
one study, student veterans felt more comfortable approaching their battle buddies about

personal problems (DeVilbiss et al., 2010). The incorporation of the battle-buddy system has also
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been shown to help veterans overcome mental health crisis, as related to the previous section on
PTSD and veteran mental health (Vierthaler & Elliot, 2022).

Operational stress injuries (OSIs) are mental injuries that can exacerbate existing mental
health issues and lead to moral distress. In one study, researchers noted that these can be broken
into two categories: lionizing, referring to the transition to the civilian world, and fractured
identities, where the veteran feels as though they don’t understand themselves anymore (Smith-
MacDonald et al., 2020).

Veterans struggle with unique challenges, and though there are a variety of resources
available to them, it is important to note that there is not one tried and trusted method for a
veteran to successfully overcome all these obstacles. Often, veterans deal with these challenges
for their entire lives; however, the purpose of this study is to discuss these variables and identify
possible interventions and solutions related to career readiness. To be career ready, as noted in
this literature review, requires a lot of tertiary needs to be met.

Schlossberg’s Transition Theory

Multiple theoretical frameworks exist for qualitative or mixed methods studies such as
this, but after careful review, the following theory was utilized to guide the formulation of the
interview guide and to provide an outline for this study. After building upon the general concepts
of this theory, this section will dive into its relevance to veteran populations through the lens of
transition.

Theory Overview and Definition

Transition Theory, developed by Nancy Schlossberg (1987), focuses on understanding

how individuals cope with and adapt to significant life changes. This theory is highly applicable

to student veterans, who undergo a unique and often challenging transition from military service
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to higher education. As previously discussed, student veterans face several stressors, such as
adjusting to a different academic environment, relating to their sometimes much younger peers,
and dealing with the aftermath of military experiences. Schlossberg's framework helps in
understanding these challenges by emphasizing the importance of four S's: situation, self,
support, and strategies.

In the context of student veterans, the "situation” refers to their move from a highly
structured military environment to the relatively unstructured world of academia (Schlossberg,
1987). This shift can be disorienting, as veterans must navigate new norms, expectations, and
academic demands. The "self" aspect of Schlossberg's theory recognizes that each veteran has a
unique background, skills, and experiences that influence their ability to adapt. One’s ability to
understand their self-identity, strengths, and areas of growth is crucial in helping them integrate
into the academic community (Schlossberg, 1987). This can also include their ability to interact
with academic resources that are available in the community. As previously discussed, this can
include advisors, student veteran organizations.

The "support” component highlights the significance of social and institutional networks.
Student veterans often benefit from peer support groups, counseling services, and understanding
faculty members who acknowledge their military backgrounds. Establishing a strong support
system helps veterans feel valued and understood, enabling a smoother transition. Schlossberg's
theory emphasizes the importance of coping with "strategies." Student veterans can develop
effective coping mechanisms, such as time management skills, seeking mentorship, and utilizing
campus resources to manage the challenges they encounter during their academic journey
(Schlossberg, 1987).

Transition and College Students
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Students attending institutions of higher education are also part of this transition. The
four S’s can impact anyone, including those making what many would call a significant change
as they go from living at home with their parents to being introduced to the environment of an
institution of higher learning. Students can be challenged by transition-related events, can have a
multitude of stresses, and can feel as though they are out of control, often resulting in pessimistic
mindsets (Schreiner & Longman, 2012). One hypothetical example that Schlossberg herself
included involves two students struggling with course content within a science course,
specifically biology. If the instructor modifies her instructional approaches for one of the
students, there is potential for new learning (Schlossberg, 1987). However, the other student may
choose to start skipping class i.e., doing nothing or assuming deliberate inaction.

This can also be applied to programming related to new students as they transition from
their high school world to a college space, often including moving into a residence hall on
campus. In this regard, it is possible to apply this theory to the design of the curricula
surrounding new student orientation. Though many institutions format their orientation
differently, by including components that address the four S’s, it can lead to a more holistic
approach. This can help students to explore their own person, in addition to identifying
additional psychological resources that can help their transition. This theory can extend beyond
just traditional students to nontraditional students and student veterans.

Application to Student Veterans

Schlossberg's Transition Theory provides a comprehensive framework to understanding
the multifaceted transition experiences of student veterans. Through recognizing the unique
aspects of their situation, self, support systems, and coping strategies, educational institutions can

create targeted and effective programs to assist student veterans in successfully transitioning
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from military service to higher education, ultimately enhancing their overall well-being and
academic success.

It's also important to note that this theory requires social support in a variety of ways, but
in this case, is centered mainly around having a network of peers and the institution’s role in
providing that support. This theory assists in helping one to understand the role that a student
veteran’s military background fits into developing their own identity. Veterans bring unique
skills such as discipline, leadership, and problem-solving, which can be valuable in cybersecurity
roles. Secondly, recognizing the significance of social support is vital. Non-degree seeking
students, especially veterans, may benefit from a strong support network that understands their
military experiences and helps them navigate the challenges of both academia and the
cybersecurity industry. Additionally, acknowledging the impact of past traumas and ensuring
access to mental health resources is essential, as many veterans may struggle with PTSD or other
mental health issues. By applying Schlossberg's transition theory in this specific context,
educational institutions and support organizations can tailor their services to address the unique
needs of non-degree seeking cybersecurity students who are veterans, fostering a successful
transition into the cybersecurity workforce.

Conclusion

This literature has taken an in-depth look at the role of online learning, career readiness
and development, cybersecurity education, certificate programs, and the unique challenges
experienced by veterans as they transition to the civilian workforce and classroom. Though it is
impossible to generate a fully comprehensive program at the collegiate level to address the
myriad of challenges and issues within this workspace, there is beginning to be more research

regarding the efficacy of online learning and certificate programs, in particular. Much of the
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evidence provided in this literature review will be used later in this study as it relates to several
of the National Security Agency’s cybersecurity programs for veterans that have been funded
through the National Center of Academic Excellence in cybersecurity.

It is imperative that we consider all aspects of the issues related to career readiness of our
student veterans. This term encompasses nearly all the other factors, including learning
outcomes, home life, success in the classroom and on campus, mental health, and more. For the
purposes of the scope of this study, | will focus on career readiness programs directly related to
veterans who are actively transitioning out of the military and are attempting to enter the
cybersecurity workforce via non-degree certificate programs. It will be extremely helpful to
consider the previous literature review as it pertains to all aspects of these online programs. The

next chapter will discuss the research study in more detail, including the methodology and design
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS OF INQUIRY
Veteran students studying in non-degree programs that focus on preparing them to enter
the cybersecurity field may not have the same resources available as traditional students in an
on-campus format. With a changing workforce environment and an increased need for talented
cybersecurity professionals, non-degree certificate preparation programs have been implemented
to address this shift. The CWCT Program, funded through the National Centers of Academic
Excellence in Cybersecurity (NCAE-C), is a consortium of four universities that created a
program called the Cybersecurity Workforce Certification Program (CWCT, 2023) that assists
transitioning veterans with gaining the skillsets and certifications that are industry recognized.
To date, 1,800 student veterans have participated in the program, with a retention rate of
approximately 73% (CWCT, 2023). The intervention introduced in this chapter was designed to
offer a set of resources, based on previous literature and the guiding theoretical framework, to
enhance participants’ perceptions of their career readiness.
FoP Guiding Questions
This study was guided by the following questions:
1. How do non-degree student veterans gauge their preparedness to enter the workforce
as they are studying cybersecurity and transitioning out of the military?
2. What resources do non-degree student veterans need to support their career
preparedness?

3. How do veterans experience an initiative designed to enhance their career readiness?



Inquiry Design and Rationale

In this inquiry, I focused on how student veterans perceive their career readiness in non-
degree programs. The following sections detail the context of the study, the inquiry partners who
collaborated in the execution of the study, and the ethical considerations that guided me in the
conduct of this work.

Context of Study

This study took place virtually and focused on student veterans at four different
institutions taking part in a federal grant. These students were at Purdue University-Northwest,
the University of Tennessee-Chattanooga, UNC Charlotte, and vy Tech Community College.
Research participants from this group were all virtual, non-degree seeking students.

The mission of the Cybersecurity Workforce Certification Program (CWCT), as funded
by the National Centers of Academic Excellence in Cybersecurity (NCAE-C), is to recruit and
train the next generation of cybersecurity professionals. This is in part to address the large
workforce gap in cybersecurity and to assist veterans in obtaining certification in this field. The
program is offered synchronously and asynchronously, to allow a variety of student populations
the ability to participate. Lectures are held over Zoom, and virtual learning labs are utilized to
assist with hands-on skills. All courses feature live instructors hired through the grant and
supervised by the Principial Investigators of this pilot program.

Inquiry Partners

This study relied on several stakeholders, or inquiry partners, who proved essential to
providing background information, methodological design, and professional expertise. These
inquiry partners participated in baseline data interpretation, interpreting results, and constructing

the intervention. Inquiry partners are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1

Stakeholders and Inquiry Partners

Name and Title Position/Employment

Dr. Manghui Tu Professor of Computer Science and Principal Investigator, Purdue
University — Northwest.

Dr. Fareena Sagib Professor of Electrical Engineering and Artificial Intelligence,
University of North Carolina Charlotte

Amber Schuler Career and Academic Advisor, Purdue University — Northwest
Chrissy Duncan Academic Advisor, lvy Tech Community College

Jai Salters Act Now Education 501© Owner and Naval Officer

Roger Roley Southeast Director of FourBlock Foundation, Army Command

Sergeant Major (ret.)
Dr. Nicole Dhanraj Clinical Psychologist and Army Veteran
Brandon DeLeeuw Executive Director of OnelT, UNC Charlotte

Dr. David C. Joyce President Emeritus, Brevard College

Note. These inquiry partners played significant roles in the aforementioned formulation of
interview questions, determining research population, and providing feedback on what would be
allowed to be used in regard to data collection and integrity.
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Ethical Considerations

Access to participants required access to two different customer relationship management
platforms: one managed by Purdue University-Northwest and the other by UNC Charlotte.
Participants were asked to participate in the study via email, and consultations were set up on a
one-on-one basis with those interested.

Upon receipt and reply to the initial research study announcement email, participants
were asked to sign an informed consent document that outlined their role in the study, guaranteed
their confidentiality, and detailed how their privacy and information would be protected and
stored. Pseudonyms were assigned to all study participants. Additionally, data were stored and
protected on a secure server at UNC Charlotte that was saved on a shared network drive
accessible only to the me via specialized permissions in Active Directory.

Inquiry Procedures

This study utilized a three-part design that included gathering feedback from inquiry
partners, designing and conducting preliminary interviews, assigning peer mentor partners, and
following up interviews of students to compare the perceptions of career readiness at two
different points in time. The following three phases outline the research design, methodology,
and stakeholders who participated in this study. Phase 1 gives context to the synopsis of a pilot
project and details the data collection and analytical methods. Phase 2 involved a peer mentor
intervention program that included weekly prompts and took place over eight weeks. Phase 3
included a follow-up interview with the participant to assess the efficacy of the intervention.
Pre-Study

The first portion of this study mainly included gathering feedback from a wide variety of

inquiry partners related to this research. Given the consortium-based structure of the current
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CWCT program, it was important to involve a diverse group of stakeholders to assist in the
formulation of research questions and overall design. Prompts included asking:

1. Whether the questions were appropriate for this study, including institutional research

board related concerns.

2. Whether these questions accurately reflected the theoretical framework in question

3. Whether these questions provided insight into the problem of practice

Each inquiry partner was given a draft of the proposed interview questions that were to
be used, in addition to possible subsequent interview questions to be used in Phase 3. Interview
questions were derived from theory and edited based on suggestions from these stakeholders.
These edits included considering the population’s likelihood of providing conspicuously brief
responses to interview questions, in addition to trying to make the interview questions flow from
theoretical framework. In this pre-study phase, | also completed all mandatory administrative
functions pertaining to permissions; this included seeking approval from the IRB to gain access
to participants for this study.
Baseline Data Collection

Subsequent phases of this study were designed to acquire a better understanding of where
student veterans were in their transition. Since the overall population of students came from a
diverse group of academic, financial, racial, and employment backgrounds, it was critical to gain
a fundamental understanding of not only the career readiness of these students but also how they
defined that transition.

