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 ABSTRACT   

Throughout the United States, large numbers of military brats are entering a 

postsecondary education environment for the first time, yet little is known about how the 

experience of growing up as a military brat might inform transition to college. This qualitative 

study used a constructivist approach to better understand the postsecondary transition 

experiences of military brats at a large public research institution in the southeastern United 

States. The study sought to answer the following research question: How do military brats 

experience transition to higher education?   

 Schlossberg’s Transition Theory served as the theoretical framework for the study. Data 

were collected from face-to-face interviews with 28 military brats who discussed their freshman 

year college transition experiences. Findings indicated that military brats experienced certain 

aspects of college transition differently than their civilian peers. College transition appeared to 

represent a departure from the military community for many students. The experience caused 

some military brats to explore questions of individual identity with additional consideration for 

how their military upbringing might inform this identity. Military brats’ backgrounds appeared to 

afford students both advantages and disadvantages in college transition. Advantages included the 

ability of military brats to draw upon past experiences and psychological resources in a way that 

contributed positively to the transition experience. Disadvantages included an unwillingness by 

military brats to seek support, especially academic support, during their initial year of college. 

The study encourages higher education faculty and staff to better understand this unique 

population of students and offers recommendations for how colleges and universities might 

better support military brats experiencing college transition.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The Serviceman’s Readjustment Act of 1944, otherwise known as the GI Bill, is arguably 

one of the most significant pieces of education legislation ever passed. The act afforded millions 

of American service members returning from World War II the opportunity to pursue higher 

education, with almost half of the 16 million World War II veterans taking advantage of 

education or training because of the bill (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2018). In July 

2008, perhaps the second most significant piece of veteran education legislation was passed. The 

Post-9/11 GI Bill became effective on August 1, 2009, providing extensive educational benefits 

to active duty service members and veterans who served a minimum of 90 days of active duty 

service after September 10, 2001. The educational benefit includes 36 months of tuition and fees, 

and for individuals attending some institutions, a monthly housing allowance, books, and a 

supply stipend (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2018).  

The introduction of the Post-9/11 GI Bill and the funding associated with the new 

program has caught the attention of many colleges and universities. Revenue from the Post-9/11 

GI Bill amounts to millions of dollars a year for many institutions, a small portion of the $10.8 

billion in total Post-9/11 GI Bill educational benefits afforded 800,000 recipients in fiscal year 

2014 alone (Government Accountability Office, 2015). For some large universities, such as the 

University of North Carolina Chapel Hill and the University of Maryland, revenue from the Post-

9/11 GI Bill amounts to $40 to $50 million per year (Military Times, 2018). To attract veterans 

and military service members, many higher education institutions are going to great lengths to 
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earn “Military Friendly” designations by providing targeted programming aimed at recruiting 

these individuals (Stewart, 2016). Approximately one year after the introduction of the Post-9/11 

GI Bill, a study involving 723 colleges and universities found that 57% of these institutions were 

already providing targeted programming and services for military service members and veterans 

(Cook & Kim, 2009). 

One unique aspect of the Post-9/11 GI Bill, compared to earlier versions, is qualifying 

service members and veterans are now afforded the option of transferring unused educational 

benefits to either a spouse or a child under the age of 26 (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 

2018). The Veterans Administration does not report a breakdown of Post-9/11 GI Bill utilization 

by service member, veteran, child, or spouse. However, if Post-9/11 GI Bill utilization at one 

large public research university in the Southeast is typical, as many as 70% of the approximately 

800,000 individuals who receive Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits annually may be the children of 

service members and veterans, a group commonly referred to as military brats (Office of Veteran 

and Military Affairs Annual Report, 2017).  

Problem Statement 

The first-year experience does much to shape future persistence throughout college 

(Tinto, 1993). While larger and more diverse populations of students are attending, not all of 

these students are persisting to graduation at the same rates. Because of these disparities, much 

of the research on student transition has focused on investigating the college transition 

experiences of various subpopulations of students. One group of college student transition 

experiences has been largely ignored in the research. In fall 2017, tens of thousands of these 

students began attending colleges and universities around the country. At least 341 of them 

enrolled in a large public, research institution in the southeastern United States. These students 
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came from diverse geographic, racial, ethnic, and socio-economic backgrounds, but each shared 

at least one thing in common: all identified as military brats.  

Throughout the United States, large numbers of military brats are entering a 

postsecondary education environment for the first time, yet little is known about how being a 

military brat might inform transition to college. While military brats may have more experience 

transitioning due to frequent moves during their lifetimes, the college transition experience 

differs as it typically involves separation from family and lacks the support military brats often 

experience because of a structured military community and its associated resources. Existing 

higher education research suggests many student subcultures exist on college campuses, 

particularly at larger institutions (Tinto, 1993).  

The military brat subculture on the college campus has not been thoroughly explored. 

Research suggests that subcultures may provide persistence support for one another within their 

own communities, even when they lack congruence with the greater campus population 

(Simpson, Baker, & Mellinger, 1980; Tinto, 1993). No significant research exists to indicate 

whether this is the case with military brats. With tens of thousands of military brats beginning 

college each year, efforts to begin better understanding this population and their college 

transition experiences could be valuable for both students and the institutions they attend. 

The first year of college is critical as it is the period of time in which departure from 

higher education is most likely to occur (Tinto, 1987; Tinto, Goodsell, & Russo, 1993). As a 

result, research has been conducted examining the challenges associated with transitioning to 

college and persisting through to graduation (Terenzini et al., 1994; Tinto, 1993). Several factors 

are related to the persistence of college students, including prior academic performance, 

institutional commitment, social integration, satisfaction with support services, finances, as well 
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as individual personality and psychological factors (Davidson, Beck, & Milligan, 2009). Tinto 

(1993) suggested that to truly understand departure, one must understand the individual 

experiences of each student and how those experiences might contribute to leaving. According to 

Tinto (1993), these experiences include individual level experiences of intention and 

commitment as well as institutional level experiences of adjustment, difficulty, incongruence, 

and isolation. While academic preparation for college is important, a student’s intellectual and 

social experiences at the institution may be even more significant (Tinto, 1993). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to better understand the postsecondary transition 

experiences of military brat college students at a large public research university in the 

southeastern United States. The first year of college is critical as it is the period of time when 

students are most likely to depart. As a result, research focused on understanding the transition 

experiences of military brats during their freshmen year of college could contribute to the 

research in a way that informs support for the military brat college student population.   

Research Question 

 The following research question was used to better understand the postsecondary 

transition experiences of military brat college students at a large public research university in the 

southeastern United States:   

How do military brats experience transition to higher education? 

Significance of the Study 

Benefits of a College Degree 

The benefits of higher education attainment are significant and varied enough to meet the 

diverse motivations of millions who choose to participate. A college degree affords its holder 
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numerous advantages over peers with only a high school diploma. From a practical perspective, 

individuals with a bachelor’s degree are more likely to be employed than those with only a high 

school diploma. The most recent data from the National Center for Education Statistics (2017) 

indicates that individuals possessing a bachelor’s degree are employed at a rate of 77.2% versus 

68.6% for those with only a high school diploma. In addition to an increased likelihood of 

employment, college graduates who possess a bachelor’s degree have significantly higher 

median earnings of $50,000 per year, compared to median earnings of $30,500 for those with 

only a high school diploma (National Center for Education Statistics, 2017). 

Beyond employment and economic advantages, participation in postsecondary education 

provides many additional individual and societal benefits. Benefits include longer life 

expectancies, better health, increased civic involvement, and better outcomes for the children of 

college graduates (Association of Public & Land-Grant Universities, 2015; Baum, Ma, & Payea, 

2013). Another distinction between individuals with at least a bachelor’s degree and those with a 

high school diploma is their contribution as taxpayers relative to government benefits received. 

Those with bachelor’s degrees pay $381,000 more in taxes than they receive in benefits over the 

course of their lifetime, while those with a high school diploma pay $26,000 more in taxes than 

they receive in benefits over the course of their lifetime (Association of Public & Land-Grant 

Universities, 2015).   

The first year of college is a critical period for all students. As a result, significant 

research informs the transition experiences of various subpopulations of students. Yet, little is 

known about the transition experiences of military brats. This lack of knowledge could hinder 

support for these students’ postsecondary transition, and ultimately their persistence to 

graduation. This study will contribute to the existing body of research involving military brats. 
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The research could inform future military brats’ transition to college, by providing a window into 

the college transition experiences of those who have gone before them. The study could also 

inform faculty and staff regarding the characteristics, challenges, and needs of a unique 

population of college students. Last, the research could inform institutional support and retention 

efforts targeting the military brat population.   

Student Significance 

 Research indicates that several factors increase the likelihood of a successful transition to 

college and persistence to graduation. According to Tinto (1993), the student experiences that 

most inform departure are adjustment, difficulty, incongruence, and isolation. Unlike the pre-

entry attributes of students, these are all factors that can be affected by the quality of student 

interactions and experiences with those working at the institution. This study could provide 

information that would help improve interactions with the military brat population. 

Student’s individual goals and commitment may differ from their commitment to an 

institution (Tinto, 1993). Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) suggested that understanding an 

individual’s institutional commitment will allow for the college to make distinctions between 

who will stay and who will leave. Institutional commitment can be related to a variety of factors 

including a family history of attending an institution, the perceived value of a degree from an 

institution, or an institution’s educational offerings that align with a career choice (Tinto, 1993).   

Astin (1984) offered that student involvement plays a key role in student success, 

defining a highly involved student as one who engages in various facets of campus life. Student 

involvement includes spending time on campus studying, joining and participating in student 

organizations, and proactively interacting with both fellow students and faculty. While little 

scholarly work exists regarding the military brat college experience, existing data on military-
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affiliated students at the large, public research institution in the southeastern United States in 

which this study was conducted indicate that these students differed both demographically and in 

levels of engagement compared to the overall campus population (Office of Veteran and Military 

Affairs Annual Report, 2017).  

The institution’s Office of Veteran and Military Affairs Annual Report (2018) indicated 

the following: The military-affiliated population is significantly more diverse with almost 32% 

of the students identifying as African American vs. just under 12% in the overall student 

population. Approximately 5% of the military-affiliated population identified as Hispanic vs. less 

than 4% in the overall student population. Additionally, military-affiliated students at the 

institution were 35% more likely to be first-generation than their non-military-affiliated peers.   

In terms of involvement, military-affiliated students were enrolled in Honors College at a 

rate of 44% less than the overall student population. Additionally, military-affiliated student 

involvement in programming and services, including on-campus events, volunteerism, student 

organization membership, campus recreation, and career center engagement, was below that of 

the overall student population. Lower levels of involvement are frequently associated with less 

positive educational outcomes. This study could have significance in terms of developing a better 

understanding of the differences in student engagement between military brats and the overall 

student population (Office of Veteran and Military Affairs Annual Report, 2017).    

While military-affiliated student engagement may have been lower than the overall 

population in traditionally measured areas, military brats exhibited strong connections to the  

Office of Veteran and Military Affairs on campus. The Office of Veteran and Military Affairs 

received 6,043 student visits during the 2017-2018 year, with more than 62% of the visits 

coming from military brats attending the institution (Office of Veteran and Military Affairs 
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Annual Report, 2018). Additionally, of the 417 military-affiliated students (service members, 

veterans, spouses, military brats) who graduated during the 2016-2017 academic year, 299 were 

military brats (Office of Veteran and Military Affairs Annual Report, 2017).   

Identifying how and where students engage, as well as assessing the significance of these 

engagements, is critical for student success (Altbach, Gumport, & Johnstone, 2001). Data 

indicate some possible differences between military brats and the overall student population. 

Conducting a study designed to better understand the first-year transition experiences of the 

military brat population could inform institutional efforts to better serve these students.   

Institutional Significance 

If colleges and universities are to provide appropriate resources and learning 

opportunities for all students, it is imperative that they first take the time to better understand the 

unique subpopulations of students that exist on their campus. Quaye and Harper (2014) 

suggested that institutions take time to explore barriers disengaged students face, which requires 

speaking with these students to better understand their unique needs. Harper (2011) noted that a 

failure by institutions to understand students through qualitative inquiry before making decisions 

can create both achievement and engagement barriers for certain individuals. The absence of 

research on the military brat college student population makes it difficult for institutions to 

render informed decisions regarding this population, further highlighting the need for work in 

this area. 

The first year of college is an important time when students must adjust to both a new 

social environment and the increased academic rigors of college (Upcraft, Gardner, & 

Associates, 1989). Students are particularly vulnerable during the first year, as it is the time when 

they “least integrated into and therefore least committed to the institution and thus most 
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susceptible to the pains and doubts which separation and transition evoke” (Tinto, 1993, p. 163). 

Institutions should play a key role in supporting successful student transition including: academic 

and social transition programming, early contact and community building, mentoring, intentional 

faculty student interactions, monitoring and early warning for academic jeopardy, and counseling 

and advising to help students begin to identify and establish goals (Tinto, 1993). This support 

requires an institutional understanding of the unique populations of students on campus. 

Researchers have recommended that institutions focus on student engagement if they 

want students to persist, defining engagement as both the time and energy students put into 

academics and other activities likely to create positive learning outcomes as well as the 

institution’s commitment to providing resources and learning opportunities that are beneficial to 

students (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2005). Strange and Banning’s (2001) research supports 

this view, suggesting that colleges and universities should be intentional in their efforts to 

provide opportunities for student development.    