Other baseline data collection included portions of my job as a Program Manager for the
CWCT Program. My current position is focused on recruitment of new students and hosting

career readiness workshops and career fairs, as well as assisting in the administration of our
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CRM. Like my position as a systems administrator, this includes the creation of reports for
faculty, campus partners, and conferences as they relate to the CWCT program participants. This
often includes conducting data analysis by retrieving information from our customer relationship
management system and analyzing and consolidating the data. Racial and academic
demographics, graduation and certification completion rates, academic background, and service
history data were collected via our customer relationship management system.
Phase 1

Phase 1 included gathering feedback from inquiry partners and making modifications to
the proposed research questions, in addition to planning a recruitment and outreach strategy to
gather participants. | provided inquiry partners with relevant information as it related to
Schlossberg’s transition theory and how the four “S’s” were guiding my research questions.
Specifically, inquiry partners were given the proposed research questions, a generalized abstract
of the proposed study, and statistics revolving around the CWCT program that were allowed to
be shared. | asked my inquiry partners the following questions:

1. Do these research questions address the Focus of Practice? I.e., Non-degree student
veterans don’t have access to as many career readiness resources as other college
students, and we’d like to gauge where they currently perceive their readiness?

2. Do these questions line up with the theoretical framework in question?

3. What modifications would you make to the following questions as it relates to this
study?

Description of Participants and Recruitment Strategies
To gather research volunteers for this study, participants were recruited via an email sent

to 1,850 current students in the CWCT program. A multimodal approach was used consisting of
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email campaigns, LinkedIn advertisements via internal pages, and some purposive sampling. It
was important to gather a diverse group of individuals for this study, including those from
different military branches, educational backgrounds, and races. It was beneficial to use a
multimodal research approach to gather participants to ensure diversity (Webber-Ritchey, 2021).
The goal of this study was to gather 5-10 research participants, with an even split between those
who held an undergraduate degree or higher and those who had not completed an undergraduate
degree.

There are some ethical considerations for utilizing social media to recruit research
participants, but the attempt to only use platforms that were already used by the target student
population was a method to minimize that risk. These considerations were also relevant to
assisting institutional research boards with understanding how the study navigated the
recruitment strategies (Gelinas, 2017). Multiple challenges are faced when attempting to recruit
the target population adequately, including retention of the participants, which must be taken into
consideration (Patel et al., 2018).

Upon revision, the following questions were utilized in the interview portion of Phase 1.
These interviews were conducted via Zoom, and are shown in Appendix C.

Phase 2 Introduction and Inquiry Partner Involvement

To provide context at this stage, Phase 2 of this study was pursued based on feedback
gathered from Phase 1. This was due, in part, to the desire to gather additional data to determine
the most appropriate methodology for an intervention based on the literature and the feedback
from research participants. Phase 1 was to be completed by the end of March 2023, reserving the
month of April 2023 to engage with inquiry partners to determine the most appropriate format

for Phase 2. Inquiry partners were presented the data collected from Phase 1 in individual virtual
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meetings in the first week of April 2023, followed by the distribution of a short Google form that
was sent out to provide additional feedback. Inquiry partners were engaged monthly during this
study.

Phase 2 — Option 1 — Battle Buddies

Phase 2 of this study was designed to connect veterans with a peer within the CWCT
program to study the impact of the peer community on the veteran’s educational and career
prospects, in addition to gaining a better understanding of how impactful peer support is within
an online, non-degree program. It has been shown that peer support can offer a positive impact
on student veterans as they transition to a traditional undergraduate program (Brandy, 2019).

Research participants were paired with a peer who was assigned to meet with them once
per week over the course of the 6-week study. Peers were given guiding questions to touch base
with one another based on Schlossberg’s transition theory and the guidance of previous literature
related to successful transition and career readiness. The peers, or “battle buddies,” were paired
based on the length of time they had currently attended the program, with an attempt to pair one
participant who had recently started with one who was farther along. For example, a research
participant and student veteran who had completed one course in the program was paired with
one who was on their sixth course and was near graduation.

The battle buddies were required to conduct a once-per-week check-in where they would
cover guiding questions. Participants were also asked to record journal entries weekly to provide
qualitative data on how they utilized the intervention.

Phase 2 — Option 2
The second option for Phase 2 of this study (if the “battle buddies” option had been

deemed unworkable or not fit for purpose) was to incorporate the use of structured advising
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sessions with academic advisors who are a part of the CWCT program. Though generally not a
part of a non-degree program such as this, this could have been an opportunity to address the
impact of incorporating advising into the program as it relates to career readiness.
Phase 2 — Inquiry Partner Engagement

Findings that emerged from Phase 1 of this study were consolidated and provided to
inquiry partners via the Google form that was distributed monthly. This form, in addition to
including consolidated answers from Phase 1’s research questions, provided feedback questions
for inquiry partners to respond to, as well as relevant literature and best practices related to the
selection of Phase 2’s intervention. The purpose of this inquiry partner engagement was to
determine the design and deployment of the intervention. This diverse group of stakeholders,
made up of individuals in the private, public, and nonprofit sectors, was convened to provide
diverse feedback from those actively working with student veterans in varying capacities.
Phase 3

The third phase of this research incorporated the use of an exit interview to identify
whether the intervention aided the research participants in their career exploration and how they
perceive their career readiness. This phase was conducted between August 2024 and September
2024 via Zoom, with scheduling done via Calendly. The interview in this phase was similar to
the interview in Phase 1, encompassing between thirty minutes and one hour.
Instrumentation

This research study utilized a form of a case-control design, where veteran students in
non-degree programs have the environment in question. It is important to mitigate sampling bias

and develop accurate measurements of data (Patel et al., 2018). Interviews were the primary
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instrument in Phase 1 of this study and can be defined as the collection of information from the
sample of individuals who have indicated interest in participation (Check & Schutt, 2012).

Though it is possible that in some research students may not have adequate access to a
computer, it was assumed that since this population was enrolled in an online program that
required a computer, all eligible participants could participate in an online interview. Coverage
error, as defined by the lack of sample coverage, was not an issue here based on this assumption
(Dillman, & Smythe. 2014).

Permissions were granted via the Principal Investigators of this Grant study for the
CWCT student population. Permissions were granted for the traditional student population by the
Dean of the College of Computing and Informatics at UNC Charlotte.

Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to describe sample participants. | compared sample
demographics to Bureau of Labor Statistics data on veterans in the workforce to analyze for
representativeness. Interview items were analyzed using descriptive statistics (means and
standard deviations, frequencies as appropriate).

Coding was utilized and followed via a process code based upon Schlossberg’s Transition
theory, coupled with Saldafia’s coding schema. Essentially, this coding schema incorporates the
theoretical framework that guides the interview guide. This coding is based upon patterns
recommended to ensure participants’ questions can be analyzed via patterns and observation of
the meaning behind their responses (Saldafia, 2016). The coding is based upon Schlossberg’s
“Four S’s,” with coding 1 through 4 to identify the situation, self, social support, and strategies.

These codes were used on both the interview in Phase 1 and in Phase 2.
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Given that most of the data were qualitative in nature, narrative analysis was utilized for
the open-ended questions asked in the interview guide. Most of the analysis was based on the
deductive coding framework using Saldafia’s schema, coupled with a focus on the “Four S’s.”

Microsoft Excel was utilized to input data into a spreadsheet where qualitative data were
stored with appropriate code cells next to them. Zoom meetings were recorded, including a copy

of the transcription, to allow for a full capture of the data, in addition to a record to be utilized to

review the coding schema.
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Table 2

Phases of Inquiry

Phase Details and Instrument

Phase 1 This phase included the initial 18 question interview and was
conducted with each participant over the course of 30 min — 1 hour via
Zoom.

Phase 2 This phase included the intervention, consisting of a peer mentor
program with weekly check-ins.

Phase 3 This phase included similar 18 questions as the initial interview guide

in Phase 1, with additional concluding questions at the end via Zoom.

Note. Phases of inquiry are shown, including details on the methodology utilized.
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Table 3

Focus of Practice Questions

FoP Questions

Interview Questions

How do non-degree
student veterans gauge
their preparedness to
enter the workforce as
they are studying
cybersecurity and
transitioning out of the
military?

What resources do non-
degree student veterans
need to support their
career preparedness?

How do veterans
experience an initiative
designed to enhance
their career readiness?

What aspects of your own career readiness and employment search
do you think you can improve on?

What parts of securing a job in the cybersecurity field are you
finding difficult?

How did you plan your transition from the military to
cybersecurity/civilian workforce? At what stage of your transition
are you in?

On a scale of 1-5, how would you rate your current ability to
network with other professionals in the field?

On a scale of 1-5, how confident are you in your interview skills?
On a scale of 1-5, how confident are you in your current resume?

What type of career readiness or professional services have you
utilized historically? If so, where?

Have you attended any Career events as part of the CWCT
program? If so, which ones?

What strategies do you have in place to cope with the challenges
related to this transition?

Do you have a support structure in place to assist you with this
transition?

Would you be open to participating in a peer mentor program or
peer community?

Application of Intervention via Battle Buddy/Peer Mentor Program
or Structured Advising Sessions

Note. Focus of Practice Questions are shown, with their corresponding interview questions and
interventions, followed by the instrumentation utilized and the Phase in which they will be

addressed.
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Inquiry Design Rigor

| took systematic steps to ensure rigor throughout the study, including in the study design,
choice of methodology, and within Phase 1 through 3 as data were collected. These steps to
ensure inquiry design rigor included engaging with the inquiry partners mentioned previously
during data collection. I also made sure to utilize multiple sources to create an analysis of the
perceived and real career readiness of the student veterans to ensure that the study had strong
internal validity. A carefully chosen theoretical base and strong methodological design were
critical to ensuring this study, overall, had purpose and rigor.

All students who were surveyed were non-degree seeking cybersecurity students, of
whom all identified as military veterans of the United States. These students were attending the
consortium based CWCT program and were distance learners during this study. | sought to
design and assess the availability of career readiness resources currently available to this
population and analyze whether the currently allocated resources were efficient for transition
from the military to the civilian cybersecurity workforce. | also wanted to assess the value that
the currently offered program-sponsored events provided for this student population. The results
of this study cannot be generalized to most academic programs, but it is possible that there is
correlation with other non-degree certificate programs. This program is provided at no cost to the
students, which would also lead to possible difficulties in translating these findings to traditional
students.

An inquiry chart was also developed to assist in the formulation of research questions,
data analysis methodology, and overall conduct of this study. This included incorporating tenets
focused on workforce, social, and academic integration. Member checking was utilized to a

certain degree to increase the validity of this research, based upon the return of certain data back
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to the participants to check for accuracy. Peer debriefing was utilized by working with staff
members of various backgrounds who had impartial views of this study focus. There are many
reasons to utilize these methods, but they increase the validity and accuracy of a study (Janesick
& Peer, 2015).
Delimitations, Limitations, and Assumptions

The present study is bound within the context of the participating universities, including
Purdue University-Northwest, University of Tennessee-Chattanooga, UNC Charlotte, and lvy
Tech Community College. PNW, UTC, and UNCC are large, public, four-year institutions, with
Ivy Tech being a two-year community college. The study sought to design and assess the career
readiness of students who take part in the CWCT program, a consortium of universities made up
of the former. My intentions included utilizing the results of this study to modify existing
practices within the context of the CWCT program to better provide career readiness training to
participants as they learn more about cybersecurity and gain valuable, industry-recognized
credentials. While this study investigates the current status of these variables, in addition to
introducing an intervention program, it does not investigate whether this experience provides any
advantage to their curriculum, certification exam passing rates, or translate to success in other
program. This study does, however, seek to investigate the correlation between interventions and
job outcomes and perceptions of career readiness, in addition to retention in the program.

Furthermore, all students who participated in this study were willingly selected to not
only assume the role of a research participant, but also willingly applied to the CWCT program
as an online, non-degree seeking student. Given this unique program, these results are not likely
to generalize to other traditional academic programs at two and four-year institutions. Prior to the

selection of an intervention in Phase 2, and although the interview guide was carefully selected
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and developed within the context of literature, | wanted to gather feedback from the research
participants as to what they deemed to be the most appropriate intervention. | offered
transparency to the research participants in teach phase, including letting them know in Phase 1
that the intervention had not been fully decided. Lastly, | assured all participants that their
participation in the study would not have any impact on their status as a CWCT student.