Colleges and universities have a responsibility to provide resources and learning 

experiences that meet the needs of their students. To provide these tools and opportunities, 

institutions must understand the unique populations on campus. A study exploring the transition 

experiences of military brat college students could inform these institutional efforts.   

Faculty Significance 

Faculty are critical to students’ successful transition to and persistence through college. 

The classroom serves as the critical crossroads between the social and the academic experience 

(Tinto, 1997). Research suggests that both the quality and quantity of faculty interactions with 

students is related to increases in both intellectual development and first-year student persistence 

(Endo & Harpel, 1982; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980). Kuh and Hu (2001) supported these 
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earlier findings that student outcomes are related to both how frequently and in what ways 

faculty and students interact. Additionally, Roska and Whitley (2017) indicated that students 

who perceived faculty as committed to their own learning and development were more motivated 

academically and thus demonstrated increased academic achievement.    

Previous research on the faculty’s role in students achieving positive outcomes suggests 

that faculty may not be reaching certain populations. While Roska and Whitley (2017) found 

faculty’s perceived commitment to learning resulted in increased academic achievement for 

students, findings did not show this to be the case for African American students. Romsa, 

Bremer, and Lewis (2017) conducted research on the role of interactions between faculty and 

students both in and out of the classroom and its potential effect on student retention and 

satisfaction. Contrary to prior research by Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) and Tinto (1993), the 

authors questioned the actual role of faculty on the retention of the current generation of 

students.   

Quaye and Harper (2014) sought to synthesize research focused on improving the 

persistence of diverse student populations including men and women of color, international 

students, religious minorities, low income, homeless, LGBTQ, transfer students, students with 

disabilities, and others. The authors determined that much of the existing research regarding 

faculty led efforts including “active and collaborative learning” and “student-faculty interaction” 

contributed positively to undergraduate student persistence (Quaye & Harper, 2014, foreword). 

While much of the research indicates that faculty play a key, even pivotal, role in positive 

student outcomes, little is understood regarding effective interactions with certain 

subpopulations. Cotten and Wilson (2006) suggested that more qualitative study needs be 

conducted to better understand the “how” and “why” of these student faculty interactions to 



11 
 

improve their effect on student educational experiences. A study of military brat college 

transition experiences could be significant in helping to inform more productive interactions 

between faculty and military brat college students. 

Assumptions 

This research study was guided by the assumptions of the philosophical paradigm known 

as social constructivism. Social constructivism is a paradigm that purports the existence of 

multiple realities and asserts that knowledge is co-constructed by both the researcher and study 

participants (Creswell & Poth, 2016; Lincoln & Guba, 2000). The constructivist philosophical 

approach often relies on phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography, or case study as a 

strategic approach, utilizing open-ended questions, written text, or images as a means of 

gathering information (Creswell, 2003). This type of research assumes the following 

philosophical assumptions, Ontological: There can be more than one reality which researchers 

can study by examining multiple sources of data from multiple individuals. Epistemological: 

Researchers should work as closely as possible with participants to gather different perspectives 

from individuals in the field. Axiological: Researchers should openly report their own values 

when conducting research, as well as report the values of those from whom they collect data for 

their research. Methodological: The techniques used to conduct the research are typically 

informed by the researcher’s background in collecting and analyzing data (Creswell & Poth, 

2016).   

Delimitations 

This research is delimited in the following ways: Geographically, the study is delimited 

to one large, public, research institution in the southeastern United States. The study was also 
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delimited by time; research was conducted during the fall 2018 semester. Finally, the study was 

limited to approximately 25-30 military brats attending one institution. 

Definitions 

Military-Affiliated is the term used to describe current and former military service 

members, veterans, their spouses, and children. 

Military Brat is the term commonly used to describe the children of current and former 

military personnel. The term is one that military brats identify with even in adulthood. Some 

believe the origin of the term “BRAT” came about as early as the 1800s when used as an 

acronym for “British Regiment Attached Traveler,” describing family members who 

accompanied British soldiers in their travels (Clifton, 2004).    

Military-Connected is an alternative term to military brat referencing the children of 

current and former military personnel. 

Military Dependent is a term used to describe the spouse and children of military service 

members. 

Third Culture Kid: “A Third Culture Kid (TCK) is a person who has spent a significant 

part of his or her developmental years outside the parents’ culture. The TCK frequently builds 

relationships to all the cultures, while not having full ownership in any. Although elements from 

each culture may be assimilated into the TCK’s life experience, the sense of belonging is in 

relationship to others of similar background” (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009, p. 13). 

Summary 

More than 25% of first-year college students fail to enroll in college in the fall of the 

following year (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2017). Because the first year 

of college has the highest rates of student attrition, significant research has been conducted 



13 
 

regarding the transition experiences of various populations of students (Terenzini et al., 1994; 

Tinto, 1993). First- to second-year persistence rates differ between racial and ethnic groups as 

well as between first-generation college students and their non-first-generation peers (National 

Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2017). Military brats include individuals with diverse 

racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, and family education backgrounds. Yet, these individuals are tied 

together by a shared military brat identity. The current body of research does not inform the 

college transition experiences of this sizeable and unique community of students. A study 

exploring the transition experiences of military brats would enhance the current higher education 

transition literature and contribute to a better understanding of this unique population. 

Outline of the Dissertation 

 This dissertation explored the postsecondary transition experiences of military brats at a 

large, public research institution in the southeastern United States. This study is organized in five 

chapters. Chapter 1 serves as an introduction providing the purpose, problem, and significance of 

studying the transition experiences of military brats entering higher education. Chapter 2 is a 

review of relevant literature informing the transition experiences of military brats into higher 

education. The theoretical framework for the study is also presented in this chapter. The 

literature review includes an examination of research involving third culture kids and military 

brats. The literature review also examines existing transition research involving third culture kid 

and military brat participants. Chapter 3 provides the methodology for the study, describes the 

means of collecting and analyzing the data, and addresses the researcher’s positionality. Chapter 

4 contains the findings of the study. These findings were derived from analysis of participant 

responses and serve to answer the research question presented in this study. Last, Chapter 5 
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answers the research question, discusses connections to existing literature, explores implications 

for practice, acknowledges the study’s limitations, and suggests opportunities for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter provides a theoretical framework for the study of military brat 

postsecondary transition and explores existing literature relevant to the study. The literature 

review is guided by the following research question: 

How do military brats experience transition to higher education? 

The chapter begins with a discussion of the two theoretical frameworks that served as the 

underpinning of this study: Schlossberg’s Transition Theory and Pollock’s Classic Model of the 

Normal Transition. Schlossberg’s Transition Theory is a commonly used framework for 

researching postsecondary student transition experiences. In addition to broadly discussing the 

theoretical frameworks at the beginning of the chapter, the chapter concludes with a review of 

recent college transition research, including research using Schlossberg’s Transition Theory. 

Chapter 2 is organized as follows: Following a discussion of the theoretical frameworks 

guiding this study, the literature review explores several categories of scholarship relevant to the 

topic. The literature review begins by examining research involving third culture kids (TCK). 

Third culture kids are a community of individuals whose members consist of military brats and 

other subgroups including children of overseas educators, foreign-service officers, business 

people, missionaries, aid workers, and media representatives (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009). 

While much of the research involving third culture kids does not include military brats as 

participants, the shared experiences of military brats and other subgroups in the TCK community 

give the work relevance for this study. The section discusses the origin of the term third culture 
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kid, the characteristics of the third culture kid lifestyle, and its potential implications for TCKs 

including both benefits and challenges.    

Following a review of the third culture kid literature, research specific to the military brat 

community is considered. The section begins by discussing the origin of the term military brat 

and explore characteristics, advantages, and challenges associated with the military brat lifestyle.   

Next, a review of the literature involving the K-12 educational and transition experiences 

of military brats is provided. Much of the transition-related literature involving military brats 

focuses on the K-12 years, with an emphasis on the relationship between frequent moves and 

academic achievement and well-being. A review of literature examining the military brat 

educational experience during the K-12 years is important in understanding some of the unique 

challenges these students face leading up to a college transition.  

Then, research exploring the postsecondary transition experiences of third culture kids is 

reviewed. The existing TCK college transition literature includes very limited scholarly work 

involving military brat participants. The relevant scholarly work that does include military brat 

study participants also includes TCKs from other third culture kid communities.   

Last, a review of the literature with any reference to the military brat college experience 

is discussed. Both the lack of scholarly work in this area and the acknowledgement of the 

absence by those who conduct research in the broader military community further makes the case 

for pursuing a more focused study on the postsecondary transition experiences of military brats. 

Theoretical Framework  

There are varying opinions on the role of theory in qualitative research including the 

belief that theory should have no role at all (Best & Kahn, 2003). Others suggest that theory has 

usefulness in that it relates to a qualitative study’s methodology and epistemology (Crotty, 1998; 
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Lincoln & Guba, 1985). For this study, a theoretical framework was used to provide a lens 

through which to approach and conduct the research (Anfara & Mertz, 2006). Additionally, the 

theoretical framework serves several purposes including providing focus for the study, revealing 

and concealing understanding through the framework’s unique lens, and offering a common 

language that situates the research in the context of existing scholarly work on the topic of 

postsecondary transition (Anfara & Mertz, 2006).  

Schlossberg’s Transition Model is a framework that is frequently used by counselors and 

others in helper professions to assist adults with navigating various life transitions (Anderson, 

Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012). Anderson et al. (2012) defined transition as “any event or 

nonevent that results in changed relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles” (p. 39). 

Schlossberg’s Transition Model includes three primary parts:   

1. Approaching Transitions: Transition Identification and Transition Process 

2. Taking Stock of Coping Resources: The 4 S System 

3. Taking Charge: Strengthening Resources (p. 38).   

Transitions can occur in many forms including anticipated, unanticipated, or what 

Schlossberg described as nonevent transitions. Anticipated transitions include getting married, 

having a child, or leaving home for college. Unanticipated transitions include the sudden death of 

a family member or the loss of a job. A nonevent transition might include a transition that was 

expected but never actually happened. For example, a nonevent transition would include 

expecting a big pay raise at work that never materializes. The process of approaching transition 

involves both identifying the change itself and considering the extent to which the change might 

impact one’s life.   
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After approaching the change, the second step in Schlossberg’s model involves the 

identification of potential coping sources, an approach called the 4 S System. The 4 S System 

refers to situation, self, support, and strategies. According to Schlossberg, these resources inform 

how individuals uniquely deal with transitions. 

The last phase of transition, taking charge, involves the actual implementation of steps 

one and two. Over time, individuals have the ability to apply the experiences of prior transitions 

as well as continue to add additional resources to their coping inventory in a manner that makes 

them more adept at navigating future change. 

For the purpose of this study, Schlossberg’s Transition Model was used as a framework 

to guide the researcher’s questions in retroactively exploring a first-year college transition 

experience that has already taken place. The three parts, restated in the context of this study, 

would be: (1) the military brat’s first-year transition experience into the university; (2) the 

resources and experiences the individual drew upon both internally and externally to make the 

transition; and (3) the development and application of new strategies useful in the college 

transition experience and beyond.   

 

 

Figure 1. Schlossberg’s 4 S model.  



19 
 

A second model for exploring and understand the college transition experience of 

military brats is Pollock’s Classic Model of the Normal Transition (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009). 

This model was specifically developed for application with third culture kids, a community 

which includes military brats, who frequently move between different cultures. The model 

includes the following five stages: 

1. Involvement: The individual feels comfortable with and involved in their community. 

2. Leaving: The individual is aware they will be leaving and begins detaching from 

relationships. 

3. Transition: The period from when the individual physically leaves one place until they 

consciously or unconsciously decide to begin becoming a part of their new community. 

4. Entering: The individual becomes more accepting of the place, while still vulnerable, 

begins seeking acceptance from the community. 

5. Reinvolvement: The individual develops a sense of intimacy and connection with the 

place and their role within the community. 

For each of the five stages, Pollock considered the social status, social posture, and  

psychological experiences of the individual experiencing transition. While not often used in 

scholarly works involving postsecondary transition, Pollock’s Classic Model of the Normal 

Transition provides an additional lens through which the postsecondary transition experiences of 

military brats may be viewed. 

The Third Culture Kid 

Military brats are a part of a larger community of individuals referred to as third culture 

kids. The third culture kid community also includes the children of overseas educators, foreign-

service officers, businesspeople, missionaries, aid workers, and media representatives (Pollock & 
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Van Reken, 2009). While the experiences of different subpopulations of TCKs vary, third culture 

kids all share several commonalities, thus the importance of third culture kid scholarship in this 

study. All third culture kids share identities shaped by a cross-cultural, highly mobile lifestyle. 

Additionally, third culture kids have lives strongly informed by their parents’ chosen 

employment (system identity) and ultimately expect to repatriate to a home culture (Pollock & 

Van Reken, 2009; Useem, J., Useem, R, & Donoghue, 1963; Van Reken, 1996).   

Origin of the “Third Culture Kid” Label 

The origin of the term “third culture kid” is rooted in research conducted by Ruth Hill 

Useem and John Useem during the 1950s. The Useem’s initial research focused on the unique 

lifestyle of Americans living and working abroad in 1950s India. During their time overseas, the 

Useems recognized that other internationals living and working in India appeared to share a 

unique culture with the Americans. The Useems used the phrase “third culture” to describe the 

unique lifestyle of both the Americans and other internationals working in India. The Useems 

used the term “first culture” in reference to the individual’s home country culture. The term 

“second culture” referred to the individual’s host country culture, in this case India. The term 

“third culture” was used to describe the commonalities shared by those living a unique “shared 

lifestyle” (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009, p. 14).   

Useem later used the phrase “third culture kid” to describe “children who accompany 

their parents into another society” (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009, p. 15). As new scholars began 

exploring the third culture kid community, additional definitions were offered. Pollock and Van 

Reken (2009) provided the following definition (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009):  

A Third Culture Kid (TCK) is a person who has spent a significant part of his or her 

developmental years outside the parents’ culture.  The TCK frequently builds 

relationships to all the cultures, while not having full ownership in any.  Although 
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elements from each culture may be assimilated into the TCK’s life experience, the sense 

of belonging is in relationship to others of similar background. (p. 13)  

 

Bonebright (2010) later described third culture kids as individuals who “internalize portions of 

both their home culture and the host culture, building a new cultural identity that reflects all their 

experiences without developing a sense of belonging to any one culture” (p. 351). 

Third Culture Kid Life  

Central to a third culture kid childhood are a unique set of shared experiences including 

an ever-present system identity, a cross-cultural lifestyle, frequent geographic moves, and 

expected repatriation (Van Reken, 1996). Research suggests that these and other aspects of the 

third culture kid lifestyle afford the TCK many advantages compared to their non-TCK peers. 

Research further suggests that growing up as a third culture kid can pose its community members 

unique challenges both during childhood and beyond.  

System identity. One overarching experience that all third culture kids share is a strong 

expectation that they behave in a manner consistent with the organizational expectations, or 

system identity, of their parents’ employer (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009). The employers of 

TCK parents are varied and include organizations such as governments, large corporations, 

international churches, and the military. Pollock and Van Reken (2009) noted that the 

organizational expectations of TCK’s parents’ employers have what are described as unique 

system or stem identities that differ depending on organization type. Pollock and Van Reken 

(2009) created labels for each. For those who work for the government in foreign-service, the 

organization’s stem identity is described as “flag” driven. For those who work for large, 

international corporations, the organization’s stem identity is described as “bottom line” driven. 

For those who work in the missionary field, the organization’s stem identity is described as 

“God” driven. Last, for those who work for the military, the organization’s stem identity is 
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described as “duty/service above desire” driven. While the goals of these organizations are 

varied, the third culture kids whose parents work for them share a common experience. In all of 

these scenarios, independent of organizational type, the individual needs of the child are always 

considered secondary to the greater mission of the organization. As a result, children who behave 

in a manner that interferes with the work of the parent, and ultimately the organization’s goals, 

run a very real risk of jeopardizing their parent’s career (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).   

Cross-cultural lifestyle. A cross-cultural lifestyle affords many TCKs unique 

opportunities to develop traits largely viewed as strengths both during childhood and beyond. 

Because third culture kids are exposed to different cultures while growing up, they often identify 

as different from other children in their home country, even after returning home (Hoersting & 

Jenkins, 2011; McGregor, Renu & Deepa, 2013; Moore & Barker, 2012; Navarette & Jenkins, 

2011). Studies involving third culture kids both as children and as adults often result in TCKs 

reporting perceived advantages over their non-TCK peers. These advantages include third culture 

kids viewing themselves as more open-minded, mature, adaptable, and tolerant of diverse 

cultures than their home country peers (McGregor et al., 2013). Moore and Barker (2012) 

highlighted some of the same self-reported benefits of growing up TCK including the ability to 

shift identities and adapt to different cultures, open-mindedness, and increased cultural 

awareness. Additionally, third culture kids identified other benefits to growing up TCK, 

including having the opportunity to learn and speak multiple languages (Moore & Barker, 2012). 

While exposure to diverse cultures and having to learn strong adaptability skills certainly has its 

merits, the lifestyle also can create its fair share of challenges for third culture kids. 

While a cross-cultural lifestyle has its positives, growing up a third culture kid has some 

potentially negatively implications as well. One of the challenges that often comes about as the 
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result of a TCK lifestyle is a term researchers Vivero and Jenkins (1999) coined “cultural 

homelessness” wherein individuals do not identify with any cultural group either because of 

multi-racial identity or frequent moves during childhood. Pollock and Van Reken (2009) 

observed that TCKs live in a world where cultures constantly change. These changes may come 

about as the result of their family’s own mobility or the constant coming and going of those 

around them, changing traditional ways of finding both personal and group identity (Pollock & 

Van Reken, 2009).   

Research indicates that individuals who spend at least two years outside of their home 

country prior to age 18 followed by a repatriation often experience cultural homelessness 

(Hoersting & Jenkins, 2011). Children who experience cross-cultural childhoods during 

adolescence, appeared to be particularly susceptible to feelings of cultural homelessness (Vivero 

& Jenkins, 1999). Cultural homelessness does not mean third culture kids lack a culture. Rather, 

Moore and Barker (2012) indicated that TCKs shared a sense of a blended identity, not 

identifying with any one culture. Instead of feeling a part of the parents’ home culture or another 

country’s host culture, TCK connectedness “is in relationship to others of similar background” 

(Pollock & Van Reken, 2009, p. 23).   

Third culture kids’ feelings of cultural homelessness can transcend childhood years and 

last a lifetime. A study seeking to better understand the lived experiences of third culture kids 

who are now decades into adulthood found that despite the passage of a significant amount of 

time since their TCK childhoods, adults continued to experience feelings of marginality and a 

lack of a sense of belonging to the communities in which they reside (Fail, Thompson, & 

Walker, 2004).   
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High mobility. Perhaps one of the more common stereotypes associated with third 

culture kids is the perception that they can find a way to fit in wherever they find themselves 

(Fail et al., 2004). While this is certainly not the case for all TCKs, an argument can be made that 

third culture kids have more experience trying to fit into new environments than their non-TCK 

peers. The highly mobile nature of growing up as a third culture kid has several implications for 

TCKs, including the level of cultural homelessness many TCKs experience. Research suggests 

that third culture kids who make earlier, more frequent, and longer moves abroad appear to 

experience higher levels of cultural homelessness (Hoersting & Jenkins, 2011).   

In addition to cultural homelessness, frequent moves may inform relational patterns with 

others (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009). These effects can be varied and include TCKs engaging in 

shallow relationships to minimize feelings of loss, or conversely, result in TCKs engaging in 

what could be perceived as very deep interactions with others much more quickly than might be 

viewed as normal to non-third culture kid peers.   

When entering adulthood, the mobile lifestyle associated with being a third culture kid 

often plays out in one of two ways. Many TCKs report a continued restlessness that hinders 

settling down geographically, while others assume a more stationary lifestyle (Pollock & Van 

Reken, 2009). This restlessness continues to exhibit itself during the college years for many third 

culture kids.  A study by Useem and Cottrell (2001) found more than 50% of third culture kids 

attended three or more colleges. Notably, not all TCKs continue with a mobile lifestyle into 

adulthood. For some third culture kids, adulthood is a time to seek geographic stability and 

attempt to establish more permanent roots (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009). 

Repatriation. The difference between third culture kids and other immigrants entering 

different cultures is that TCKs expect to leave a host culture and return to a home culture at some 
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point in time. As a result, the temporary nature of a third culture kid’s relationship with a host 

culture may influence his or her willingness to fully embrace the language and culture of the area 

(Pollock & Van Reken, 2009). Research suggests that repatriations home for third culture kids 

are much more stressful than the experience of moving to a foreign country. Stressors are 

thought to be tied to the experience of assessing personal values and behaviors in relation to the 

cultural expectations of their home culture (Sussman, 2000).   

The frequency and nature of TCK repatriations affects individuals differently and can 

result in some third culture kids exhibiting negative attributes including authoritarianism 

(Peterson & Plamondon, 2009). Outcomes associated with high levels of authoritarianism can 

include submissiveness to authority, a willingness to act against others on behalf of the 

establishment authority, and a strong focus on following established convention. Behaviors 

associated with high levels of authoritarianism include closed mindedness, feelings of 

superiority, and prejudice (Cohrs, Moscher, Maes, & Kielmann, 2005). Peterson and Plamondon 

(2009) concluded that more repatriations for men resulted in a less positive affect, more 

repatriations for women were associated with higher levels of authoritarianism. Moreover, living 

in multiple countries reduced authoritarianism for both men and women. While the authors did 

not account for TCK sense of cultural belonging, nor the role of personality and positive affect, 

the findings are certainly worthy of consideration particularly for TCKs transitioning directly 

from host cultures to college. 

Conclusion 

Third culture kids lead a unique lifestyle compared to their non-TCK peers. As discussed, 

the third culture kid experience affords members of the TCK community a host of benefits that 

can be leveraged as assets throughout a lifetime. Conversely, the TCK lifestyle can also present 
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hardships and challenges that persist into adulthood. The next section of the literature review will 

focus on research specific to better understanding the military brat population. 

The Military Brat 

 The preceding section of the literate review focused on third culture kid research, a body 

of work focused on a community that includes military brats, but also includes the children of 

overseas educators, foreign-service officers, businesspeople, missionaries, aid workers, and 

media representatives (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009). Military brats share many aspects of the 

third culture kid experience including a cross-cultural, highly mobile, system-driven lifestyle 

with the ultimate expectation of a repatriation home (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009; Useem et al., 

1963; Van Reken, 1996). However, military brats also experience a lifestyle unique to 

themselves within the third culture kid community. This section of the literature review will 

focus on research addressing the military brat experience. The review begins with an exploration 

of the origins of the military brat label. Next, characteristics of military brat life are explored, 

followed by a discussion of potential advantages and challenges associated with the lifestyle. 

Then, the role of cultural homelessness is considered. Last, the section concludes with a review 

of the literature on the K-12 military brat academic experience. 

Origin of the “Military Brat” Label 

The term “military brat” is commonly used to describe the children of current and former 

military personnel. The origin of the term is not universally agreed upon, but the frequent travel 

associated with the military lifestyle could play some part. Some believe the origin of the term 

“BRAT” came about as early as the 1800s when used as an acronym for “British Regiment 

Attached Traveler,” describing family members who accompanied British soldiers in their travels 

(Clifton, 2004). Others believe the term may have more literal roots, speculating that its origins 
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arose from the military’s view of children as a “bothersome necessity” not central to the main 

mission of preparing for and conducting war (Wertsch, 1991, p. xvii). For military brats, spouses, 

and service members alike, the phrase “If the [Army/Navy/Marines/Air Force] wanted you to 

have a family they would have issued you one” is a long running joke. Even when used in jest, 

the frequently used line serves only to further bolster perceptions of service members’ children 

and spouses as unfortunate annoyances and distractions to the important work of the military. 

While those unfamiliar with the military lifestyle may view the term “brat” as potentially 

offensive or even derogatory, individuals in the community largely embrace the label a means of 

identifying one’s self as a member of a special community, one that includes the generations of 

military brats that came before. One of the more well-known books on the topic, Wertsch’s 

Military Brats: Legacies of Childhood Inside the Fortress, included interviews with 80 military 

brats. In these interviews, very few expressed any displeasure with the term, with most 

embracing the label military brat as a means of group “identification” and “affectionate humor” 

(Wertsch, 1991, p. xvii). The significance of the military brat label can be seen in numerous 

ways, such as in established online brat communities including Military Brats Registry, Military 

Brats, and Wandering I –A military brat and third culture kid community. In these communities, 

military brats ranging from teenagers to senior citizens share lived experiences both past and 

present that can often only be appreciated by those who lived the life. Military brat high school 

reunions are common and often include attendees decades apart in age, yet still deeply connected 

by the shared experience of a military brat childhood. 

Military Brat Life 

System identity. Military brats, as with other third culture kids, grow up in a world 

regulated by a strong system identity. The system identity associated with the military insists that 
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duty to country always takes precedence over the individual desires of the service member 

(Pollock & Van Reken, 2009). Therefore, the service member’s responsibility to the military 

always takes priority over the needs of family. When military brats do anything that interferes 

with the organization’s mission first mentality, there can be consequences for the entire family, 

but especially for the service member. Children who behave in a manner that interferes with the 

work of the parent, and ultimately the military’s organizational goals, run a very real risk of 

jeopardizing the service member’s professional career (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).    

Clever and Segal (2013) considered the military as a “greedy” institution and described 

its demanding nature as follows: 

demands include the risk of injury or death, whether during training, while operating 

military equipment, or in wartime deployment; separations from family; frequent moves; 

living in foreign countries; long and unpredictable duty hours; pressure to conform to 

high standards of behavior; and a male-oriented culture. (p. 26)  

 

The family’s need to support the service member’s demanding profession and not cause 

problems often results in a culture of conformity so as not to jeopardize a parent’s career (Kelty, 

Kleykamp, & Segal, 2010). Because military brats’ behavior reflects directly on the professional 

reputation of the service member, military families are often very image conscious. As a result, 

when family issues arise that may benefit from external support, military families may choose to 

keep problems hidden behind closed doors (Wertsch, 1991). One can see the challenges the 

culture can present for service members and their families when outside help is needed, but 

reluctance to draw unwanted attention to a problem exists.   

High mobility, separation, and deployment. As with other third culture kids, frequent 

moves are a way of life for military brats. The military family is much more mobile than the 

traditional civilian family, with the average military family relocating every two to three years, a 

rate 2.4 times higher than their civilian counterparts (Clever & Segal, 2013). While at any given 
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time most military brats reside in the continental United States, almost all military brats make at 

least one move outside of the continental United States during childhood (Clever & Segal, 2013). 