Role as Scholarly Practitioner

| have been a practitioner at UNC Charlotte for six years, and within the context of the
CWCT program as a member of the consortium for three years. Since the inception of the
CWCT program, | have played an important role in the recruitment of individuals, the formation
of partnerships with private and public organizations, the generation of monthly newsletters, and
organizing and hosting career fairs and other career readiness programming virtually. I currently
work as a practitioner at UNC Charlotte as the Systems Administrator in the Office of OnelT as
part of the Academic Affairs Support Division. My main responsibility includes administering
all systems related to undergraduate admissions, scholarship and honors program, and student
information. My roles have allowed me to collect anecdotal and empirical data, and they have
given me the ability to interact with students as it relates to career readiness practices.

The CWCT program started as a pilot program, along with two other NCAE-C sponsored
projects and, inherent to any new program, required a lot of groundwork regarding hiring faculty
and staff, generating curriculum, recruiting students, and forming relationships. Once we started
to hit our desired metrics regarding recruiting the demographic of veteran students and members
of the law enforcement and first responder community, we began to discuss the challenges that
our students brought to our attention. Given the unique diversity of educational and career

backgrounds of our students, many were frustrated by their lack of career readiness skills that
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seemed to be required to obtain employment within the field of cybersecurity. Though our
program strives to provide an excellent curriculum to prepare students to enter the field and to
obtain important credentials, we did not have dedicated career readiness programs at the onset.
As part of my job, and in collaboration with my teammates, we began to host career fairs that
brough 15 to 20 partners to self-hosted Zoom sessions, where our CWCT students could interact
with military recruiters, managers in the industry, and third-party non-profit organizations that
provide additional resources to veteran students.

| found the large amount of research on student veterans very interesting but started to
quickly realize that non-degree cybersecurity programs are not only new, but students seem to
not have the same resources that traditional student veterans at a four-year institution, or even a
two-year institution, may have. | then set out to speak with members of the faculty who oversee
the program about my thoughts on a dissertation study that could investigate these variables and
design an intervention to determine efficacy. | find it important to mention that | am also a
veteran of the United States Army and Army Reserve, and working with veterans holds a special
place both in my heart and in my professional goals as an educational professional and
administrator.

Summary

The focus of this study was to design, implement, and assess the impact of an applied
intervention on students’ career readiness and ability to obtain employment in cybersecurity.
Additionally, this study sought to recognize and investigate the perceptions of career readiness
by students within this program and to gather data in Phase 3 on the impact of the intervention on

these perceptions. | conducted this study over three phases, with Phase 1 consisting of a 1:1
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interview via Zoom to gather baseline data. Phase 2 incorporated an intervention of a peer
mentoring program.

In Phase 3, | conducted follow-up 1:1 interviews with participants to collect further
qualitative data on the intervention’s impact on career readiness perception and their ability to
obtain employment in their field. The subsequent analysis in Phase 3, and both prior phases,
addressed the three main research questions of the study experience. This section also discussed
the assumptions, limitations, and delimitations and the steps | took to carefully mitigate any
issues related to validity and rigor.

Lastly, this chapter discusses the role of the scholarly practitioner as part of UNC
Charlotte and as a Program Manager for the Cybersecurity Workforce Certification Training
program (CWCT). The results presented in the following sections of this study may produce the
opportunity to learn how to incorporate career readiness programming into non-degree certificate
programs and may help to determine whether the addition of these can impact employability of
student veterans and non-degree seeking students. In Chapter 4, I go through the results of this

study following the implementation of Phases 1 — 3.
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS
The purpose of this mixed methods case study was to design, implement, and assess a
peer mentoring program for students participating in the Cybersecurity Workforce Certification
Program (CWCT). Assessing the effectiveness of this intervention and the impact it theoretically
could have on various aspects of participants’ career readiness was paramount. I have used a
mixed methodology approach to collect qualitative and quantitative data. To collect baseline data
on the participants in Phase 1 of this study, | administered an interview via Zoom that was
largely based on literature and Schlossberg’s theoretical framework on transition. This same
instrument was utilized in Phase 3 as a post-interview to gather data on the effectiveness and
impact of the peer mentoring program on participants’ perceived career readiness. The following
research questions guided the study.
1. How do non-degree student veterans gauge their preparedness to enter the workforce as
they are studying cybersecurity and transitioning out of the military?
2. What resources do non-degree student veterans need to support their career
preparedness?
3. How do veterans experience an initiative designed to enhance their career readiness?
Throughout this study, I conducted semi-structured interviews to gather information
from the students, all of whom are in a different stage of their transition from the United States
Military. This fourth chapter presents findings related to these interviews and their subsequent
analysis.
Demographics of the Study
The eight participants who both enrolled in the CWCT program and consented to

participate in the present study were non-degree seeking students, all of whom were members or



previous members of the United States military. All elected to participate in the study, and all
were at different levels of progression through this certification program. Participants ranged in
educational background, including two PhD’s, one master’s degree, four bachelor’s degrees, and
two high school diplomas as the highest level of education attained. The rank upon discharge out
of the military for each participant, or if currently serving, their rank at the given time of the
study, was also collected as data points. Two participants were officers, and the other six were
enlisted members of the Armed Forces.
Pseudonyms and Anonymity

To protect the confidentiality of research participants and noted in Chapter 3’s
description of methodology, pseudonyms were utilized. For ease of the reader, and to reference
as | explain the data collection and analysis in this chapter, | reference participants by the

pseudonyms in Table 4.
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Table 4

Phase 1 Demographic Information

Alias Rank Ethnicity/Race Gender
Jesse Bryant E-8 White Male
Arnulfo 0-2 White Male
Holden

Nicole Lynn E-6 Asian Female
Harvey Buck  E-5 White Male
Albert Mcgee  E-5 Asian Male
Adalberto E-7 White Male
Noble

Alyson E-4 Hispanic Female
Fitzgerald

Vilma Neal 0-2 White Female

Note. In the United States Military, ranks such as E (1-9) and O (1-9) notate enlisted versus
officer ranks, respectively.
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Data Collection

On April 21, 2024, | received IRB approval to begin the study and access participants. By
late May of 2024, I identified the target population based on the study’s requirements of being a
current or former military veteran, enrolled full time in the CWCT program, and currently a
United States Citizen or Permanent Resident. | sent an email correspondence to those who
matched these criteria announcing the research study per the IRB guidelines and was able to
communicate with the participants who ultimately signed their consent form that notated their
participation in an interview in Phase 1, participation in a peer mentor program intervention in
Phase 2, and a post-intervention interview in Phase 3. The emails with participants outlined the
purpose of the research study and the data collection procedures that would be used. Email
invitations defined the efforts that | would take to ensure that the confidentiality of participants
remains intact, and though recordings of interviews would be used for coding purposes, their
names, likeness, and recordings would not be published or shared. IRB-approved consent forms
were attached to these emails, signed, and shared back with me.

Using an additional email communication, research participants utilized Calendly to
schedule meetings with me at their convenience to conduct Phase 1 of the study via Zoom.
Though several cancellations and reschedules were needed, | was able to meet with all 8
participants within the months of June and July of 2024 to conduct the initial interview per the
interview guide. Participants were told at the onset of the interview that although recording
would take place, their confidentiality would be maintained. The main barrier present here was
the varying schedules of the participant population; many were working full-time jobs, had
families, and had other obligations and commitments that made it difficult to find time, albeit

only an hour, to ensure successful delivery of Phase 1 of the study via a Zoom interview.
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During the consent process, | assured all students that the decision to participate or not
participate in the study would in no way influence their grades within the CWCT Program. The
study was conducted via the following timeline:

- Phase 1 -June 2, 2024 - July 3, 2024

- Phase 2 - August 14, 2024 - September 22, 2024

- Phase 3 - October 9, 2024, - October 31, 2024

Phase 2 included participation in a peer mentor program, in which all students were asked
via the consent form and within the Phase 1 interview if they would elect to participate in it. Out
of all 8 initial participants, all 8 agreed to participate in the intervention. The Phase 2
intervention included partial randomization pairing of the participants into groups of 2, called
peer mentors for this study, but also colloquially as “battle buddies” in a military friendly sense.
Though several scenarios were drafted to address how to pair mentors, the most reasonable
assumption was that pairing one participant who was farther along in the academic program with
another who was just starting could provide the most effective data. Additionally, | met with
each participant prior to having them engage with their partners where | set expectations
regarding ensuring they meet once per week, that it preferably be over zoom or phone unless not
available, and to let me know if they were unable to meet that week for any reason.

As stated previously in Chapters 2 and 3 of this study, “battle buddies™ is a military term
for someone assigned to an individual — in initial training and beyond — who is responsible for
another individual’s physical (and, to a degree, mental) health and safety. This methodology was
selected for three main reasons.

First, each participant indicated an interest in the peer mentor program in their Phase 1

interviews, and without encouragement noted the potential benefits of implementing such a
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program. Second, inquiry partners suggested that pairing participants would be beneficial to
increasing career readiness. Third, two inquiry partners recommended that peer mentors have a
predetermined prompt each week to encourage conversation. The literature review pointed
toward potential benefits of implementing a peer mentor program and highlighted the program’s
association with positive benefits on career development and readiness, especially for the veteran
population.

Participants were emailed weekly prompts that were based on Schlossberg’s Transition
Theory’s four guiding principles, in addition to career readiness variables that are relevant based
on the literature review in Chapter 2. These themes were as follows, including suggested prompts
that could be utilized by the participants:

1. Week 1 - Transition and the Situation (Introductions)
a. General introductions
b. Explain your current situation.
c. Go over your military and educational backgrounds and goals.
2. Week 2 - Transition and Self
a.  What kind of things are important to you? What's important to you that you'd like
to see in the work you do?
b. What kind of values do you have in relation to what you're trying to accomplish?
c. How do you think your age, gender, stage of life, health, or things of this nature
impact what you're trying to do as you transition into cyber/IT?
3. Week 3 - Networking
a. How has networking in the field of cybersecurity been going?

b. What does networking mean to you?
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c. What parts of networking do you find challenging?
d. Are there success stories or tips you could share with each other about your own
experience networking?

4. Week 4 - Interviewing

a. What have your interview experiences been like?

b. What about being a veteran do you think makes interviews unique or different?

c. What do you want to improve on?

d. What tips/tricks can you share with your peers that have worked for you?
5. Week 5 - External Resources / Non-Profit Organizations

a. What was your experience with the military's transition program?

b. Did you use any other resources to help with finding jobs? Resume, interview,

networking help?

c. If so, which ones were helpful? How so?
6. Week 6 - Resume

a. Where does your resume currently stand?

b. Did anyone help you with it?

c. Have you gotten feedback on it?
7. Week 7 - Transition - Strategies

a. How did you modify situations as you transitioned?

b. Means of controlling problems you encountered.

c. What strategies do you have regarding managing stress?

8. Week 8 - Wrap - Up / Survey / Q&A
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Mentor pairs were asked to meet once per week on their own time, whether by Zoom,
email, or phone call, to discuss the weekly prompt and connect with one another. Participants
were given an explanation during Phase 1 interviews that each weekly meeting in Phase 2 would
be approximately a half hour each and would have a prompt or theme each week to encourage
discussion. Possible prompts and questions were shared with participants to encourage
conversation and engagement. They were also sent weekly reminders. Participants were also
given suggested prompts associated with each theme, shown above; many of these prompts were
generated via engagement and discussion with inquiry partners when presented with the Phase 1
data.