In addition to frequent and sometimes overseas moves, almost all military brats experience 

separation from the military parent due to unaccompanied deployments (Clever & Segal, 2013).   

A unique aspect of the military brat’s TCK experience is that a mother or father may be 

deployed either into direct combat, or at a minimum, into a hostile environment at some point in 

their career. While the focus of this study was not on war-related stressors for military brats, one 

would be remiss not to mention the potential effect this reality has on the children of military 

personnel. Research suggests that K-12 military brats whose military parent is sent to war or is 

otherwise deployed may experience increased emotional or behavior problems (34% vs. 19% in 

the general population) and higher anxiety symptoms (30% vs 15% in the general population) 

(Rand Corporation, 2011). These scenarios affect children differently, with older teens reporting 

more academic difficulty, and younger teens reporting more anxiety symptoms during these 

deployments (Rand Corporation, 2011). How these experiences might relate to military brats’ 

college transition is not currently known. 

Military Brat Advantages and Challenges 

The military brat lifestyle affords its members many of the same advantages and 

challenges experienced by other third culture kids. Wertsch’s (2006) qualitative study of 80 

military brats identified several traits associated with being a military brat, along with the 

potential positive and negative implications for each:   

Responsibleness. The duty-driven culture of the military may contribute to military brats 

giving maximum effort and following through on their commitments. Conversely, some brats 

may develop into perfectionists who are very harsh in judging their own efforts 
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Excellent social skills. Military brats are often able to adapt well and fit in socially with 

different types of people, though they do struggle with authority. Conversely, frequent moves 

often result in military brats being guarded against forming deep, meaningful  

relationships with others. 

Resilience. The frequent moves military brats experience are thought to build resilience. 

Additionally, some research suggests high rates of alcoholism among parents of military brats 

may also necessitate resilience for some military brats. Conversely, the fact that military brats 

must routinely adapt and persevere may also hinder their ability to identify and  

develop steadfast values. 

Loyalty. Military brats are often viewed as unwavering and committed. As a result, some 

military brats are often easily taken advantage of by others. 

Willingness to take risks. Military brats are often willing to take on new challenges 

without concerns of failure. Alternatively, military brats may often seek change and excitement, 

including new relationships at the first sign of trouble. 

Discipline. Military brats who have internal discipline and the ability to focus their 

efforts can accomplish quite a bit. However, military brats are accustomed to an environment 

with strong external authority, which can result in rebellious behavior or a lack of direction 

without it. 

Tolerance. Military brats are often exposed to diverse places and cultures. As a result, 

they are often very open and appreciative of differences. Conversely, this same tolerance can 

create issues with identifying and maintaining their own values. 
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Idealism. Military brats often display steadfast principles on matters of strong personal 

belief. Conversely, this unwavering commitment to an ideal can also result in others viewing 

them as stubborn and self-righteous. 

Handling crisis well. Military brats are often able to calmly navigate crisis situations. 

However, some military brats are not as good at taking measures to proactively avoid crisis in 

the first place. 

Additional scholarly work involving military brats supports many of Wertsch’s (2006) 

findings regarding the advantages and potential challenges associated with growing up as a 

military brat, particularly as it relates to resilience, adaptability and responsibility. 

Resilience and adaptability. These traits are thought to be developed through the trials 

produced by frequent moves and the need to learn the nuances of ever-changing environments 

throughout childhood. Additionally, experiences are considered to more positively related to 

resiliency in older teens and adult military brats, but the effect is also dependent on the 

individual child as well as the support and resources surrounding them (Hall, 2016). Military 

brats are not the only ones who perceive themselves as more resilient. Principals, teachers, and 

counselors at civilian schools with sizeable military brat populations also view military brats as 

more resilient than their civilian peers (Garner, Arnold, & Nunnery, 2014). Research further 

indicates that “military children typically function as well as or even better than civilian children 

on most indices of health, well-being, and academic achievement” (Park, 2011, p. 67).  

Responsibility. Military brats understand their role as an extension of the military service 

member and the entire family and are frequently reminded of this responsibility. As a result, 

military children often exhibit a strong sense of duty and are committed to doing their best and 

keeping their word (Hall, 2016). Hall (2016) suggested that a potential downside is that these 
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same children often assume too much responsibility without asking for help and may possess 

characteristics such as perfectionism that result in feelings of “guilt and self-condemnation” 

when they do come up short (p. 97). While the conformity culture may place additional stress on 

military brats, research also suggests that it may decrease the likelihood of military brats 

engaging in risky behavior as compared to their civilian peers (Hutchinson, 2006).    

Cultural Homelessness 

As with other third culture kids, military brats often experience cultural homelessness. 

Research involving military brats found that the lifestyle may result in a disconnect from their 

own ideals, family, history, and culture (Hall, 2016). The disconnect experienced by many 

military brats both geographically, and culturally from relatives outside of their immediate 

family may also inform individual identity and personal relationships (Hall, 2016; Wertsch, 

2006). Because of frequent moves to new locations, military brats often describe having to take 

on new identities and shed old ones, something many describe as akin to being a “chameleon” 

(Hall, 2016). While these statements may represent the adaptability and resilience of military 

brats, these same experiences may also have the potential to inform individual identity 

development.  

Frequent relocations may also inform how military brats develop and form relationships 

with others. Throughout childhood, military brats repeatedly move to new locations and meet 

new people. A constant occurrence for military brats during their childhood years is that time is 

always fleeting in any one location, typically only a few years at the most. The same is true of 

other military brats encountered along the way. As a result, conscious decisions are made 

regarding whether relationships will be formed due to the reality of an always looming 

separation, and the need to protect one’s feelings. Research indicates that the military brat 
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lifestyle not only informs the depth and duration of relationships for military brats as children but 

may also contributes to struggles with long-term committed relationships for military brat adults 

(Wertsch, 2006).   

The Military Brat K-12 Experience 

Military brat research largely focuses on the K-12 childhood years, with heavy emphasis 

on better understanding the relationship between frequent moves and the child’s academic 

performance and sense of well-being. At any given time, there are approximately 1.1 million K-

12 military dependents (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2011). Thirteen percent of 

school-aged military brats attend federally funded Department of Defense Dependent Schools 

intended solely for military and Department of Defense employees’ children. Military brats 

attending Department of Defense schools have the advantage of attending school with others 

living a similar lifestyle. Additionally, teachers and administrators in these schools are often 

adept at supporting this unique population of students. 

Research suggests that military brats attending civilian schools are often part of a 

subculture not fully understood by others (Hall, 2016). Faculty and administrators in schools 

with both civilian and military brat populations are often unaware of the unique challenges faced 

by K-12 military brats (Rand Corporation, 2011). Even in studies involving civilian schools with 

high military brat enrollments, more than half of administrators and educators reported a lack of 

understanding regarding military family culture (Bradshaw, Sudhinaraset, Mmari, & Blum, 

2010; Garner et al., 2014).    
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Academics 

 The K-12 military brat research often focuses on the relationship between the military 

brat lifestyle and academic achievement as well as the effectiveness of interventions in assisting 

students experiencing academic difficulties. 

Achievement. K-12 military brat transitions and school system curriculum changes can 

create gaps in knowledge that negatively relate to academic achievement (Garner et al., 2014). In 

addition to changing curriculums, other transition-related stressors can inform academic 

performance. Academics, adapting to new schools, and building relationships with new teachers 

are three of the primary transition-related stressors reported by military brats (Bradshaw et al., 

2010). In a study by Bradshaw and colleagues (2010), middle school and high school aged 

participants had moved an average of 5.72 times. The effect of frequent relocations varied by 

student. Lyle (2006) suggested that frequent relocations appeared to have no relationship to 

academic achievement for officers’ children, while having a modestly negative effect on 

academic achievement for enlisted children. Frequent relocations also appear to be more 

academically harmful for younger children than older children. Additionally, children in single 

parent households or in households where the mother is the service member were more 

negatively affected. For all students, the absence of a parent during the school year appeared to 

have a small negative effect on test scores. 

The research suggests that military brats face several challenges during their K-12 years, 

some of which may contribute to academic achievement issues. Frequent moves and the absence 

of deployed parents relates to negative academic achievement for some students (Bradshaw et 

al., 2010; Garner et al., 2014; Lyle, 2006). This relationship was greater for students whose 

parents were enlisted or lived in single parent homes (Lyle, 2006). Research also suggests that 
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younger children are more affected than older ones (Lyle, 2006). Relocations appear to have no 

significant effect on the academic achievement of officers’ children (Lyle, 2006). Frequent 

changes of school systems and curriculums may relate to knowledge gaps and academic 

achievement (Garner et al., 2014). The negative affect on academic performance may be 

exacerbated when moves occur in the middle of the school year (Bradshaw et al., 2010).   

Interventions. The federal government has recognized that military dependent students 

may need additional support to succeed academically because of their mobility (U.S. 

Government Accountability Office, 2011). The research suggests that these moves and 

deployments do in fact relate to K-12 academic achievement struggles for some students (Garner 

et al., 2014; Lyle, 2006; Rand Corporation, 2011). As a result, the Department of Education’s 

Impact Aid program has provided additional funding for public school systems with large 

numbers of military dependent students. 

While the federal government has provided additional funding to support K-12 military 

brats, not much is known regarding the effectiveness of these efforts in improving academic 

achievement (Brendel, Maynard, Albright, & Bellomo, 2014). Brendel et al. (2014) assessed the 

effects of school interventions and supports on the social, emotional, behavioral, and educational 

well-being of military brats attending both elementary and secondary schools. Their efforts 

found little evidence to support the effectiveness of existing K-12 educational interventions.    

 A review of the literature focused on K-12 military brats provides a foundation for better 

understanding the academic and school transition experiences of military brats leading up to 

college. Much of the K-12 research is focused on how frequent relocations inform student 

academic achievement for some military brats. While academic preparation is only one factor in 

transitioning to college, it may pose an issue for some military brats. Perhaps most revealing is 
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the insight into the experiences of military brats as being part of a subculture with unique 

characteristics, a subculture not well understood by many K-12 teachers and administrators. How 

this K-12 experience may or may not inform the transition to college is worthy of further 

consideration. 

Third Culture Kids Postsecondary Transition 

Thirty-eight percent of third culture kids failed to earn a degree from the initial college 

they attended, with more than 50% attending three or more colleges (Useem & Cottrell, 2001). 

Because the first year of college is critical to continued persistence, many studies have examined 

the postsecondary transition experiences of various populations of students. Several studies have 

been conducted that are specific to the third culture kid experience in college, with three focusing 

on the transition experience of TCKs to college (Hervey, 2009; Kortegast & Yount, 2016; Smith 

& Kearney, 2016). Of the three studies noted, Smith and Kearney’s (2016) was the only one that 

included military brat participants along with students studying abroad, children of missionaries, 

and children of overseas educators. The other TCK studies, while not transition studies per se, 

involved third culture kid college students and focused on issues of cultural homelessness 

(Navarette & Jenkins, 2011), identity development (Walters & Auton-Cuff, 2009), and 

psychological well-being (Klemens & Bikos, 2009), all factors pertinent to successful college 

transition. This section of the literature review explores in detail the purpose, approach, and 

findings of each study to inform the development and execution of this study and identify 

existing themes regarding the TCK college experience.   

TCK Postsecondary Transition Studies 

Kortegast and Yount (2016) conducted a phenomenological study intended to better 

understand first-year, third culture kids’ transition to college. Researchers utilized Schlossberg’s 
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Theory of Adult transition as the theoretical framework for the study focusing on the four 

components of transition: situation, self, support, and strategies. Participants attended large, 

public universities and colleges with religious affiliations. The researchers utilized purposeful 

sampling to identify nine students from a group of 75 student participating in a retreat for TCKs 

transitioning to college. A combination of face-to-face and phone interviews were conducted. 

Each participant was interviewed three times with the first interview focusing on their life 

history, the second interview inquiring about the details of the transition experience, and the third 

interview allowing participants to review and correct transcripts and make recommendations. All 

participants were white, female, missionary kids repatriating to the United States. The 

researchers utilized the Moustakas’ (1994) data analysis process. Five themes emerged from the 

research: Moving into College, Loss of Cultural Identity, Redefining Home, Changing but 

Central Relationship to Family, and Importance of Faith. Many of the students had been 

homeschooled and were having to adjust to an environment with large numbers of students their 

own age. Participants expressed a sense of loss leaving the prior culture, acknowledging both a 

connection to it but also a sense of not actually being a part of it. Participants spoke of trying to 

make their new culture home by joining local churches and volunteering in the community. Most 

participants talked about their families being their primary support system, which made the 

transition particularly challenging. Last, several students talked about faith and their relationship 

with God as being central to their transition process.  

Smith and Kearney (2016) sought to better understand the repatriation experiences of 

third culture kids to college using a constructivist approach. The theoretical lenses through which 

the study was conducted included both Erikson’s (1963) Stages of Development and Kubler-

Ross’ (1969) Model of Five Stages of Grief. The study included 20 participants who attended 
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three universities including one large, public land-grant university, one private university, and 

one religiously-affiliated college. TCK participants had to have lived abroad for at least three 

years and had to be repatriating to attend college. TCKs included military brats, students 

studying abroad, children of missionaries, and children of overseas educators. The ages of 

participants at repatriation ranged from 15-19 years, with 12 students being female and eight 

males. Twelve participants were white, three were African American, four Latin, and one 

Filipino. The primary research questions were: What do U.S. TCKs perceive as their significant 

repatriation experiences? What factors and experiences do TCKs identify as strong influencers 

on their adjustments to U.S. higher education institutions? The researchers utilized individual 

interviews; focus groups; and examined documents and artifacts including yearbooks, photos, 

and websites. The following themes emerged from the study: Pervasive cultural struggles that 

informed their beliefs about themselves and their relationships with others, struggles with 

personal identity and not belonging to any one culture, and feelings of a lack of intimacy and 

isolation. Consistent with other TCK studies students spoke of either trying to disappear or 

become a “chameleon”. Students also indicated a desire to connect with other TCKs, a defining 

experience that appeared to supersede other commonly defining categories such as “physical, 

racial, spiritual, or geographical characteristics.” All participants indicated feelings of 

depression. The researchers suggested efforts to identify and connect TCKs with one another, 

and the importance of educating faculty on the “broad cultural perspectives of TCKs”. 

Hervey (2009) conducted a study intended to identify correlations between childhood 

transition patterns of missionary children and their transitions to college. The author 

hypothesized that the same children who had negative experiences transitioning as children, 

would also have difficulty transitioning to college. The researcher utilized a survey instrument 
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that included questions regarding demographics as well as questions from the Cerny-Smith 

Adjustment Index. Items included questions regarding possible distress in the following areas: 

organizational, cultural, personal, psychological, and relational. All 109 freshmen, sophomore, 

junior, and senior participants were college students who had grown up overseas because their 

parents worked for missionary organizations. Students were asked about prior transition 

experiences and about their transition experiences to college. Because the author utilized 

convenience sampling, the researcher suggested the findings could not be generalized to the 

broader population of missionary kids, nor causation inferred. The researcher utilized correlation, 

comparison of means, and hierarchical regression analysis to analyze the data. The researcher 

also used the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test to confirm normality. Findings suggested that negative 

transitions during childhood could potentially lead to difficulty to college, with more recent 

transitions having a greater effect on the transition to college; moving back to a parents home 

culture was more challenging than moving to a foreign culture; peer support did not appear to 

significantly relate to transition and adjustment; males reported better adjustment experiences 

than females; and stress from missing friends appeared to diminish over time.   

TCK College Student Studies 

Navarette and Jenkins (2011) conducted a quantitative study designed to measure cultural 

homelessness, a term used to describe experiences of individuals who are immersed in multiple 

cultures early in life. The purpose of the study was to test an instrument that would measure 

cultural homelessness based on Vivero and Jenkins’ (1999) theoretical framework. The study 

examined these experiences within the following constructs: multiracial, multiethnic, and 

multicultural. Data were collected through a questionnaire that included demographic questions 

as well as open-ended questions regarding racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds and self-
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identification. Participants included 448 undergraduate college students from a large, state, 

midwestern University. Study findings included the following: (1) Cultural homelessness was 

marginally related to multiracial status;  (2) cultural homelessness was marginally related to 

multi-ethnic status; (3) cultural homelessness was related to multicultural status; (4) cultural 

homelessness and cultural homelessness risk were significantly correlated; and (5) self-esteem 

was negatively correlated with the existence of cultural homelessness. The authors noted that 

racial mixing appeared to have more negative consequences for participants than multiple ethnic 

identities. 

Walters and Auton-Cuff (2009) conducted a qualitative study using a biographical 

phenomenology approach designed to explore how women growing up in multiple cultures 

developed a sense of identity as they navigated emerging adulthood. The authors interviewed 

eight college women between the ages of 18 and 23 at a small, Christian university using a 

feminist, voice-centered method to hear the women’s life experiences and better understand their 

identity development. Four themes emerged from the research: (1) the disruption of repeated 

transition interrupted identity development; (2) spirituality had a stabilizing influence during 

transition; (3) women experienced a feeling of being different and not identifying with others; (3) 

there was a feeling of silencing which played out as women not wanting to make a fuss during 

moves; and (4) women found a sense of belonging and comfort in their relationships with other 

TCKs. The authors suggested that TCK propensity for changing schools so many times might 

lead universities to consider shared housing for these populations. 

Klemens and Bikos (2009) sought to examine the relationship between psychological 

well-being, mediated by sociocultural adaptation of TCK college students, compared to non-

TCK students at a religious-affiliated institution. TCK participants included 63 college students 
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ages 18-25 who had repatriated between one and 13 years prior to the study. The ethnicity of 

both the TCK and non-TCK groups were predominantly white (88% vs 89%). The researchers 

utilized a questionnaire that included 20 items with questions guided by Ryff’s Scale of 

Psychological Well-Being and involved items related to self-acceptance, relationships with 

others, autonomy, environmental mastery, sense of purpose, and personal growth. The 

researchers used the Kolmogorov-Smirnov statistic to determine univariate normality. The 

researchers also used an independent samples t-test to identify differences between the TCK and 

non-TCK students’ ages, finding the difference to be that TCKs were approximately one year 

older than non-TCKs. The study found that there were statistically significant differences 

between MKs and non-MK’s in the areas of psychological well-being and sociocultural 

adaptation. The researchers noted that challenges centered around both saying goodbye to their 

prior host cultures and adapting to the new college culture. 

Conclusion 

The existing body of third culture kid research involving postsecondary transition 

suggests cultural homelessness and other factors inform the TCK college experience (Hervey, 

2009; Kortegast & Yount, 2016; Smith & Kearney, 2016). Students expressed challenges with 

leaving their prior culture and adapting to a new one.  Some students attempted to regain a sense 

of connectedness by either connecting with other TCKs (Walters & Auton-Cuff, 2009) or with 

organizations such as the church that is central to their TCK system identity (Kortegast & Yount, 

2016). Research also emphasized the importance of educating faculty on the “broad cultural 

perspectives of TCKs” (Smith & Kearney, 2016, p. 971). 

Identity development also reemerged as a theme in the TCK research involving college 

students, specifically the role that repeated transitions may continue to have on individual 
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identity development (Smith & Kearney, 2016; Walters & Auton-Cuff, 2009). Consistent with 

other TCK studies (Hall, 2016), students spoke of either trying to disappear or become a 

“chameleon” (Smith & Kearney, 2016). Research examining strategies for assisting other diverse 

populations of students with their transition to college suggested that in addition to academic and 

financial support, students also need faculty and staff who can understand and support the 

identity development of unique populations (Guiffrida, 2009).   

Military Brat Postsecondary Transition 

In addition to Smith and Kearney’s (2016) study, which included military brats along 

with other TCKs, there appears to be little research exploring the postsecondary transition 

experiences of military brats. Any mention of the military brat college experience in the 

literature is often cursory and in the broader context of the need for higher education institutions 

to do more to support military families. Even in large-scale studies seeking to better understand 

the efforts being undertaken by colleges and universities to support the military-affiliated 

community, little inquiry is made into programs and services specific to the military brat 

population even though these students comprise a significant portion of the community (Cook & 

Kim, 2009).   

Other studies, including one by Bonura and Lovald (2015), acknowledged the need for 

more institutional support targeting military families. Bonura and Lovald (2015) advocated that 

institutions increase their cultural competency related to a diverse military population that 

includes active duty service members, veterans, disabled veterans, spouses, and military family 

members. Recommendations included the need for higher education institutions to better 

understand the unique cultures of different military branches as well as the varied experiences of 

enlisted and officer service members and their families.   
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Summary 

Large numbers of military brats are entering postsecondary education each year for the 

first time, yet a review of the existing literature suggests little is known about the college 

transition experiences of these students. While many colleges and universities have taken notice 

of the military service member and veteran populations, likely due to generous Post-9/11 GI Bill 

funding, a review of the existing literature suggests that military brats who may be utilizing a 

significant portion of these education dollars are largely invisible to the institutions they attend.   

The first year of college is critical as it is the period when departure from higher 

education is most likely to occur (Tinto, 1993). Because of the significance of the first-year 

experience, much emphasis has been placed on understanding the challenges associated with 

postsecondary transition (Terenzini et al., 1994; Tinto, 1993). The existing third culture kid 

literature, a community to which military brats belong, suggests the TCK childhood experience 

informs the postsecondary transition experience (Hervey, 2009; Kortegast & Yount, 2016; Smith 

& Kearney, 2016). Yet, the existing research includes minimal military brat participation. 

Furthermore, existing institutional data suggest the military brat population at the research 

location may possess characteristics often associated with postsecondary transition challenges 

(Office of Veteran and Military Affairs Annual Report, 2017). 

In conclusion, institutions have a responsibility to support the success of unique 

populations of students, particularly as it relates to how and where these students engage, as 

these factors are essential for student success (Altbach et al., 2001). Additionally, colleges and 

universities must speak with these students to better understand barriers that may potentially 

hinder their success (Quaye & Harper, 2014). Institutions that fail to take the time to understand 

the unique challenges faced by unique groups of students, including military brats, run the risk of 
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creating unnecessary barriers for student success (Harper, 2011). The following chapter will 

describe the research design for better understanding the postsecondary transition experiences of 

military brat college students at a large public research university in the southeastern United 

States.   
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

The purpose of this study was to better understand the postsecondary transition 

experiences of military brats at a large public research university in the southeastern United 

States. Tens of thousands of military brats enter higher education each year, yet little is known 

about the first-year transition experiences of this population in the higher education environment. 

The chapter begins by readdressing the primary research question that guided the study. Next, 

the research setting and participant selection is discussed. Then, data collection and data analysis 

techniques are explained. The chapter concludes by addressing ethical considerations and 

clarifying the researcher’s positionality.   

Research Question 

The following research question was used to better understand the postsecondary 

transition experiences of military brats at a large, public research university in the southeastern 

United States:   

How do military brats experience transition to higher education? 

Setting of the Research 

The study was conducted at a large public research institution in the southeastern United 

States. In fall 2017, the total enrollment at the university was just over 38,000 students. Of the 

more than 38,000 students, approximately 32,000 were undergraduate students with 

approximately 5,000 were graduate students. The student population is comprised of 41% in-
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state students, 56% out-of-state students, and 3% international students. The student population 

is 56% female and 44% male. 

An old military guardhouse still stands on the campus, serving as a constant reminder of 

the institution’s history as a Civil War era military school. Present day connections to the 

military are visible through the sizeable Army and Air Force ROTC programs on campus. It is 

not uncommon to see Army and Air Force cadets in uniform either en route to class or 

conducting drills in close formation.   

The university has a well-established Office of Veteran and Military Affairs (OVMA) 

which has been recognized nationally on the Military Friendly Schools List. The OVMA is 

routinely frequented by active duty service members, veterans, spouses, and military brats, with 

more than 6,043 visits occurring annually. More than 62% of these visits are from military brats 

(Office of Veteran and Military Affairs Annual Report, 2018). 

The institution’s rich history and longstanding connection with the military provides an 

interesting backdrop for the study. From a practical standpoint, access to a large military brat 

population was a major motivating factor for selecting this institution as the study site. 

Additionally, the openness of OVMA staff to provide relevant information regarding the military 

brat population on the campus as well as their willingness to assist in helping make connections 

with study participants were significant contributors to site selection.  

Participant Description 

The study sought to better understand the postsecondary transition experiences of 

military brats at a large public research university in the southeastern United States. The 

interview process occurred in fall 2018. Thus, military brats who were freshmen during the 

2017-2018 academic year were targeted for participation in the study. Because of the timing of 
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the study, interviews with current freshmen who were only a few months into their 

postsecondary experience would only be able to provide their experiences for a narrow window 

of their first year of college. While current freshmen would likely offer more vivid details of 

their transition experience, I was concerned the data would offer only a snapshot of the early 

months of college as compared to a more comprehensive sharing of the first-year transition 

experience. 

Sampling Approach 

 Qualitative research often employs a purposeful sampling approach. Purposeful sampling 

is used when the researcher wants to engage individuals who have an intimate knowledge of and 

experience with the phenomenon or issue being researched (Merriam, 1985). As such, the 

research sought information from individuals who could best inform the study of military brats’ 

postsecondary transition experiences into higher education (Creswell & Poth, 2016).   

 This study utilized maximum variation sampling (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). 

Maximum variation sampling strives to include a wide diversity of experience in the data 

collection process (Patton, 1990).  

 This study included 28 participants. Each participant was the child of a current or former 

military service member who had an active duty parent for at least six of their K-12 childhood 

years. Each participant must have been a freshman at the large public research institution in the 

southeastern United States during the 2017-2018 academic year. Each participant must be 

enrolled as a sophomore at the institution for the fall 2018 semester. This study identified 

participants who could best provide insight into a diversity of experiences regarding military brat 

transition into higher education. The study strived to seek proportional representation of the 

various races, ethnicities, and genders represented in the military brat population. Efforts were 
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made to also include proportional numbers of first-generation students, representation across a 

variety of majors, and students with a wide range of grade point averages (GPAs).    

The Division of Student Life’s assessment office maintains demographic, engagement, 

and contact information on freshmen students who self-identified as military brats for the 2017-

2018 academic year. Details about the study were promoted through direct e-mail contact with 

the students who self-identified as military brats during the 2017-2018 academic year. 

Additionally, materials promoting the study were shared with Office of Veteran and Military 

Affairs staff as they have regular and frequent contact with military brats.  