Upon completion of the intervention, students were again asked to utilize Calendly to
schedule the Phase 3 Zoom interview to collect post-intervention data on the impact of the peer
mentor program. This portion of the data collection involved an interview guide that mirrored the
original interview, following up on the common trends and subjects the study was looking to
investigate. However, further questions were asked involving the potential impact of
participation in the peer mentoring program on various aspects of their career readiness and
transition. These interviews took place between October 12th, 2024, and October 30th, 2024.
Data were collected in Phase 3 in a similar fashion to Phase 1; participant conversations were
recorded, as well as note taking and coding of responses by the principal investigator as it was
being conducted. Some questions involved additional probing, depending on the quality and

guantity of responses per research question.
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Phase 1 Data Analysis
As part of Phase 1 data collection, and in addition to demographic information,
participants offered insight into their perceived career readiness in relation to several key
variables, including how confident they were in their interview, networking, and resume skills.
These data were collected via asking participants to rate how they initially feel regarding their

perceived career readiness and are notated in Table 5.
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Table 5

Phase 1 Numerical Data - Perceived Career Readiness (Scale of 1-5)

Alias Interview Resume Networking
Skills

Jesse Bryant 2 2 2

Arnulfo 2 4 3

Holden

Nicole Lynn 2 3 2

Harvey Buck 5 5 4.5

Albert Mcgee 3 4 4

Adalberto 2 3 2

Noble

Alyson 4 4 3.5

Fitzgerald

Vilma Neal 3 4 3

Average 2.876 3.625 3.111

Note. These data were collected by asking participants to rank their perceived career readiness on
these variables at the given moment, with a “5” being the highest.
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Participants were also asked questions regarding their transition from the United States
Military into the civilian world, if applicable, or where they currently were regarding their
transition. Stages of transition were broken down into five categories of potential responses,
though the question was left open-ended to elaborate on how they planned to transition or
currently are. These categories are as follows:

a. Stage 1 — Currently in Service — Active Duty

b. Stage 2 — Currently in Service — Reserve/National Guard

c. Stage 3 — Separated from Service < 6 months

d. Stage 4 — Separated from Service < 2 years

e. Stage 5 — Separated for longer than 2 years

Responses were mixed, with four having self-identified as being out of the military for

more than 2 years, one still in the reserves, one on active duty, one separated less than two years
ago, and one who separated in the last six months or less. Overall, only 2 participants are still in
the military, though one noted they are currently employed as a military contractor.
Research Question 1

How do non-degree student veterans gauge their preparedness to enter the workforce as
they are studying cybersecurity and transitioning out of the military? Response to this first
question was apparent in Phase 1 of data collection.

In my first step of collecting the data, I reviewed all the qualitative and quantitative data
from a single participant to break down the data into smaller points, primarily utilizing the “four
S’s” of Schlossberg’s Transition theory. As noted previously in Chapter 3, this included breaking

the qualitative data down to identify it as either related to self, support, structure, or strategies.
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Coding began with four main categories and began to evolve into themes as the interviews and
phases went on.

This began with coding answers as being related to self (blue), support (green), situation
(red), and strategies (yellow). Some responses were coded as being related to one more variable.
As Phase 1 progressed, additional codes were added to assist in analyzing the raw data. These
included codes being built out for responses related to experiences in the program in particular
(orange), analysis or feedback regarding hard skills related to cybersecurity or IT (gray), and
general discussion surrounding mental health (pink). These three additional codes were brought
to light based on participant responses to further analyze the data, especially in Phase 3.
However, the coding related to mental health was collapsed later in data analysis to be included
with responses related to self (blue) to yield a superior coordinate for analyzing their views of
themselves as they transition. This was mainly due to similarity in the responses as themes
emerged and the interviews offered more insight into the participants. An example excerpt from
one participant’s initial interview has been provided below to highlight an example of the coding
utilized in the analysis of the interviews.

A lot of things were being organized and was about ensuring that things were executed

the right way when | transitioned. | started applying for certain positions right away,

which helped to reduce stress. This went on where | was putting in about 5 applications a

day to nearly twenty by the time | was about [IZNTICHINSIEYIION (Ieaving the military).

| had to make sure all my certifications were up to date and paid for the (branch of

service) or DoD before | got out. SIXITONINCIONOMISCPataton, | started doing more

research and started working on new certifications. | started researching the requirements,

advanced requirements, did some cost analysis on what makes the most sense, etcetera.
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feel like I've transitioned, but just more focused on upskill right now... I've had a great

experience in the CWCT program so far, but wish there more like it. Though, it would be

nice for a Skillbridge like program to be incorporated that also could help veterans get

into the corporate pipeline.

Some responses from participants touched on several variables, but these codes were
created to further analyze probing questions and their respective responses, as well as open-
ended responses towards the end of interviews. There were responses that did not fit into the
initial schema of Schlossberg’s Four “S’s”, and these were either coded into the three added
categories or were further analyzed and coded as multiple colors.

Following the open coding that took place here, | analyzed specific clusters or groupings
of responses to gain a better understanding of how participants perceive their own career
readiness. | began to identify the perspective that each participant brings to the study. In a
manner consistent with Saldafia, these began to emerge as patterns, which ultimately comprised
the themes seen next in this chapter. | present excerpts here that were collected in Phase 1, and
all forms of these raw qualitative data have been edited minimally.

Some grammatical errors and verbal fillers were removed for the ease of reading. In no
way was this editorial methodology put into practice to alter the meaning of the research
participants’ messages; in certain cases where editing responses in any way would modify the
meaning, these excerpts were left intact. Specific branches of the military in which research
participants served have also been redacted and replaced with a simple reference to “the armed

forces” or “the military” in order to further protect the anonymity and privacy of the participants.
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Themes
Theme 1: Participants view themselves as military members first regarding their career
prospects.

One of the recurring themes that emerged from the conversations during Phase 1 of the
study was the overall feeling of how participants see themselves regarding their career readiness,
and also where they see themselves on a personal level. As noted previously, research
participants varied in the physical timing of their transition out of the military, with several still
actively serving while they begin their career search. For example, Jesse, one of the research
participants, described their self-view regarding their transition as such:

I feel like I’ve mostly transitioned, but I’'m really trying to focus on being upskilled right

now. | tried to plan out my transition, couldn’t do certain programs like Skill bridge,

COVID was going out, and [ wasn’t able to plan my transition as much as I had tried. I

tell other veterans to (start) planning two years out.

Another research participant, Harvey, went on to discuss how he viewed himself as part
of his transition:

As a special staff officer in the military, that helped me to guide my transition as it

allowed me to talk directly with my commander. This led to me participating in AWS

skill bridge programs for cloud career preparation, and on to other opportunities... It was

a great experience, and it really helped me transition.

Adalberto similarly went on to discuss their current view of self as follows:

| feel as though my current view of myself as a military officer really helps with

becoming a more resilient person, especially regarding rejection. | have a good outlook

on where my transition will take me, and that really helps me cope.
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Three other participants discussed similar views of themselves as military members first,
prior to mentioning their unique characteristics, such as their personality, ethnicity, or gender. It
was common for participants to view themselves as transitioning service members, and the many
challenges related to their transition often came back to their grouping of themselves into a
“pot,” as one participant put it, of prior service members looking for a job in the private sector.
In other words, it is likely that participants felt labeled as a veteran looking into this job market
and felt that such a designation grouped them both socially and categorically when searching for
employment.

One of these participants, Nicole, repeatedly referenced her view of self as being highly
qualified and skilled but was unsure how to translate those military skills into something that
would make sense to an employer or hiring manager who may have never served in the military.
She noted having technical skills from her job in the military, but it was still difficult to make
those relevant to civilian jobs in IT unless the military occupational specialty was directly in
information technology or cybersecurity. Some examples included trying to translate loosely
related military skills to those that are shown in the job posting, as the vernacular and verbiage is
often quite different when comparing civilian and military job descriptions. Vilma went on to
describe feeling like her prior self-view was in a state of perpetual drowning, stating:

There are so many resources available, it’s easy to feel like you’re overwhelmed or

drowning in them. You try to eat all these resources up, but it’s like drinking from a

firehose. Certain programs help to learn resources on what you’re doing, but it’s tough to

focus on those soft skills; in fact, it’s hard to decipher what you even want to do or what

you see yourself as.
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Overall, participants seem to view themselves as transitioning service members at one
stage or another, and it was rather difficult to probe participants to discuss individual views, their
socioeconomic status, or other psychological resources like ego development or values.
However, outlook was commonly discussed as it relates to their view of self.

Theme 2: Participants have varied support structures, if any are present.

Support structure was a prominent theme that was revealed during the Phase 1 interviews,
with all 8 participants discussing it in one form or another. Responses touched on the importance
of family and friends, certain institutions and organizations, and members of their military
community. Part of the theoretical framework guiding this study, Schlossberg’s Transition
theory, stresses the importance of having a support structure in place while dealing with a
transition of any kind. For this research, all participants were at some point in their transition
from the military to the cybersecurity/IT workspace. However, the role of this support varied.
Albert, for example, shared:

(I don’t have any) family connections really, and not a lot of friends. I have some co-

workers that I rely on, which makes up the (majority) of my support structure.

Probing questions revealed that much of this support structure involved talking through
challenges that came about through the transition, in addition to having a place to share
successes. Others, such as Jesse, mentioned that part of the support structure was having a large
team of friends and battle buddies who can check in on each other:

| have a team of 20 on a thread [likely a social networking group or chat] that checks on

each other regularly, on top of having a family that supports me. | have friends that push

each other too.
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Jesse went on to explain that this thread served as a place not only to discuss where they
are at in their life and career, but also to provide accountability to ensure that each other’s mental
health and resolve are in a good place. Arnulfo summarized his view of their support structure
quite eloquently. When asked the question of whether he has a support structure in place to assist
them with their transition, he responded firstly with a mention of his wife. He explained that
having a single person who was supportive of the service member who was transitioning, pushed
that person to do more, and stick with that individual’s commitments was critical in his success.

Overall, participants seemed mixed on whether they had a support structure in place,
with those who said they did have structure referencing family and friends. Little to no mention
was made within this stage of the research of any support structures that exist outside of friends,
family, and co-workers, with notably little mention of any non-profit organizations that
specialize in assisting in the transition of service members out of the United States Military.
Theme 3: Though strategies vary, participants have unique ways to control problems, modify
situations, and manage stress.

Many different strategies were discussed by research participants as part of Phase 1,
ranging from discussions of planning to networking with others. Some research participants,
when asked about the strategies they have in place to cope with their challenge, laid out their
carefully crafted planning to ameliorate these challenges. Jesse, for example, offered:

A lot was being organized, and | needed to ensure that things were executed. | started to

apply for positions right away, which helped to reduce stress. | went from five

applications a week to almost 20 by the time | was about 12 months away from (leaving
the military). I also ensured that (certifications) were up to date and paid for before | got

out. Six months until | separated, | started researching requirements, advanced
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requirements of jobs, and even did a cost analysis... I had a good mentor that told me

everything that they don’t help you with post-retirement, you must do that one on your

own.

Though this response focused on the role of careful planning, it also included the mention
of a mentor, noting how helpful that was. Arnulfo’s responses were related to planning to assist
with the transition:

It was overwhelming and intimidating to start a new career or job. Main two things that |

did was write down my plan on paper and continue with the proper planning. Often, |

would over-prepare for job interviews to reduce the possibility of problems. I also would

ask others about their work in a certain field, like what worked and what didn’t.

Alyson went on to note that one strategy to cope with the transition and get ahead was to
recognize that cybersecurity, much like the military, was a male-dominated industry:

There aren’t a lot of female IT vets out there, which made me must be a lot more

assertive. It had to be better than the next one. This included reading everything | could,

taking classes...

It was interesting to see, though, that certain participants didn’t have a strategy in place to
support them in regard to these challenges. Nicole responded simply with:

(I don’t really have strategies put into place) yet, but I am thinking about looking for

specific LinkedIn groups, Facebook groups, or something like that where I can connect

with others.

Adalberto mentioned that being in the military inherently was a strategy, going on to

note:
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| think | developed a certain amount of resilience from being an officer (in the military),
which helps a lot to cope with being rejected or denied when trying to enter this (job market).
Theme 4: Participants view their situations differently as it relates to transition, but all share
the commonality of trying to break into the civilian IT workforce.