Methodology 

A qualitative study was selected as the best method for better understanding the 

postsecondary transition experiences of military brats at a large, public research university in the 

southeastern United States. According to Creswell and Poth (2016), qualitative research has the 

following characteristics: The research takes place in a natural setting. The setting for this 

qualitative study is a large public research institution in the southeastern United States where 

military brats experienced the first-year transition to college. Qualitative research focuses on 

making meaning of participant experiences. This study focused on military brats’ understanding 

of the postsecondary transition experience. A third characteristic of qualitative research is an 

emergent research design. This study incorporated a flexible research design that allowed for the 

modification of research questions as data were collected and analyzed. Another characteristic of 

qualitative research is that it is informed by a theoretical lens. In this study, the theoretical lenses 

that guided the study were Schlossberg’s Transition Theory and Pollock’s Classic Model of the 

Normal Transition. A fifth trait of qualitative research is that it is used when an issue needs to be 
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explored. Because very few studies have addressed this issue, this qualitative study met this 

need.  

A sixth trait of qualitative research is that it is used when a group’s voice needs to be 

heard. This study gave voice to military brats experiencing postsecondary transition. This 

approach is appropriate when trying to understand a complex issue where little research exists. 

The approach is also appropriate when trying to empower a group of individuals. The study 

allowed military brats to speak to their own experiences and gain an understanding of the 

experiences of their fellow military brats. Last, qualitative research is intended to address “how” 

and “what” questions which are not addressed in detail by quantitative studies. These 

characteristics support the use of qualitative research as the most appropriate methodology for 

better understanding how military brats experience postsecondary transition. 

Method 

There are various approaches to conducting qualitative research depending on the nature 

of the topic being explored. The method selected for gaining a better understanding of the 

transition experiences of military brats into higher education is the case study. Case studies have 

several characteristics. The characteristics that made a case study the appropriate approach for 

this study are as follows: A case study is a bounded system (Stake, 1995), bounded by time and 

space (Yin, 2014). A case study focuses on one specific group which is experiencing a 

phenomenon (Hancock & Algozzine, 2011). A case study is descriptive or explanatory in nature 

(Dyson & Genishi, 2005). 

This study explored the transition experiences of military brats entering higher education. 

The study was bound by time, in that it focused on the experiences of transitioning military brats 

during the 2017-2018 academic year. This study was bounded by space, as it occurred at one 
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large public research university in the southeastern United States. This study focused on military 

brats’ transition into higher education, exploring the phenomenon of transition for a group of 

students. Last, the study was descriptive as it used student voices to provide the reader with a 

vicarious experience of what participants encountered during their transition into higher 

education. 

Data Collection 

Qualitative research often gathers information through three types of data: interviews, 

observations, and documents. In this study, data were primarily collected through interviews and 

documents. Data collected through interviews allowed the researcher to explore the experiences 

of a participant with respect to a certain phenomenon (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009). Interview data 

provide the reader a vicarious experience of the participant’s encounter (Seidman, 2013). 

Another function of interview data is to provide the reader with illustrations, examples, and 

anecdotes to enhance the thematic development of the research findings (Merriam, 1998). 

Interview data were collected through semi-structured interviews (Savin-Baden & Major, 

2013). Semi-structured interviews consisted of general questions which had a specific direction. 

The purpose of semi-structured interview questions is to focus a participant’s attention on a 

certain topic while also being general enough to allow the participant to elaborate in broad detail 

with respect to the topic. The interview questions in this study were derivative in nature (Webb, 

2016). In other words, the interview questions were derived from the research questions in such a 

fashion that allowed for the collection of data necessary to answer the research question, 

ultimately fulfilling the purpose of the research and filling the gap in the literature (see Appendix 

A).  
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Data Analysis 

Data in this study were analyzed using a two-cycle approach to data analysis (Saldaña, 

2016). The initial cycle incorporated holistic coding. Holistic coding is an attempt to “grasp basic 

themes or issues in the data by absorbing them as a whole” (Dey, 1993, p. 104). The second 

cycle of data analysis incorporate in vivo coding. According to Strauss (1987), in vivo coding is 

“a word or short phrase from the terms used by the participants themselves” (p. 33). For the 

purpose of this research, the definition was expanded to include stories, anecdotes, and other 

descriptions offered by participants.   

The research also incorporated analytic memos which followed a formulaic template 

(Webb, 2016). First, interviews were transcribed. Second, interview transcripts were read from 

beginning to end to become familiar with the data. Third, the data were analyzed by means of 

holistic coding. Fourth, the data were analyzed using in vivo coding. Fifth, the first section of the 

analytic memo listed codes in tabular fashion. Sixth, the codes were integrated into themes in 

correspondence with each research question. Seventh, a summary of each participant’s response 

to the research question was compiled. Eighth, a list of salient quotations from participants were 

recorded. Ninth, the participant data were compared with the existing literature and the 

theoretical framework and recorded as a section of the analytic memo. Tenth, interpretive 

insights, illustrative figures, and recommendations which arose from the data analysis process 

were recorded in a section of the analytic memo. 

The process of using analytic memos has the following advantages: Section two of the 

analytic memo, the summary, provided a rough draft for Chapter 4, the findings section of the 

dissertation. Section four of the analytic memo, the data interaction with the literature section, 

provided a rough draft for the first section of Chapter 5, the discussion section of the dissertation. 
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Section five of the analytic memo, the insights section, provided a rough draft for the second 

section of Chapter 5: conclusions and recommendations. 

Timeline for the Study 

 The timeline for this study was as follows: October 2018 (Proposal). October-November 

2018 (IRB Approval). November 2018 (Data Collection). November 2018-January 2019 (Data 

Analysis). February-May 2019 (Write-up). June 2019 (Dissertation defense). 

Ethical Considerations 

The study was conducted consistent with University of Alabama Institutional Review 

Board protocols. The research sought to enhance knowledge regarding the military brat 

community in a way that benefits its members. The research was conducted in a manner that is 

consistent with the approach outlined in the study. Approval from the IRB was received prior to 

engaging study participants. Participants were selected fairly and representatively as described in 

the participant selection section. The risk to participants in the study was minimal, with the 

potential benefits outweighing any potential risks. Participants were informed about the research 

and asked to provide consent before participating in the research. Participants were notified that 

interviews would be recorded, and written consent was secured before interviews were 

conducted. Participants were notified that pseudonyms of their choosing would be used to protect 

their confidentiality. Furthermore, participants were notified that electronic data would be 

properly password protected, and physical data secured in a locked safe. At all times, appropriate 

efforts were made to protect the privacy of participants. Participants were allowed to withdraw 

from participation in the study at any time. 
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Researcher Positionality 

The motivation to explore the topic of military brat transition into higher education was 

inspired by two primary factors. First, my own personal experience as a military brat and strong 

curiosity regarding the experiences of the current generation of military brats led me to this topic. 

Second, my desire to conduct research that might benefit current and future generations of 

college-aged military brats as they transition to college was a motivating factor.   

My worldview on the issue is informed by my own military brat identity. I was born on 

Camp Lejeune, a Marine Corps Base in North Carolina, to a Marine father who had recently 

returned from combat in Vietnam. A couple of years following the completion of his enlistment 

with the Marine Corps, my father joined the Army and his career spanned all of my K-12 years 

as well as my undergraduate years in college.   

My military brat childhood occurred during the 1970s and 1980s during the peak of the 

Cold War. Nine of my 12, K-12 years were spent living overseas in Germany during two 

different tours. My parents were in Germany for a third tour during my undergraduate years. 

During that time, thousands of troops were deployed in Europe along with their families. While 

there was occasional terrorist activity, the period was largely peaceful with military personnel 

and their families leading normal (by military standards) lives. Because the American dollar was 

so strong at the time, many families, including my own, had the opportunity to travel extensively 

throughout Europe, memories I will always cherish. 

Since the end of the Cold War, assignments to places like Germany are rare as American 

troop numbers have dwindled. Instead, many of the deployments over the last two decades have 

involved military personnel going overseas into hostile environments, largely in the Middle East, 

with families staying stateside. As a result, military brat study participants may have dealt with 
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the deployment of fathers and mothers into combat zones, an experience I am fortunate not to 

share. Additionally, participants’ overseas experiences may be much more limited than prior 

generations. While I had to guard against making assumptions based on my own military brat 

experience, distinctions like the ones discussed are clear reminders that my story is not theirs. 

My current professional role, while on a college campus, does not involve engaging 

military brat students. My primary job responsibilities involve faculty and staff. While my work 

does not typically entail working with students, I do choose to engage in a few activities with 

students. I serve as an advisor for a fraternity on campus and also volunteer as an Interim 

Sanctions Review Officer for the Office of Student Conduct. I also coach students on career-

related matters, a carryover interest from my days as a former career center executive director. I 

am not involved with students based on their military brat identity. I would have no positional or 

other authority over any of the students involved in the study. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this research was to better understand the postsecondary transition 

experiences of military brats at a large public research university in the southeastern United 

States. This chapter described an appropriate research design for addressing the issue. It was 

determined that a qualitative case study would best meet the needs of this study. A description 

was provided for participant selection that reflected consideration for diverse and proportional 

representation of military brats. Additionally, this chapter described methods of data collection 

consistent with case study research, specifically participant interviews. A data analysis approach 

was depicted that included a two-cycle data analysis strategy involving holistic coding, in vivo 

coding, and the use of analytic memos as a means of analyzing study data. The chapter 
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concluded with the timeline, a discussion of ethical considerations, and my positionality as the 

researcher.   
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

This study sought to better understand the postsecondary transition experiences of 

military brats at a large public research institution in the southeastern United States. The study 

was guided by the following research question: 

How do military brats experience transition to higher education? 

Organization of Data 

The structure of interviews resulted in a two-part discussion: student experiences as a 

military brat and student transitions to college. Students were asked to share their experiences of 

growing up as a military brat. Because past transition experiences often inform future transition 

experiences (Anderson et al., 2012), developing a better understanding of students’ lives leading 

up to college was an essential component of the study. In this first section of the chapter, the 

military brat experience prior to college will be explored. The section will begin with a 

discussion of life growing up in a military community, followed by an exploration of the two 

major themes that emerged from this portion of the interview: frequent moves and parental 

absence. A discussion of implications of each theme will follow. The chapter will then explore 

students’ stories beginning with their preparation for and transition through their freshman year 

at Southeastern University. The organization of this section of the chapter is informed by 

Schlossberg’s 4 S System, examining students’ thought processes approaching and experiencing 

the transition and identifying individual assets and liabilities. The second part of the interviews 

involved asking students to describe how they experienced the transition to college. 
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Schlossberg’s 4 S System was used to organize this portion of the chapter. This section describes 

the Situation, Self, and Support factors students utilized during their transition to Southeastern 

University. The last factor, Strategies, will be addressed in Chapter Five.    

Setting 

Interviews were conducted in the Office of Veteran and Military Affairs at Southeastern 

University, a relatively new facility containing staff office space, private study rooms, a 

computer lab, and a large lounge area. I chose this location as I thought it would be an 

environment in which students would be comfortable to meet and discuss their experiences. All 

of the study participants expressed familiarity with the office’s location in our correspondence 

leading up to the interviews. Over several weeks in fall 2018, I became quite familiar with the 

student workers who staffed the front desk, a diverse and always welcoming ensemble that 

included veterans and military brats. Office leadership graciously offered the use of the facility’s 

large conference room as interview space for this study. 

Study Participants 

Study participants included 28 military brats representing the Army, Air Force, Marine 

Corps, and Navy. The Army was the most frequently represented military branch with 54 percent 

of the participants, followed by the Air Force with 25 percent, and the Marine Corps and Navy 

with 11 percent  of the participants each. (see Table 1). As a point of reference, active duty 

personnel across all four branches in 2016 totalled approximately 1.29 million, a population 

consisting of 37 percent Army personnel, 25 percent Navy personnel, 24 percent Air Force 

personnel and 14 percent Marine Corps personnel (Council on Foreign Relations, 2018). Most of 

the students still had a parent actively serving in the military. A slightly smaller number had a 

parent who recently left military service. Only five participants had a parent who left active duty 
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military service more than five years prior to the study (see Table 2). Slightly over half of the 

participants were the children of Officers.  

Table 1 

Military Branches Represented by Study Participants 

Military Branch N 

Army 15 

Air Force 7 

Navy 3 

Marine Corps 3 

Total 28 

 

Table 2 

Status of Military Parent 

Status N 

Active Duty 13 

Left Military Service within 1-5 years 10 

Left Military Service more than 5 years ago 5 

Total 28 

 

Approximately half of the participants lived in a foreign country during their childhood, 

with the remaining participants living in the continental United States as well as Alaska and 

Hawaii. The military parent in the household was typically the father, however, two students 

indicated that both of their parents served on active duty. Parental deployments included 

Afghanistan, Iraq, Kuwait, and South Korea. One student, whose mother and father both served 

in the military, experienced the simultaneous deployment of both parents. 

Twice as many females participated in the study as did males, however the ratio was 

close to the institution’s overall military brat gender breakdown. The participants were much 

more racially and ethnically diverse than the overall student population at Southeastern 

University and included individuals who identified as white, African American, Hispanic/Latino, 

Pacific Islander, Filipino, and multi-racial (see Table 3). 
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Table 3 

Racial and Ethnic Composition of Study Participants 

Race/Ethnicity N 

White 13 

African American 6 

Hispanic/Latino 5 

Multi-Racial 3 

Unknown/Did not report 1 

Total 28 

  

Additional information regarding study participants can be found in Table 4 (see Appendix D). 

The Military Community 

I've basically just grown up around the military my entire life. It's the only thing I've ever 

known. I've always lived by a military base and being in college is the first time where the 

military base is far from where I actually am staying. Back home, even when my dad 

retired, we retired right outside of Little Creek military base in Virginia Beach. So that's 

where we are, and my mom has worked on base. But all my friends, because I was always 

so close to the military bases, I always had friends in military families. 

-Denise, Navy brat 

 

 While military brats have diverse life experiences, Denise’s description of her family’s 

strong connection to the military community was common across all military branches. Military 

brats grow up alongside other military brats as part of a greater military community. At times 

families, live on a military base or in a separate housing area where everyone is either in the 

military, connected to a military service member, or earning a living in a manner that either 

directly or indirectly supports the aims of the military. Frequently, military families live in a 

civilian community surrounding the military base, where it is not uncommon for at least some of 

the civilian population to either work on the base or work at a business that caters to military-

connected individuals or the government itself.  

Andrea, an Army brat who lived off base, observed that virtually everyone she knew 

either had a parent in the military or a parent who had a job associated with the military. Through 
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shared experiences, military brats within these communities often serve as a support system for 

one another. Allison, an Air Force brat, described how military brats in these communities were 

“more friendly, more accepting, more willing to accept you into their groups.”   

Some military communities, especially those that are overseas are often particularly 

close. Allison described her environment in Germany as a “real tight community”, a common 

experience in areas where English is not the primary language and cultures differ from those of 

the United States. Arthur, a Marine brat who had the opportunity to live overseas, shared how 

living and attending school on base made living overseas much easier, “Everyone else is 

military, so, everyone knew what was up.” Arthur’s comment referred to the often unspoken, but 

mutually shared understanding by those in the military community of the military experience, 

both its advantages and its disadvantages.   

 Several military brats who spent time living on base at various points during their 

childhood described a sense of community where there were always other kids to play with and 

things to do. Jennie, an Air Force brat, recalled how the design of the neighborhood and 

placement of the playgrounds created an environment that was conducive to new kids fitting in: 

The way the neighborhood was set up, it was like this big circle and there were two 

playgrounds in between. There's always kids out there. You can just walk up and be like 

“Hey what are you doing?” They're like, “Oh we're playing”, and you just join right in. 

The military kids were usually the most welcoming people. 

 

Many students referenced “youth centers” on the military bases, a location that served as a hub 

for organized sports, camps, after-school programs, and places to hang out with other military 

brats. Several participants noted that the youth center was one of the first places their parents 

would take them when they moved to a new location. Heather, an Air Force brat, shared her 

experience: 
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So, with my dad being gone, the girls were really close. We still are. We found a 

community on base first, I would say, over finding like people at school because I think 

we got here in the summer, so we kind of made our friends on base. Had our little friends 

we'd hang out with at the youth center. People that would like show us new places to eat 

and things like that. I feel like, as a military brat, you're more used to like having a 

community, like a backup community. So, I feel like when you do transfer, move around, 

things like that, and you are in new places, you kind of learn how to be that community. 

 

Many of the students talked about the unique nature of the military community and the bonds it 

creates between those who are part of it. Victoria, an Army brat, described the military 

community she experienced throughout her childhood noting that her dad and his fellow service 

members socialized at their home on the base. She spoke of her mom and other Army spouses 

forming what she called a “support system.” Victoria described the sense of community she 

experienced, “So, I've always been around trusting people, trusting characters. From my mom's 

friends who were wives and spouses, to my dad's friends who were other servicemen, and their 

children even, who would also have been through the same things.” 

Students appeared to have grown accustomed to living in a unique community amongst 

others with similar lives. The manner in which participants shared their stories led me to believe 

they were appreciative of this support system within which they and other military brats 

experienced both the adventure of a military upbringing as well as some of the challenges 

associated with military life. 

Frequent Moves 

 As students described their lives before arriving at Southeastern, almost all spoke of 

moving frequently, with many providing detailed accounts of the places they had lived during 

their first 18 years of life. For some, the list included repeated moves from one coast of the 

United States to the other, a common occurrence for Navy brats. Others described moves to and 

from various reaches of the continental United States, along with stints in Alaska or Hawaii. 
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Almost half of study participants had spent time living in Europe or the Far East. Most had not 

spent more than three years in any one location. Samuel, an Army brat, shared his experience 

with moving: 

So, I was born in Texas, because my dad was stationed at Fort Hood at the time. I'm the 

oldest child. Then we moved from Texas to Virginia, then Virginia to Germany. 

Germany back to Virginia, then to Kansas, then back to Germany, then to another place 

in Germany, then to Kentucky, then to South Korea, then to Rhode Island, and now I'm 

here. 

 

Another Army brat, Julia, rolled her eyes to the ceiling, smiled, and suggested a map might be 

helpful as she recounted all of the places she had lived. She began by offering a disclaimer that 

she might omit some of the earlier locations, as they were beyond her working memory. She then 

recalled moves to Virginia, Germany, Washington State, California, Korea, Texas, and 

Washington, D.C.   

 Relocation stories like those told by Samuel and Julia were the norm with study 

participants. Of the individuals interviewed, nearly half still had one parent serving on active 

duty, several of whom continued to move either in the months preceding the student’s arrival at 

Southeastern or at some point during their freshman year. Arthur, whose father serves in the 

Marine Corps, shared pictures of his recent trip to Japan where he helped his parents move 

before beginning college at Southeastern. He spoke with excited anticipation about an upcoming 

trip to visit his family in Japan over the holiday break.    

 Several students shared stories of the moves their families continued to make during their 

time away at college. Nina, an Army brat, described her new home in Missouri, a house she had 

only slept in for four nights. “So, my room isn't even unpacked, I don't even have a bed in my 

room, there's like a couch there. There's boxes, so, yeah.” Nina later added that she may take a 
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college roommate home for the holidays so that both of them can explore her new home 

together. 

 As military brats shared stories of move after move, not one of them suggested they 

would have preferred a more stationary upbringing. Allison stated: 

I was the military brat that moved once every one to three years and so I was used to 

leaving people behind. I was always looking forward to the next place we were moving. 

As soon as, it would be this huge thing in our family, where are we moving next and it 

was always very exciting. 

 

Allison and others often chose to focus on the positive aspects associated with moving to new 

places, but also acknowledged its impact on friendships with others and on their schooling. 

Students also talked extensively about how the military lifestyle impacted their sense of “home” 

and resulted in a lack of connection to any one place, a topic that will be explored later in this 

chapter. 

Establishing and Maintaining Friendships 

Once we got friends and everything it was hard to leave after the four years was over to 

go to the next base because you’ve got to give up those friendships. We still keep in 

touch, but it's not the same. You have to go start all over again. 

-Mixon, Air Force brat 

 

Several students described leaving friends as the most difficult aspect of growing up 

military. Leaving existing and forming new friendships affected individuals in different ways. 

Students rarely reflected on the experience as either solely positive or a negative, but it was 

apparent that many tried to make the best of the situation. Eddie, an Air Force brat whose 

father’s job resulted in the family never staying in any one location for longer than two years, 

tried to focus on the positive while still acknowledging the hardship, “It was always difficult I 

guess kind of leaving friends behind but it's always like a fresh start, so you get to meet a bunch 

of new people.”  
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Julio, a Marine brat who also moved with great frequency even by military standards, 

noted that he attended 10 different schools by the time he graduated from high school. He also 

chose to focus on the positive, specifically the fact that moving so often afforded him the 

opportunity to make many more friends than he would have had he stayed in one location. Julio 

continued to look at the bright side of moving, even as he recalled a difficult move between his 

sophomore and junior year of high school: 

We got pretty lucky in that I did my first two years of high school in one place in Japan, 

and then finished in Virginia. That was nice, getting to at least build friendships, then I 

moved, and then still had two years to build more friendships.  

 

While many students tried to make the best of moving and leaving friends so often, several 

acknowledged that the experience had an impact on the way they approached relationships with 

others.  

Julia, an Army brat, described how moving so often “made me very distant with people.” 

In describing her friendships, she admitted that she often thought about who would be leaving 

the relationship first. Christie, also an Army brat, indicated that the military lifestyle caused her 

to question her ability to maintain relationships for extended periods of time. She said that her 

friendships often had a very temporary feeling, as she was always anticipating someone leaving. 

Because she was not always good at maintaining contact with old friends, Christie further 

explained the effort she put into relationships was sometimes called into question, admitting she 

“mainly focused on the people that are right in front of me at the time.” 

While the mobile lifestyle affected military brat relationships in different ways, it did not 

prevent several from establishing and maintaining long-term friendships with others. Mary, a 

Navy brat, described how social media allowed her to stay in touch with different groups of 

friends from the various places she lived. While social media and other technologies afforded 
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military brats a means of staying better connected, these tools did not appear to totally mitigate 

the hardship of leaving friends, as described by Andrea, an Army brat:  

Once we got friends and everything it was hard to leave after the four years was over to 

go to the next base because you’ve got to give up those friendships. We still keep in 

touch, but it's not the same. You have to go start all over again. It's just tough. 

 

Having to leave old friends and make new ones was clearly one of the most difficult aspects of 

the military lifestyle. Students’ stories indicated that the experience affected individuals 

differently. 

K-12 Educational Transition Experience 

 In addition to its effects on relationships with others, frequent moves also significantly 

impacted students’ K-12 educational experiences before arriving at Southeastern. As students 

moved from school to school, they often faced differences in curriculum and academic rigor. 

Mixon shared the story of his move from Texas to Louisiana while in high school. He explained 

how the move to a new state resulted in him not receiving credit for foreign language, physical 

education, and health courses he had previously taken. Consequently, he had to complete 

additional coursework to make up for the lost credits, which prevented him from graduating as 

early as he would have had he stayed in Texas. Mixon’s story was not unique.  

Nicky, an Army brat, shared a similar experience wherein she had to take an algebra class 

twice due to a move to a new state that would not accept algebra credit from Texas. Sierra, a 

Marine brat, described having to retake classes as one of the “hardest parts” of changing schools. 

Another student, Arthur, sheepishly admitted that he only knows how to write half of the cursive 

alphabet because of the timing of one of his moves. As a result, he cannot write in cursive other 

than signing his name. When asked to write in cursive his freshman year of high school he 

respectfully told his teacher “I can’t do that. I’m sorry.”   
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In addition to credit and curriculum issues, some students described major differences in 

academic rigor from one school to the next. Mary described the high school she attended in 

California as “kind of a college prep school” that was more challenging than her first year at 

college. Conversely, she called her final high school in Virginia “easy peasy.”  Nina shared a 

similar experience: 

I went to two different high schools. My first high school was in El Paso, Texas, and then 

my second high school was in Fort Carson, Colorado. And I graduated from the one that's 

in Colorado. So, totally different schools. The one in Texas was kind of laid back, didn't 

really have to work that hard. And then went to Colorado and I had to work 10 times as 

hard to keep same grades, so it was a lot harder, there. The greatest transition of my life, 

right in the middle of going into junior year. That was a rough year for me. 

 

Maria, an Army brat, moved to a less challenging school as she closed out her high school years. 

She explained that she constantly thought to herself, “I learned this already.” In addition to not 

being stimulated academically, she also shared how students around her primarily spoke Spanish 

because of the school’s proximity to the Mexican border, a language she was unable to 

understand. While not challenged or able to fully engage at her final high school, Maria 

suggested that she was relieved when she realized she was able to graduate earlier than her high 

school peers.    

 In addition to academic and curricular challenges, frequent moves impacted student 

involvement in athletic and extracurricular activities. Nina, an established varsity athlete at one 

high school, found herself on the junior varsity squad at her new high school. While a frustrating 

experience, Nina explained that she was able to work her way back to the varsity squad at her 

second high school. 

 Mary, who described herself as being competitively focused on building her high school 

resume for college admissions, described her initial reaction as her parents told her they would 

be moving across the country in the middle of her high school years: 
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Mom, dad, look. Here’s the thing, I'm trying to be successful in college. I'm trying to 

make my way and you're moving halfway through my high school career; you are ruining 

my social ladder. I have been climbing in these organizations to get to the top and now I 

have to start over, and I'm not going to get to where I want to be. 

 

Mary was particularly upset about leaving a drama club, her favorite activity at the school. Mary 

then shared how she coped with the news. A short time after learning of the pending move, she 

convinced herself that she would most likely have never become an actor, and thus the loss of 

this activity, while sad, was not the end of her world. Mary then described how she told herself 

she had always been an achiever and would continue to be successful at her new high school. 

She noted that in her brief time at the new high school she managed to become president of a 

student organization.   

Both Nina’s and Mary’s stories serve as examples of the many transitions military brats 

often negotiated before coming to college. In addition to the individual negotiation of these 

transitions, families often played an active role in attempting to mitigate the educational 

hardships sometime associated with the military lifestyle  

In order to provide the best educational experiences possible for their children, several 

parents chose to make additional moves and/or sacrifices while at a single duty station to garner 

access to the best available schools. Julio shared that his parents “put a lot of effort” into making 

sure he and his sister had a quality education, noting that his dad made a long commute from 

where the family lived to his work location at Quantico because they “chose better schools and 

things like that for me and my sister.” Nina shared a similar experience wherein her mother was 

displeased with the quality of education near the base where the family lived. As a result, Nina, 

her mom, and the other children rose an hour earlier than was previously required each morning 

so that her mother could transport her brothers to a school on the military base and then make the 

long drive to a better school for her located 30 miles away. 
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Military family sacrifices to improve educational opportunities took other forms. Several 

military brats shared stories of their military parent volunteering for year-long deployments 

without the rest of the family. In doing so, the family could remain in their current location and 

the student could graduate with existing classmates instead of having to change schools as they 

approached their senior year of high school. Julia described how her father took an 

unaccompanied assignment to Korea under a “senior stabilization” program that allowed her to 

graduate with her friends in Washington, D.C.  