One of the most important pieces of information when examining a transition through the
lens of Schlossberg’s transition theory is the situation itself. By asking questions of the
participants about their transition, one inherently gathers information on the situation itself,
including what triggered it, the timing, how much control they had over it, its duration, and
more. Apart from the commonality of participants being at some stage in their transition in or out
of the military, responses varied greatly depending on how they described and identified the
situation they were in. As noted previously, respondents were asked to identify what stage of
transition they considered themselves to be in, with the option of selecting one of five stages,
citing whether they were still in the service, separated recently, or separated a longer time than
that.

Further, there was a mix of responses that included being in slightly different situations
regarding exactly where they were in their career. Some were brand new to exploring the field of
IT and cybersecurity, whereas others felt like they were in a more comfortable situation already
working in the industry. Vilma, for example, was in a situation where she was rather new to the
industry, saying:

No, I didn’t have a background in IT at all prior to the military or within regarding that

education. I tried another industry that didn’t work out, and then IT came of interest

based on interest in computers. | moved, did some vocational training, and got a job

finally in IT.
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Others, such as Jesse, were more interested at this point in their career and transition to
just upskill. He was also already highly educated, having completed a master’s and PhD. He
noted:

I feel as though I’ve already transitioned, I’'m more focused on upskill. I tried to plan my
transition but couldn’t do a skill bridge program. COVID was going on, and | couldn’t plan that
much for my transition at the time; however, | now tell other veterans to start planning two years
in advance for your current transition situation.

Research Question 2

What resources do non-degree student veterans need to support their career
preparedness? To gather data on what resources research participants needed to support their
career, | began by asking them what resources they have utilized historically, if any. The
following is a list of different resources that participants identified as being something that they
used at some point during their transition out of the military or at some point afterwards.

Participants mentioned utilizing Coursera, which provides free courses to veterans, in
addition to various USO programs. TAPS was mentioned and is required to be used in part by all
transitioning service members; it is a federally sponsored transition program that is mandatory
for all service members who are on active duty. Skill bridge programs are Department of
Defense sponsored programs that connect transitioning service members with private companies,
including training, internships, and more. The non-profit organizations Hiring our Heroes and
Hire Heroes USA were also mentioned as being utilized by two participants; both offer job
placement assistance, fellowships, 1:1 career counseling, resume workshops, and more. Lastly,
various coursework, classes, and exams were provided at little to no cost by other mentioned

programs.
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To fully answer this research question, however, | also asked participants two additional
questions to gather more information on what resources they have used and to try to identify the
actual needs present. These data were partially gathered by asking participants what aspects of
their own career readiness and employment search they can improve on, as well as what parts of
securing a job in cybersecurity they are finding most difficult. Harvey, for example, noted how
difficult it can be to try to secure one of these jobs:

Experience is the most difficult. A lot of job postings require a lot of experience in the

field already. A lot of these jobs also require certifications, but they still want expertise. |

have managerial experience regarding this stuff, and I try to parlay that into the right role,
but it’s still difficult.

Others mentioned that just landing an interview was a difficult part of the process. Some,
such as Adalberto, noted some of the aspects of their career readiness they could improve on to
try to secure additional interviews in the future:

Resume and networking could use some help. I’'m trying to improve my networking skills

but haven’t gotten a lot of interviews. I’m working on translating my military skill set

technically into what makes sense for technical skills.

Multiple participants mentioned the need to improve their interview skills and their
resume, but the overwhelming consensus was that networking was a struggle. Examples included
reaching out to recruiters on LinkedIn and never hearing back or hearing that jobs may have been
acquired by those who personally knew someone in the company. Out of the 8 participants, 7
noted that networking was one of the major skills that they wanted to improve on, with 4 out of 8

noting that they could use assistance with either interview preparation or resume writing.
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Another observation that emerged from the analysis of these Phase 1 questions included
the inherently confusing industry that cybersecurity professionals must navigate. Unlike many
career fields where there is a rather straightforward academic path to success and employment,
respondents seemed to view cybersecurity as quite different. Reasons offered by participants in
their responses to what may have caused this confusion mainly focused on attempting to
understand the industry-recognized certifications that are offered by multiple third-party vendors,
making it quite difficult to know which ones to focus on. The CWCT program that these research
participants are enrolled in completed a market research study that helped to formulate which
certifications the program would prepare students for, but it barely scratches the surface of what
is heavily sought after versus what is required versus what is not useful at all. Vilma went on to
say:

It’s nearly impossible to figure out which certifications are the most important right now.

Different job postings show different required certifications, but sometimes they’re just

preferred qualifications. Plus, some of these tests are very expensive to take, and though

we get vouchers as part of (the CWCT program), there are still a lot more that aren’t
covered or may be required later.

To further complicate this point, participants also noted that the field is ever-changing,
and the importance of certain certifications versus others can be fluid. This point is summarized
well by Jesse, who said:

It’s hard to know which certs to focus on as they’re constantly changing, and that’s

before you even look at jobs based on family and relocation requirements.
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Jesse went on to say that he did take advantage of numerous resources prior to and right
around the time of transition. There was a large variety of responses regarding resources that
have been used historically, and those that were more beneficial than others.

Overall, it was apparent that interviewing this population revealed a unique combination
of dedicated, practical experience from the military and, above all, a strong desire for skill
expansion. Though this variable could be common to someone who wishes to enroll in a non-
degree cybersecurity program, this is still worth noting as a common theme.

Phase 2 Intervention & Data

Upon completion of Phase 1, | engaged inquiry partners with preliminary data and
general thoughts regarding the data collected during Phase 1. Chapter 2 provides a review of the
literature on the potential benefits of a peer mentor program on career readiness and development
in the higher education space, but it was important to engage inquiry partners to determine
whether that was the most appropriate intervention based on preliminary results.

Prior to engaging these partners, however, | found it quite interesting that participants
went out of their way (without being prompted) to express their interest in participating in some
sort of peer mentor program. All participants agreed that a peer mentoring program would be
beneficial, but 6 out of 8 went on to explain why they were interested. Their responses included
references to not having an effective way to connect with peers in a virtual, online environment,
and extended to the concept of just having a constructive way to engage with peers who are in a
similar situation.

Some of the most helpful feedback from my inquiry partners came while discussing two
of my primary challenges while conducting this research: the need to probe often to receive

meaningful responses, and the tendency for participants to elaborate on their technical skills and
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experience in their non-degree program. To elaborate on this point, | shared with inquiry partners
that participants would often respond with technical comments and feedback, even if the
question was more about something more qualitative. Several inquiry partners noted that this
tendency could be due to their military service, given that short, to-the-point answers are often
ideal in a military environment. Further, the hesitation to discuss personal feelings regarding
their transition may be further exacerbated by this point, and this reluctance often led to
discussing technical cybersecurity skill sets when probed in lieu of a response more related to
their mental health or feelings. Inquiry partners recommended that a peer mentor program was
appropriate, but it should include a weekly theme to encourage discussion. This was a tactic to
keep the participants on track with the intervention in terms of assessing the impact of it on their
career readiness, and it was also meant to limit the amount of time discussing technical skillsets
in information technology.

Admittingly, it was difficult to engage with all inquiry partners during this stage of the
study. This could likely be attributed to Phase 1 and 2 being conducted during the summer
months, and vacation schedules and faculty calendars were not always aligned. Inquiry partners
did go on to recommend that feedback forms may be too much work for participants to fill out
weekly, and that the idea of doing a Phase 3 follow-up interview was most appropriate. One
inquiry partner mentioned that it may be helpful to ask probing questions in Phase 3 even if
participants had already been asked, especially if the response was still not answering the
question. I would recommend having several inquiry partners in a future study, as two or three
would have likely been sufficient.

Though the participants were diverse in several categories, each participant was studying

cybersecurity in this non-degree program, was a current or former member of the military, is at
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some stage of transition, and is looking to further their career in IT/cybersecurity. Based on the
literature review, feedback from participants in Phase 1, and positive feedback from inquiry
partners, Phase 2 involved the participation in an 8-week peer mentoring program. Although data
were not collected directly during Phase 2, data were collected during Phase 3 as part of the
follow-up interview to determine effectiveness of the applied intervention. As mentioned
previously, themes were sent to participants each week via email to encourage participation
around a prompt related to the theoretical framework and research questions.

During the intervention, participants were sent a weekly email from me to guide their
conversations with one another as “battle buddies.” These weekly themes included resumes,
interviewing, external resources, networking, transition & self-view, and situation. An example
email is shown below of what participants would have received during Week 4 of the study.

| hope you had an excellent week and were able to find some time to connect with your
peers this week to discuss networking. This week, I'd like you two connect to briefly discuss your
experience with interviewing.

Possible prompts:

1. What have your interview experiences been like?

2. What about being a veteran do you think makes interviews unique or different?

3. What do you want to improve on?

4. What tips/tricks can you share with your peer that has worked for you?

Another example of a weekly correspondence email with participants from Week 2 is shown
below.
For this week, I would love to see you all take a moment to discuss how transition impacted (or

is impacting) each other on a slightly different level.
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With the theme of Transition and Self, here's a few prompts that you may want to utilize as y'all
connect:

1. What kind of things are important to you? What's important to you that you'd like to see

in the work you do?

2. What kind of values do you have in relation to what you're trying to accomplish?

3. How do you think your age, gender, stage of life, health, or things of this nature impact

what you're trying to do as you transition into cyber/IT?
Again, these are just suggestions. The most important thing is you all find time to briefly
meet once a week to connect as peer mentors / battle buddies.

These emails served not only as prompts for discussion, but also as an attempt to keep the
intervention structured enough to parse out data from different topics of interest, while also not
trying to create too much structure on a population that identified as being quite busy. When
engaging with inquiry partners, | made sure to mention that participation was a concern for me
considering the multiple jobs, varying geographic locations, different time zones, and so on.
Thus, this structure was recommended based on Phase 1 data, inquiry partner feedback, and the
literature. Discussed later in Chapter 5, this intervention could have yielded more data if more
structure had been in place, but it is unknown whether that would have had an adverse impact on
participation based on the participant population’s schedules.

Phase 3 Data Analysis
Research Question 3
How do veterans experience an initiative designed to enhance their career readiness?
Phase 2 was designed to address this question, in addition to being chosen as an

intervention based on the feedback from inquiry partners, respondent data from Phase 1, and an

92



argument from the literature that a semi-structured peer mentor program has theoretical potential
to enhance career readiness among other variables. Questions were like those asked in Phase 1,
with hopes of following up with participants regarding whether new aspects of their “Four S’s”
mentioned previously had been addressed or experienced. In other words, research questions in
Phase 3 attempted not only to gather information regarding the peer mentor intervention
program, but also to glean information on other aspects of their transition. Given that these
participants were all actively engaged in a non-degree certificate program, it was helpful to
gather data on how their transition has proceeded in the months since Phase 1 interviews, even
looking at variables not directly related to the peer mentor program.

These variables had to do with any new strategies, support structures, or other aspects of
participants’ perceived career readiness or job search. Additionally, questions in the Phase 3
interview guide included the same sliding scale questions asked in Phase 1 regarding networking,
resume preparation, and interview skills. The purpose of this interview guide was to attempt to
gather data on the research questions, the relevant variables as they relate to Schlossberg’s
Transition Theory, and quantitative data on common subjects related to career preparation and
readiness. Lastly, participants were also asked open-ended questions regarding their experience
engaging with their assigned peer mentor, which provided further insight into the possibility of
looking at interventions with programs to encourage positive career development, in addition
finding out more about how veterans perceive their own readiness.

Unfortunately, one of the participants dropped out of the research study due to personal
reasons. Given the demographic of former and current military members making up the entirety
of this research population, it was not a surprise that at least one participant was not able to

complete all phases of the study due to their military, work, and life balance. For many service
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members, and especially for those with families, it can be difficult to engage in college
coursework while being employed, often with more than one job. As noted previously, a handful
of participants were working full time jobs while studying in this non-degree program and were
still actively serving in one form or another in the military. As someone who personally served in
the United States Armed Forces, | can attest that scheduling and planning can be important, but it
is sometimes irrelevant to what ends up happening with deployment, moves, and other rhythms
of military life.

As a follow up to the data collected in Phase 1, | asked follow-up questions to gather
quantitative data on whether the intervention, or other variables, had improved three hard skill
markers: their perceived confidence in their resume, interview skills, and ability to network
within their field. These data are shown in Table 6. The most notable change in the perceived
abilities of respondents from Phase 1 to Phase 3 was in networking ability, with an average of
nearly half a point improvement, with all participants noting an improvement or the same
number. Minor improvements were also seen in how participants rated their resume and
interview abilities.

When participants were asked these questions, | raised a probing question of whether the
participation in the peer mentor program was relevant, with mixed results on whether it was a
direct result of the intervention or was due to gaining more skills organically as they progress

through their transition and through the academic program in question.
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Table 6

Phase 3 Numerical Data - Perceived Career Readiness (Scale of 1-5)

Alias Interview Resume Networking
Skills

Jesse Bryant 3 2 3

Arnulfo 2 4 4

Holden

Nicole Lynn 3 4 3

Adalberto 5 5 4.5

Noble

Albert Mcgee 3 4 4

Alyson 4 4 4

Fitzgerald

Vilma Neal 4 4 4

Average 3.428 3.857 3.785

Note. Participants were asked how they ranked their perceived readiness in the subjects
above; these were the same questions asked in Phase 1 but repeated in Phase 3 to assess any

changes.
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Theme 5: Participants had varied experiences with the intervention, ranging from offering
strategies to their peers to simply enjoying connecting with someone in a similar situation.

As part of the Phase 3 interview guide, participants were asked whether they had learned
any skills to assist in their transition into the civilian workforce or into cybersecurity. Jesse
shared that one of the main themes that was present as part of participating with a peer mentor
was discussing networking, noting:

You must start networking early, including reaching out for mentorship, practice

interviewing, and more... This was discussed with a peer mentor, which was overall a

great experience and nice to connect with someone in a similar situation. Interviewers

want to hear about the mentors you have, and what metrics you have used in the past to
be successful. Also, they want to know what kind of revenue potential you can bring to
any company you work for; these are solid strategies to get you in a good position.

Alyson focused on talking about some of the hard skills learned since the last time we
had a chance to discuss strategies in Phase 1, noting things learned related to their time in a
Linux course and other variables in the cybersecurity realm. Arnuflo did not feel as though the
peer mentor program was helpful in obtaining new strategies, remarking:

Probably haven’t learned any new strategies, per se; not enough information to say that |

formed a new strategy from these new relationships. But I don’t (interact) with a lot of

cyber folks, so it was nice to engage with someone in a similar situation as I am. | saw
some similarities between my own journey and my peers, including getting certifications,
knowing someone that did similar things, and ultimately finding success entering the

industry.
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Similarly, Albert mentioned that new skills were not necessarily obtained via
participation, but it was a good chance to discuss what strategies worked and what didn’t as they
transitioned. This sentiment was further echoed by Nicole, who said:

To some degree, I’ve found some new strategies, but it was more focused on just talking

about what works and what doesn’t; this is (particularly) relevant when you’re paired

with someone who you have similarities with.
Other respondents, such as Vilma and Adalberto, mentioned that they had simply not gathered
any new strategies from this intervention.
Theme 6: Support structures included family, friends, spouses, and military groups.

Participants were asked a follow up to a similar question from Phase 1 that sought to
determine whether they had gained any new skills related to support structure. Participants had a
variety of answers, ranging from little to no new support, learning new ideas on how to gain
support from their peer mentor experience, and others that found new support altogether. Alyson,
for example, noted:

The main new support | found is a group of people that are currently working in the

industry via a partner that helped to shine light on the matter. It’s just a new group of IT

folks that really helps to connect with.

Responses like this provide context to the quantitative data. The largest improvement in
any one category was perceived to be networking abilities, according to participants who
discussed their growth over the course of this study. Albert noted:

I didn’t really gather new support structure ideas, but support groups are important, and I

continue to see that after connecting with my partner. It’s great to have people who aren’t

wondering why you’re studying or pursuing (cybersecurity).
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Arnulfo, who had previously, and simply, answered the support question from Phase with
a reference to his wife, said:

| once told a story to my wife about a class | was struggling with and remembered her

wondering why | was questioning what | was doing at all. She just told me to finish the

program, finish the class, and reassess once you’ve completed it.

Though this didn’t note a new strategy per se, it was important to see that this theme of a
support structure came up again and was still relevant. When | asked Jesse this question, he
responded with a message of sorts to anyone in a similar situation regarding support structure:

Find a mentor. Everyone needs to use a networking key to gain a mentor. Asking for

mentorship can be hard and isn’t something that is easy for everyone to do, but it’s

extremely important to have that as a support mechanism to get where you want to go.
Nicole, Adalberto, and Vilma noted that no new strategies had been learned, but they did not
specify whether that was due to not discussing it in detail with their peer mentor or was just in
general.
Theme 7: Participants learned more about each other by participating in the intervention and
see resilience as a common necessity when transitioning.

In Phase 1, responses were coded in four colors based on their relevance to the theoretical
framework, Schlossberg’s Transition Theory, that guides this research. However, | found it
difficult to code responses in Phase 3 to differentiate between their situation and themselves.
This will be later discussed in Chapter 5, but this is likely due to a combination of the organic
nature of what came out of the peer mentor intervention, or not having questions in the Phase 3

interview guide. Thus, this section will combine these themes of situation and self.
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Though there are similarities between the situations that each participant is in, it was a
new situation for them to be paired with a peer to, ironically, also discuss their situation. Arnulfo
began by telling me a bit about this new situation, in addition to providing feedback on the
experience:

When in the world, you often choose your own mentors or mentees. This is usually based

on who you get along with, who you look up to, etc. In this case, with an assigned

mentor/mentee, it was essentially connecting once per week. So, it wasn’t like seeing
someone in the office or connecting on a personal level. However, all the weekly prompts
were hit that the principal investigator encouraged, and it was nice to connect on similar

situations regarding stresses at work, peers that cause issues, and more. | think it was a

positive experience, and | would do it again.
Jesse went on to say:

| got a lot out of being paired with a peer mentor. It was good practice honestly and was

helpful to discuss what it takes to be successful in our own situations. The most important

thing was it was a space to do it in an honest and blunt manner; you really need an honest
approach to these things. When peers talk about their academic experiences too, and what
they’re seeing, it really helps to tailor your own plan as you transition.

Though peers had differing experiences with their peer mentor, it was interesting to see
the feedback they offered on how it helped them view themselves and their current situation.
Albert mentioned:

It was a limited experience, but I learned a lot about my peer mentor and his life. It was

inspirational and humbling to meet someone who (essentially) completed a career in (a
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similar field) and is swapping over to cybersecurity. I’ve worked in a (similar industry)

for a while, and was trying multiple avenues to get into IT.

Albert went on to discuss his situation as it related to formal experience and how it relates
to entry level fields and how long it takes to truly break into the industry. He also mentioned that
seeing someone who had the willingness to make a current change to their situation was
inspiring and made him want to do the same sooner rather than later.

Others, such as Vilma, simply stated that the peer mentor program helped them to feel
more prepared for their current situation, which was trying to find a job in cybersecurity in
general. Alyson, on the other hand, felt like the intervention was helpful but seemed a bit forced.
She went on, however, to discuss how it helped to get a better framework around her current
situation, in addition to encouraging thoughts surrounding women in the workforce (like herself)
who are trying to break into the industry.

The view of self as it relates to participants’ situation came up quite commonly towards
the end of the interview guide in Phase 3. Responses were mixed on the efficacy of this
intervention, which will be later discussed in Chapter 5 as we look to future research studies.
One response that stood out regarding more advice to future veterans in transition was
demonstrated by an unprompted discussion with Jesse:

Resiliency, resiliency, resiliency. They don’t talk to veterans about the situation they’re

in regarding how they can struggle. You’re told that you have all these transferable skills

from the military to the civilian workforce, but it (just isn’t true). Most vets have gone

through two, three, or even four jobs before the right one works out... You must have a

strong mind over resilience, and different types of failure hurt differently.
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He went on to talk more about the importance of resilience for anyone who is actively
transitioning out of the military, and he even went on to indicate a correlation between this and
veteran mental health. He discussed how one can go from being used to a career in the military,
which includes being a leader, confronting challenges, and so on. This theme was presented by
multiple respondents, indicating that there seemed to be quite a difference between their life in
the military versus transitioning.

Theme 8: Technical skills, mainly regarding information technology and cybersecurity, were
brought up via probing questions as it relates to participants’ perceived career readiness.

There was a consistent theme of discussing technical skills related to participants’
transition into cybersecurity, regardless of the questions being primarily designed to discuss
more of the soft skills, such as self-view and social support. Participants would bring up
variables such as how difficult certain certification exams were, the quality of instruction in the
CWCT program, and the time it took to study for certain industry-recognized tests that were
relevant to the field.

Though not directly related to the research questions being addressed in this study, it was
interesting to hear participants mention these variables. An assumption could be made that
service members are engaged and taught via their time in uniform to look analytically at certain
factors such as efficacy of instruction, material, and numerical labels on effectiveness; this could
lead this population to inherently discuss topics unrelated to the interview guide questions that
touch on those mentioned previously. Respondents discussed a variety of variables related to
their content with the CWCT program in general, and for the sake of this study and given the
IRB context at play, will not be discussed in detail; however, it is interesting to see that 6 out of 8

participants included a mention of their overall satisfaction and experience with the program,
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aside from the research study, during Phase 3 interviews. This was of particular interest, as none
of the questions directly addressed the specifics of their experience in this cybersecurity
certification program.

Summary

Overall, it seems participants were most confident in their interview skills, followed by
their resume, and comfortability with networking in the end. Much of the confidence in interview
skills, in the words of the research participants, came from the fact that the military gave them
the confidence to speak clearly in front of superiors. More can be extrapolated from this point, as
service members are often given a myriad of difficult tasks, often with life-or-death situations in
play, possibly increasing their resilience and comfortability with something like interviewing.
However, it was a common theme that participants mentioned difficulty in translating their
military skillsets into civilian-friendly verbiage.

Perhaps unique to this demographic, | found it more challenging to encourage
participants to elaborate on certain questions. Though veterans are known for their confidence,
they are also taught to speak in short, direct format. There could be a familiarity with
presentation and communication skills that translates over to something like this interview,
which could potentially present problems for them in job interviews.

Another common trend was for participants to mention that they felt confident in an
interview itself, but not as confident in networking for a job they are interested in. This will be
analyzed in Chapter 5 but may be related to participants’ experience in the military; as previously
mentioned, service members often have a rather clear path on how to get ahead in their organization. This
can include going to a specific school that is required for the next promotion/rank, getting a passing or

failing grade on their physical fitness test, and completing required training and schoolwork courses. In

the civilian world, the idea of networking is much more complicated and convoluted than that which is
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present in the United States Military. Overall, the idea of networking likely could be seen as
rather foreign to someone who comes from such a vastly different organization as the United
States Army.

Upon the conclusion of Phase 1, I also found it difficult to engage with all inquiry
partners in a timely fashion. | believe much of this was due to the number of faculty and staff
who work in the higher education space being involved as inquiry partners in a study that
required the most feedback from them during the summer months. Nevertheless, inquiry partners
were critical to the introduction of the intervention and much of its framework and
instrumentation.

Lastly, the ability to schedule Phase 3 interviews was quite difficult. Though some of the
participants were quick to schedule the time via Calendly, others took several days, even up to a
couple of weeks, in their response. It was noted that military orders, moves, job changes, and a
large hurricane were all variables that impacted the study in terms of the length of time it took to
communicate with participants, reschedule, and so on. Looking back, researching transitioning
veterans presents unique challenges from a logistical perspective, as there are many variables
that can change rapidly, ultimately making it difficult to progress. Due to this, it took an
additional three weeks to gather all Phase 3 data than originally anticipated, culminating with the

last interview at the end of October 2024.
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CHAPTER 5: SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This final chapter explores further interpretations of the data collected in response to each
of the main three research questions, including considerations for the theoretical framework that
was utilized to design this study. In this discussion, | offer in-depth insights into what the data
reveal about a peer mentor program intervention as these students are participating in a non-
degree cybersecurity program. | end this chapter with several implications of the study, in
addition to some of my own recommendations that could be used toward the direction of future

studies or in general within the practice.

Summary of Findings

Non-degree student veterans gauged their preparedness to enter the workforce as being
relatively prepared, but there were minor to moderate improvements in their self-assessment of
networking, interviewing, and resume skills upon completion of Phase 3. Non-degree student
veterans are aware of a variety of resources available to them, but they are often unsure of which
ones to utilize, when they should use them, and which ones to prioritize. Consequently, resource
utilization varied, as did the support structures that were in place, if any. Veterans had varied
experiences in participating in a peer mentor initiative, though most of the feedback was positive,
mainly pointing to having an ability to learn about resources, career progression, and often just to

have someone to connect with who is going through a similar transition in life.

Limitations

Participants in this study had the flexibility of choosing which time of the week they met
with their assigned peer mentors, and although they were encouraged to use Zoom or a phone

call to connect, there was no way to verify that they acted on this recommendation. Additionally,



there was not a set amount of time that was required, but participants were encouraged to discuss
the weekly prompts at a minimum, though further engagement was not discouraged. Some
participants were actively deployed in time zones across the world and had other duties that
could have created potential weakness or constraint in the data. Another limitation was that there
was no incentive built into the coursework of the program to encourage participation in this
study. This could have potentially yielded more research participants, in addition to having the

ability to further structure the intervention.

Discussion

Interpretations of Research Question 1

How do non-degree student veterans gauge their preparedness to enter the workforce as
they are studying cybersecurity and transitioning out of the military? It was clear from an
analysis of the data collected in Phase 1 that the participants gauged their readiness differently,
but none seemed to feel as though the military or the federal transition programs were enough to
adequately prepare them for the workforce, much less for the field of cybersecurity. The
theoretical framework utilized in this study, Schlossberg’s Transition theory, categorizes
transition by looking at self, situation, support, and strategies. In the review of literature (Chapter
2), we also saw that certain aspects of career readiness were important to gauge, including
feelings toward their resume, interview skills, and networking ability. Though responses were
mixed regarding preparedness self-rankings on their resume, ability to network, and interview, it
did seem that participants perceived improvements on these variables as time went on in the
study, in the CWCT program, and as they further transitioned into the civilian workforce. It was

also apparent that participants had a view of self that focused on their status as a veteran.
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This research population was required to be active or prior service members to be
eligible for participation in the study, and it was brought up by all 8 participants that their
perception of their transition was largely determined by their military life, situation, and skillset.
This theme of self also arose from two participants who discussed how being a female impacted
their transition, and both saw that this factor made it more difficult to not only land jobs, but to
be successful in that environment once employed. Surprisingly, ego development and values
were not largely discussed, although they are factors that are considered important in
Schlossberg’s transition theory. Values were discussed by all 8 participants as something that
positively impacted their perceived career readiness, including discipline, resilience, service to

country, determination, and discipline.

A theme that emerged as the research study progressed was the idea of technical skills,
which encompasses general information technology skill sets. These technical skills could
include the ability to program efficiently or to understand complex cybersecurity related matters,
as well as participants’ overall experience while being actively enrolled in a non-degree
cybersecurity certification program. Research questions were not inherently designed to address
these, and this study was not designed to critique or analyze the program for efficacy of these
skills, but 5 out of 8 participants went on to discuss these variables as answers to how they
perceived their career readiness. It can be reasonably assumed by the participants that much of
this focus on skills was directly related to their time in uniform, as they made parallels to battle
readiness, unit cohesion, and being effective at one’s military occupational specialty based

primarily on these hard skills.

Overall, participants seemed confident that, although there were aspects of their career

readiness that clearly needed improvement, they would eventually be able to effectively navigate
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the civilian workforce, including the ever-present, and often convoluted, realities of networking.
To expand, and from my personal experience in the United States Military, there is little to no
networking inherently present during one’s time in service, and it is generally unnecessary to
move one’s way up through the ranks. As discussed previously, and as was mentioned by
research participants themselves, the military often has a straightforward process of career
advancement through the ranks, primarily related to time of service, physical fitness, exam
scores, and additional schooling programs as requirements. The world of networking in the
civilian workforce is quite different, and this was clearly the most common theme discussed by
the participants, especially when given the opportunity to expand on open-ended questions.
Researchers consider it to be inherent to the job search in the modern world, so it is important
that participants be pushed to address their perceptions of their networking capabilities (Van

Hoye, 2010).
Interpretations of Research Question 2

What resources do non-degree student veterans need to support their career
preparedness? The literature discussed in Chapter 2 included some key requirements that student
veterans need to support their career readiness, including support for mental health, an ability to
network with peers, assistance with navigating their transition, and other similar variables. One
theme that was apparent in breaking down this question had to do with understanding the support
structures that were in place for each participant, and how these evolved and changed over time.
Though quite subjective, it was apparent in the responses that those who had identified with or
worked with a private, non-profit organization that assists veteran transition felt much more
prepared to enter the workforce. Four participants participated in programs such as Hire Heroes

USA, Hiring our Heroes, FourBlock, Skillbridge, and other similar programs that not only offer
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internships and fellowships but also provide resume assistance, interview practice, and the most

commonly cited variable discussed in this research: networking.

Another one of Schlossberg’s “Four S’s” is the idea of strategies that are in place to assist
in a transition, including coping response, ways to control the means of a problem, and aiding in
managing stress. At least 6 study participants noted mental health and stress from the military
making it more difficult to successfully transition into the civilian workforce. It was often
brought up by participants that it was much easier to be resilient when one is surrounded by
peers who not only understand one’s stressors, but who may be experiencing them personally, as
well. Furthermore, those who felt successful in their journey offered unprompted advice to me as
they were interviewed, including encouraging others to ensure they have not only a support
structure but strategies to deal with stress. These include becoming more comfortable with
rejection by being resilient when opportunities and jobs do not work out, finding ways to reduce

stress when things are challenging, and more.
Interpretations of Research Question 3

How do veterans experience an initiative designed to enhance their career readiness?

As discussed previously in Chapter 2, some studies have shown the efficacy of
implementing support programs. These include support programs, student veteran organizations,
and traditional avenues of military academic advising. There is also a litany of non-profits that
assist with similar career readiness matters, but it was noted in the literature review that many
non-degree students may not have access to these programs. Though not as structured as Peer
Advisors for Veteran Education (PAVE), previously discussed in Chapter 2, there were some

similarities in how peers connected on a variety of subjects, including networking,
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communication, and strategies (Kees et al., 2017). This program exists at forty universities and
has been shown to improve the ability of student veterans to build a network of resources.

Participants offered varied responses regarding their experience in the peer mentor
program intervention, which will be discussed in further detail in this chapter’s section on
recommendations for future research. Intentional pairings such as “battle buddies” have been
utilized in the military to provide mutual support and to increase safety while in uniform
(Ramsberger et al., 2002). All of this study’s participants expressed in one form or another the
fact that they were pleased to have participated in the experience, with five remarking that it
would be beneficial to have something like this as part of other non-degree or non-traditional
academic programs. | worried that there might be reluctance to participate in this program when |
began the study, but it appeared to have been taken graciously and even with some form of
excitement during Phase 1 when | discussed their participation in an intervention. According to
one study, veterans primarily need assistance with navigating specific health services and
employment resources (Van Slyke & Armstrong, 2019). Based on the data presented in Chapter
4, it can be reasonably assumed that participants had not been a part of a peer mentor program
like the “battle buddies” intervention, although several had mentors who counseled them on their
transition.

Interestingly, the themes of support, self, situation, and structure were illuminated during
this part of the study, and it seems as though participants were eager to be able to connect with
someone who was in a similar situation — a form of solidarity between fellow service members
transitioning or recently transitioned from the military and trying to either obtain a job in
cybersecurity or upskill in their current role. Further, it is worth noting that they received a sense

of validation from discussing challenges with one another each week. Of significance, two
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participants even said that their experience in the peer mentor program gave them confidence to
continue their journey with the comforting knowledge that others are facing similar challenges. |
don’t believe the intervention was detailed or long enough to have formulated a sense of new
support structure, but I am hopeful that participants who mentioned they wished to stay in
contact with their peers will, indeed, maintain a line of communication. As documented in other
research, student veterans often feel less isolated and more comfortable in the company of peers
who also served in uniform (Rumann et al., 2011).

In pairs, it was also discussed that there is a relative level of difficulty in studying this
specific field, and obtaining certifications that are industry recognized can be very expensive,
difficult, and require a large amount of time to study for. Though no specific strategies were
mentioned to me when probing them, participants continued to mention that it was beneficial to
hear what others’ experiences were with specific certifications and exams, and it was good for
them to be able to connect with someone with whom they otherwise might not have been able to
share their experiences. At the crux of this study’s methodological design, I noted that there were
few to no opportunities to cross-research similar peer mentor programs in non-degree
certification programs.

Of interest, mental health was briefly discussed by participants, although it was not
specifically a prompt or part of the thematic structure of the intervention. It has been shown in
numerous studies that veterans experience unique mental health issues, so it is not necessarily
surprising that this emerged as a topic of conversation.

Although there are few data on how a peer mentor intervention has been utilized in other
similar programs, this study may serve as a starting point to see how these programs can evolve.

It was even noted by inquiry partners that it may be beneficial to the participants if the process is
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not overwhelmed by too many prompts and tasks, especially given the varied schedules, family
obligations, and occupational and military duties of the participants in this study. The literature
in Chapter 2 shows that peer mentor programs can be beneficial to overall career readiness for
students who participate in them (Donald et al., 2017).

Implications for Practice

In the present study, | sought to design, implement, and assess the impact of a peer
mentor program intervention on military veterans and service members actively enrolled in the
Cybersecurity Workforce Certification Training program, a non-degree cybersecurity program
that offers asynchronous and synchronous learning via a consortium of four public universities.
This study was also designed through the lens of Schlossberg’s Transition Theory and sought to
evaluate the perceived career readiness of each participant in each research phase, focused on
four main themes of support structure, self, strategies, and their situations. Although other
themes emerged over the course of the study, it sought primarily to establish a baseline
understanding of where these student veterans are in their transition, including their perceived
confidence in certain employability marks like their resume, interview skills, and networking
abilities. To quote one of the participants, “it’s like drinking out of a firechose” to navigate the
complexities of military transition, the machinations of networking, and the challenges of
securing employment in the cybersecurity field.

Based on the evidence of the present study, it seems that there are advantages to
encouraging participants in these programs to self-assess their perceived readiness and discuss
the programs and strategies they have utilized, with an eye toward pairing them with another
participant experiencing a similar situation. The end goal of obtaining a good job can often mask

or hinder the ability to reflect on areas of opportunity and even find strategies to cope with stress
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and mental health. The mission of institutions of higher education is partially to equip students
with knowledge and skills to be productive members of society or a chosen field, but it should
also be a place to encourage reflection on qualitative aspects of transition, especially in a world
where there is a constant push for more virtual learning options and more non-degree programs
to meet the needs of a workforce that is slowly changing its perception of the old fashioned
“bachelor’s degree required” for many jobs.
Implications for the Workforce/Field

As noted in Chapter 1, the cybersecurity and IT job markets will continue to expand. If
veterans are considered desirable candidates for these jobs based on the need for skilled
professionals in the defense and contracting sector, coupled with appropriate clearances from the
Department of Defense, it makes economic sense to look at the transition-related variables
addressed in this study (Bell, 2018). | mentioned earlier in this study that I transitioned from the
United States Military, but | also went to a small, liberal arts college that had a dedicated VA
representative, a veteran’s service office, and other support services. This included having
someone to assist with my resume, conduct practice interviews, obtain a free suit for interviews,
and arrange seminar/internship opportunities. In the world of non-degree certification programs,
these services are not typically available for students who are considered non-degree seeking.
This creates a need to study this demographic, especially given the likelihood that more non-
degree seeking students will enter the education pipeline in the coming years. All of the
participants in this study, moreover, suggested that they did not have much of an opportunity to
engage with their peers in a program such as this, further implying the need to explore the

efficacy of additional interventions being inserted into non-degree programs.
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Recommendations for Practice

In addition to disseminating findings to better understand the perceived career readiness
of non-degree certificate-seeking students, the findings presented herein provide insight into how
transition from the military to the civilian workforce has unique challenges, and how that
intertwines with ways to analyze transition through the lens of a peer mentor program.
Participants consistently referenced the lack of engagement and connection with their peers when
studying in a non-degree program such as this, especially given the virtual nature of the course
content. As we discussed previously, degree-seeking students often have access to resources that
non-degree-seeking students may not, including, but not limited to, veteran resource centers,
career centers, workshops, and peer mentor programs.

By gauging students' perceived career readiness in Phase 1, followed by the peer mentor
program intervention in Phase 2, and ultimately studying the effects of that intervention in Phase
3, we have seen a profound impact of connecting students with one another who have similar
challenges. The added support of the peer mentor program proved advantageous, even if merely
providing insight to some peers on different resources that they can obtain, additional
certifications that could be beneficial in their job hunt, and even strategies that can be used to
deal with challenges that are presented. Through the lens of Schlossberg’s Transition Theory,
program directors and managers can encourage student veterans to think about their career
readiness, which can lead to higher actual readiness through the pairing of peers and the
development of relational trust between them. Future practice can incorporate this concept to
foster learning and growth within an academic program and can branch out to begin to

understand how to improve skills, such as networking or interviewing.
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The present study is one of the first to contribute to the research space of veteran career
readiness and transition within the realm of non-degree certificate programs. The study also
contributes to the research field of synchronous and asynchronous cybersecurity programs,
which have been shown to increase in need given labor market changes and demands (Demeter
& Kovari, 2024). This study examined how participants perceived their own career readiness and
sought to understand how this can develop over time with and without the experience of a peer
mentor program/intervention. This mixed methods case study design allowed for an in-depth
look at these factors, while also providing room for additional prompts, probing questions, and
open-ended responses.

In the interest of continuous improvement, the peer mentor program could be formatted
differently in the future. Partially due to feedback from inquiry partners, the peer mentor
program was deliberately under-engineered, allowing participants to engage with their peers in a
manner that was suitable for their schedules and life. Given the unique demographics of this
population, inquiry partners encouraged a less formal approach to the mentor program; thus, |
opted to send weekly prompts to participants to encourage a discussion based largely on the
theoretical framework, Schlossberg’s Transition Theory, that guided this study. I recommend
that in future practice the peer mentor program be more heavily moderated and intentionally
designed, possibly with set times for participants to meet, weekly feedback sessions with the
principal investigator, or other variables to encourage participation. Although all peers
participated with one another, the degree to which this occurred varied. This provided interesting
research; however, even two participants mentioned that the program could have been designed

more deliberately.
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Recommendations for Future Research

For future studies, | would recommend expanding to look at different institutions or at
other non-degree programs that are offered. Since this program was rather unique given its status
as a consortium-based, federally funded program, it would be beneficial to look at other
certification programs that assist veterans in acquiring cyber and IT skills. Possibly the most
beneficial recommendation for future research would be to utilize a longitudinal study to see how
the effects of a peer mentor program or intervention impact the students. To elaborate, a study
that follows students from application to degree or program completion could yield superior data,
giving participants more time to connect, grow in their career readiness skills, and progress
through their transition. Unique to this population, transition out of the military can often take
months, if not years, so a longer study would be beneficial. Lastly, | recommend that future
studies consider broadening the scope of certification programs to also look at degree-seeking
student veterans who are engaged in virtual/online coursework. Although they would be degree-
seeking and thus eligible for more student services, it’s possible that the status of being online
learners could prove to have an impact on career readiness and transition. Lastly, it could be
beneficial to utilize trained mentors who have gone through some sort of programming to be
paired with participants of a similar program.

Growth as a Scholarly Practitioner

The largest portion of growth that | experienced as a researcher on this study was
understanding not only how important qualitative data can be, but also how difficult it can be to
do it. At first glance, a study based on perceptions and experiences, with limited quantitative
data, seems rather simple. Although probing questions proved to be an effective way to gather

more information from participants, it was often unnerving to go against the interview guide
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whilst still maintaining fidelity to the original line of questionning. My ability to navigate a
myriad of resources has grown exponentially by writing my dissertation, including my ability to
translate minimal research on other subjects into a relevant review in Chapter 2.

I think I grew as a person, too, by going through this study. Not only did the participants
have a variety of life experiences, but it was also humbling to hear the sacrifices these veterans
made. Further, they were encountering a new challenge altogether as part of their journey
attempting to transition into cybersecurity, which helped me to think differently about what my
own career has in store as things change once again. Overall, | also learned how to truly enjoy
practicing and writing research, although it was a rather long endeavor.

Summary and Conclusions

Student veterans who are actively transitioning out of the military, or who have recently
transitioned, are presented with unique challenges. These can include difficulty translating
military skill sets to the civilian workforce, relocation, difficulty navigating veteran resources,
adjusting to the world of higher education, being successful in virtual courses, and improving
career readiness skills. These can include resume building, interview preparation, networking,
and more, on top of their already unique challenges when transitioning. Further, non-degree
certification programs such as the one in the present study are increasing in terms of
opportunities and popularity at institutions, and it is reasonable to expect programs such as these
to continue to expand to meet the labor market demands. For fields such as cybersecurity,
populations like veterans make suitable candidates for many roles, especially given their ability
to work with technology, their discipline, security clearances, and familiarity with security

concepts in general.
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This study also supports previous literature and research that argue career readiness and
development can be improved via certain forms of programming. Additionally, the literature
shows us that veterans experience unique challenges in their transition from the military to the
civilian workforce, which was further demonstrated in participants’ responses. Student veterans
need to feel as though they are not only progressing in their studies, but also giving back (Jenner,
2019). They can be less likely to engage in on-campus traditional programs, and that is before
one even considers the nature of non-degree programming (Kim & Cole, 2013). Peer support
programs can be beneficial, and with proof that transition is already difficult for the veteran
community, more can be done (Brandy, 2019).

To meet the needs of this population, institutions of higher education need to take into
consideration the unique challenges presented with this population and develop programs that
can address these needs in non-degree programs, not just for those in traditional degree-seeking,
on-campus programs. For many of the participants, this was one of the first times they had been
questioned and challenged on their current state of readiness, and introducing peer mentors
continued to encourage them to take a step back and assess their status as it relates to the markers
required for success in the civilian workforce.

This dissertation sought to provide insight into the student veteran experience while
enrolled in a non-degree, virtual cybersecurity program as they transition out of the military. It
captured the skills that veterans uniquely have from their time in service, the skills that they
inherently struggle with considering the nature of military service, and the variables they sought
to improve on. The motivation of the students in this study, and the motivation of many others
with whom | have worked in this space, is inspiring; in addition, their commitment to service,

family, and their country is admirable. Nevertheless, universities still need to continue to look to

117



better prepare this population for transition into the civilian workforce, as opposed to merely
looking at ways to quickly train a high-need population for jobs they may not be ready to obtain

without proper coaching, resources, and soft skills building.
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identify participants in the published results.

Other people may need to see the information the investigator collects about you. This may
include people who work for CWCT program and other agencies as required by law or allowed
by federal regulations.

What if I decide I don’t want to continue in this research?

You can stop at any time after it has already started. There will be no consequences if you stop
and will not be criticized.

Who should I contact if | have questions?

The people conducting this survey will be able to answer any questions concerning this research.
You may contact the Principal Investigator at solson10@uncc.edu Monday- Friday between the
hours of 9am — 5pm. If you have questions about your rights as someone taking part in research,
you may call the University & Medical Center Institutional Review Board (UMCIRB) at phone
number 252-744-2914 (days, 8:00 am-5:00 pm). If you would like to report a complaint or
concern about this research study, you may call the Director for Human Research Protections, at
252-744-2914

I have decided | want to take part in this research. What should I do now?

The person obtaining informed consent will ask you to read the following and if you agree, you

should sign this form:

Ol have read (or had read to me) all of the above information.

01 have had an opportunity to ask questions about things in this research I did not understand

and have received satisfactory answers.

01 know that | can stop taking part in this study at any time.

OBy signing this informed consent form, | am not giving up any of my rights.
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01 have been given a copy of this consent document, and it is mine to keep.

Participant's Name (PRINT) :

Signature:

141



APPENDIX C: PHASE | INTERVIEW GUIDE

AT Evaluation Questions

Stephen D. Olson

1.

2.

What type of educational background do you currently have?
What branch of service did you serve in, and what was your rank / occupational
specialty? (Ghosh et al., 2019)
How did you plan out your transition from the military to cybersecurity/civilian
workforce? At what stage of your transition are you in? (Schlossberg)

a. Stage 1 — Currently in Service — Active Duty

b. Stage 2 — Currently in Service — Reserve/National Guard

c. Stage 3 — Separated form Service <6 months

d. Stage 4 — Separated from Service <2 years

e. Stage 5 — Separated for longer than 2 years
What type of career readiness or professional services have you utilized historically? If
so, where? (Aronson et al., 2020).
What aspects of your own career readiness and employment search do you think you can
improve on? (Summerlot et al., 2009).
Have you attended any Career events as part of the CWCT program? If so, which ones?
If so, did you feel better or less prepared for your own job search?
What parts of securing a job in the cybersecurity field are you finding difficult? (Sohime

et al., 2020).



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

What strategies do you have in place to cope with the challenges related to this
transition? (Schlossberg)
a. l.e. situation modifications, means of controlling problems, stress reduction, etc.
On a scale of 1-5, how would you rate your current ability to network with other
professionals in the field? (Ansmann et al., 2014). (Van Hoye, 2010).
a. Why did you choose that rating?
On a scale of 1-5, how confident are you in your interview skills? (Aronson et al., 2016)
a. Why did you choose that rating?
On a scale of 1-5, how confident are you in your current resume? (Aronson et al., 2016)
a. Why did you choose that rating?
Do you have a support structure in place to assist you with this transition? (Schlossberg)
a. Prompts: relationships, family, friends, communities, institutions, etc.
How long have you been in the CWCT program?
How would you describe your race and ethnicity?
How would you describe your gender? (Schlossberg)
Would you be open to participating in a peer mentor program or peer community?
(Brandy, J. 2019) (Kees et al., 2021).

Is there anything else you think would be helpful for me to know?

*Participants that are not veterans, or under the age of 18 will be exited from the evaluation.
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APPENDIX D: PHASE 11l INTERVIEW GUIDE

. Are there any aspects of your career readiness/job search you think you have new
ways to improve on based on your experience in the peer mentor program?
(Summerlot et al., 2009)

Do you feel more prepared for your job search?

Have you learned any new strategies to assist in your transition into the civilian
workforce or cybersecurity? (Schlossberg, 1987)

. On ascale of 1-5, how would you rate your current ability to network with other
professionals in the field after participating in the peer mentor program? (Ansmann et
al., 2014; Van Hoye, 2010).

a. Why did you choose that rating?

. On ascale of 1-5, how confident are you in your interview skills after participating in
the peer mentor program? (Aronson et al., 2019)

a. Why did you choose that rating?

. On ascale of 1-5, how confident are you in your current resume after participating in
the peer mentor program? (Aronson et al., 2019)

a. Why did you choose that rating?

Do you have any new ideas on support structure? (Schlossberg, 1987)

a. Prompts: relationships, family, friends, communities, institutions, etc.

In general, what was your experience with your peer mentor?

a. Pros? Cons? Challenges? Most helpful aspects?

Is there anything else you think would be helpful for me to know?



APPENDIX E: RESEARCH STUDY ANNOUNCEMENT

AT Survey Consent Paragraph for Exempt Research
Stephen D. Olson
IRB Submission — ECU EdD Program

You are being invited to participate in a research study titled Exploring the Career
Readiness of Non-Degree - Certificate Seeking Veteran Students enrolled in Cybersecurity
Programs being conducted by Stephen Olson, the Department of Educational Leadership. The
goal of this study is to try to understand the current state of career readiness of student veterans
from the aforementioned group, and decipher the specific variables that are related to the
employment journey for this population. Participation is voluntary. Your responses are
confidential. There is no penalty for not taking part in this research study. Please email

Stephen Olson at solson10@uncc.edu for any research related questions or the University &

Medical Center Institutional Review Board (UMCIRB) at 252-744-2914 for questions about

your rights as a research participant.


mailto:solson10@uncc.edu