Parental Absence 

 Nearly all of the students shared stories of parental absence, often repeatedly, throughout 

their childhoods. These absences occurred for a variety of reasons including military training, 

unaccompanied tours, and deployments into war zones.  Student stories included memories of 

the military parent being deployed as a result of the United States ongoing War on Terror that 

began following the attacks of September 11, 2001. The peak years for these deployments 

coincided with students’ elementary and middle school years. While several years had passed 

since many of these students experienced the deployment of their military parent to a war zone, 

many were still clearly affected by the experience. The absence of the military parent had had an 

impact on the family as a whole and on the military brat as an individual, an effect that shaped 

the students and how they ultimately navigated future transitions. 

Deployment 

I mean I'm very, very proud to call him my dad and very proud to say that I am from a military 

family. It did suck not having him there.  

-Reagan, Navy brat 

 

Reagan’s comment reflected the feelings many students shared, both pride in their 

military parent’s service, but also pain from the absence that service required. Some students 
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recalled deployment-related absences in great detail. Nina described the pajamas she was 

wearing as she sat on the couch of her family’s two-bedroom apartment and learned her Army 

father would be leaving for Afghanistan. She recalled her mother being pregnant with her brother 

at the time, a birth her father would not be home to witness. Nina also shared memories of her 

mother struggling with her father’s absence and of not hearing from him for what felt like 

months at a time. She also remembered her efforts as a young child to be of more help to her 

mother following the birth of her new baby brother. 

 Julio recounted numerous deployments of his Marine father; the earliest he could recall 

was a six-month deployment to Afghanistan. The deployment was a significant one in Julio’s 

life, as he acknowledged the fear he experienced as he considered the possibility that his father 

might not make it home in time for Christmas. He described the deployments when he was 

younger as much more upsetting, noting that the frequency was so high between the 2nd and 4th 

grade that it prepared him for future deployments. He described these later deployments, “it 

wasn’t too big a deal.” Julio shared that he and his family continued to maintain a busy routine 

even in his father’s absence, as he competed in cross-country and his mom pursued a Master’s 

degree. Reflecting on his childhood, Julio remarked, “It wasn’t like I don’t remember him being 

here. There’s just some stretches where I realize I don’t remember him being there.”    

Carla, an Army brat, pondered the years her father had been gone. She counted quietly to 

herself before finally concluding that her father had likely been absent for six of her first 18 

years of life. Carla further remarked that her mother also served in the Army and had been 

deployed at least two times that she could remember, one of which coincided with the 

deployment of her father. Carla described how the deployment was particularly difficult for her 

parents as they were deployed a short distance apart geographically, but were still frequently 
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unable to see each other because of the dangers that existed in the area. For Carla, the 

simultaneous deployment of both parents resulted in her living with her grandmother for a year, a 

time during which she primarily relied on e-mail as a means of staying connected with her 

parents. 

 The nature, frequency, and duration of deployments varied depending on the service 

member’s military branch and role. For Katie, an Army brat whose father served in a Special 

Forces unit, her father “disappeared” sporadically for what seemed like months at a time. 

Because of the nature of her father’s work, Katie indicated that her family was often unaware of 

his whereabouts. Katie recalled the anxiety she and other military family members had of “nicely 

dressed men” appearing in the neighborhood to deliver bad news regarding one of their fathers. 

As we discussed her father’s deployments, Katie asked if I had seen the military memorial 

currently on display in Southeastern’s student union. The display included pictures of more than 

5,000 men and women who had lost their lives in the United States War on Terror. I nodded in 

the affirmative, having walked over the prior evening during a short break between interviews 

for this study. Katie mentioned the name of one of her father’s close friends whose image was 

amongst the 5,000 others, and then described how he had removed his body from a destroyed 

Humvee.   

The Family Unit 

 The absence of a military parent affected the family unit of these students. Absences, 

most often the father, directly impacted the roles, responsibilities, and general operation of the 

household. Many of the students talked about the strain the absence of the father placed on their 

mother, and the tenacity with which the mother often responded to the challenge. Julia described 

how deployment created a “single parent household” with the spouse carrying the load, 
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something she had only come to appreciate as she became older. Denise explained that while her 

Navy father was gone her mother would just “up her game” to make sure the household kept 

running. She described her mother as the “Captain of the ship” whether her father was away at 

sea or back at home with the family. Denise, as well as other students, described the struggle her 

father encountered as he returned home and attempted to find his place, not only in terms of 

parenting but in the everyday operations of the family. Heather shared the story of her father 

returning from deployment and not knowing who her friends were, or what she was or was not 

allowed to do. She recounted that when she asked for his permission to do things he could only 

respond by asking, “What does your mom let you do?”   

In some instances, the return of the father from deployment created new tensions. Maria, 

like other students, described the resistance her Army father often faced when trying to return 

home and “implement rules” after being absent for so long and not fully understanding the 

current workings of the home. Maria and others were not unsympathetic to the difficult situation 

their fathers faced when returning from training or deployments. Many students said that they 

respected their father’s service to the military, but also acknowledged that the military lifestyle 

sometimes resulted in a disconnect between them and their father. Others described how this 

same absence frequently fostered a closer relationship with the mother.    

The Military Brat 

Stories of parental absence suggested that this aspect of military life was one of the more 

impactful ones for many military brats, even for those whose deployed parents managed to 

convince them they would not be in harm’s way. While some described the fear of something 

terrible happening to the military parent, many observed that because of their age during some of 

the more dangerous deployments, they were thankfully oblivious to the reality of the situation. 
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The vast majority of students focused on the impact of the military parent’s involvement in their 

daily lives. Some described how they had only just begun to realize that there were sizeable 

periods of time where they simply did not have any recollection of their father in their lives. 

Sierra acknowledged, “there’s a lot of memory I don’t have with my dad.” Similarly, Nicky 

recounted times prior to, during, and after her father’s deployment to Iraq wherein she had no 

memories of her father being with the family, despite the many pictures on the wall that 

suggested otherwise. She added that she found it “really weird” that her only memories of her 

father during that part of her life were because of “pictures” or other “artifacts.”   

For many students, the most impactful absences were those that coincided with major life 

events. For Andrea, missed birthdays stood out. For Julia, it was missing her 18th birthday and 

her last senior night volleyball game. Julie stated, “All of the important things. He wasn’t there 

for.” For Reagan, her father missing homecoming still stung. She also shared that he missed her 

birthday before adding, “He wasn’t there for the big things, but the little things made up for it.” 

Reagan talked about the teddy bear her father sent for one birthday with an audio recording of 

his voice, a possession she still cherishes even though the head needs to be reattached to the 

body. She also spoke of the flowers her father sent to her for every birthday.   

 Many students suggested that the military lifestyle affected their relationship with their 

father. This impact was largely attributed to the father’s absence from both day-to-day 

interactions as well as more significant life events. The implications of separation from the 

parent seemed to impact the nature of their relationship to the present day. Sierra offered that she 

was not as comfortable talking with her father about things because he was not present for her as 

she was growing up. Heather stated, “I’m not as close to my dad as I sometimes want to be,” and 

further elaborated that she was very close to her mother. Several students, including Sierra, 
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Heather, and others described their fathers’ efforts to be more involved as they departed for 

college, a topic that will be further explored later in this chapter. 

 While students described how absences impacted relationships with their parents, they 

also described how the experience shaped who they had become as individuals. Participants 

routinely observed that frequent absences of one or both parents, whether deployed or otherwise 

occupied with military-related activities, provided them the opportunity to assume adult 

responsibilities at an early age. Nicky explained that her parents’ absence for work and military 

service necessitated her having to take on the role of helping to care for her siblings. Arthur said 

that he learned how get himself to school and to prepare meals early in life, skills that were 

necessary whenever his father was deployed overseas and his mother was busy with the duties of 

a military spouse. Nina said that she often felt like the third parent in the house during her 

childhood years, something her mother acknowledged when she became a teenager. Reflecting 

on this conversation, Nina remarked, “So, it's like I was like a third parent a little bit. So, it's 

forced me to grow up. I feel like my mom's always told me you were 10 years old, but I feel like 

you were like 20." Nina’s comments illustrate an experience shared by many military brats, that 

of being treated as an adult at an early age, an experience that later informed college student 

transitions. 

Closing  

As students shared their stories of growing up as a military brat they often spoke with 

excited tones as they described the more adventurous aspects of the lifestyle, particularly 

opportunities to travel and live in different parts of the country and the world. Students also 

described how the experience informed their worldview and made them more accepting of other 

people and cultures. When discussing the challenging aspects of the military lifestyle, including 
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leaving friends, changing schools, and the absence of military parents, students consistently 

spoke in matter-of-fact, unemotional ways. Maria described the job of the military brat as 

playing a “role”, wherein she was responsible for doing her part as a contributing family member 

to support the family and do well in school. Maria’s comments were representative of the sense I 

gained from other participants; everyone had a job to do and there was no point in complaining 

about it.   

Overwhelmingly, student chose to describe their military upbringings in a positive 

manner, despite its hardships. Many spoke of parents who were encouraging and instilled 

confidence in their ability to think for themselves. They told stories of being given the freedom 

to explore and roam on their own at an early age. Students said that they had been entrusted with 

grown up responsibilities as children. One after another, students spoke of how the military brat 

experience had prepared them for life on their own. Nicky exclaimed, “It’s insane. I just feel like 

they know that we’ll be OK and we’re good on our own.” Similar to other students, the 

confidence Nicky’s parents instilled in her throughout her childhood instilled in Nicky a belief 

that she was ready to leave for college. 

Part II: College Transition 

 As I interviewed the study participants in fall 2018, all were first-semester sophomores 

who had already navigated their freshman year at Southeastern University. After sharing their 

experiences leading up to college, I asked each to describe their first year at the institution; 

several themes emerged from their stories. Themes were organized using Schlossberg’s 4 S 

System, specifically the Situation, Self, and Support factors that influenced their college 

transition.   
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Situation  

A number of situational factors can either support or hinder the transition experiences of 

individuals. Factors may include the trigger for the transition, timing, perceived control, the 

duration, and previous experience with similar transitions (Anderson et al., 2012). During our 

discussions, it became clear that control and past experiences had the most significant impact on 

the situational aspect of transition.    

Control 

With few exceptions, the students I spoke with described having a great deal of agency in 

selecting where they would attend college. Only two students indicated that Southeastern 

University was not their top college choice. Most of the study participants were neither born in, 

nor deeply connected to the state in which Southeastern University resides. Approximately half 

of the individuals had access to the Post-9/11 GI Bill or other military-related educational 

benefits that afforded them great flexibility in choosing where they would go to school. 

Additionally, others qualified for generous academic scholarships available at the institution. 

As students described the decision-making process that resulted in their arrival at 

Southeastern, students predominantly fit into one of two categories: those who anticipated 

institutional support and those looking for a new experience. The first category of students 

included individuals who were influenced, at least in part, by the perceived support that would be 

available at the institution. Some, like Allison, were encouraged by their parents to attend the 

university because of its proximity to the family’s current duty assignment located less than two 

hours away. Her father encouraged her to attend the institution, something she was amenable to, 

in the hopes that her family would be able to spend some time with her in the two remaining 

years at his current duty assignment.  
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Others, like Ariel, an Air Force brat on academic scholarship, described having distant 

relatives in the state, a factor that played a role in her college selection in addition to her 

scholarship. Ariel explained that because her parents lived all the way across the country, having 

relatives within driving distance gave her father some peace of mind, as did the positive 

interactions he had with the campus’ Office of Veteran and Military Affairs. Samuel noted that 

in the military circles he was raised in, he and his family had met several impressive 

Southeastern alumni, further solidifying the university’s supportive military-friendly reputation 

and ultimately his decision to attend the institution. 

 Several students explained that their choice to attend Southeastern was fueled by a desire 

to explore a new part of the country and/or begin a new chapter of their lives independently and 

far from their family’s current home. For some of these students’ parents, their selection of 

Southeastern came as a surprise. Reagan, whose family currently resides in Colorado, shared her 

family’s initial shock when they learned that she had decided to attend college in a part of the 

country that was both so far from home and in an area with which they were unfamiliar. Another 

student, Mary, said that she had lived in virtually every region of the country except for the 

South. She continued, “I’ve never been south, so I might as well experience it.” Julia, whose 

family is originally from the Northeast, but currently resides in Hawaii, shared a similar story of 

having never lived in the region of the country where Southeastern is located. Her only 

knowledge of the university was of the school’s football team, which she was only familiar with 

through a long-lost third grade classmate who had been a fan of the team.    

 Many of the students I spoke with were knew little about Southeastern University and 

lived a great distance from its campus, yet they still chose to attend despite having other options. 

Christie, whose family currently resides in the Northeast, had scholarship offers from both 
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Southeastern University and a university much closer to home. She indicated that she never even 

visited the campus before making her decision to attend Southeastern, admitting that she was 

lured by the school’s further distance from her family’s home. Sierra described a similar 

decision-making process when she chose to attend the university over one closer to her family’s 

current home. She said that while she loved her family, she felt attending Southeastern 

University afforded her the opportunity to begin a life of her own, “I came to Southeastern 

University because I just had to leave home, I was just ready.” 

Stories like Sierra’s were not uncommon, as numerous students described going off to 

college as a chance to fully exert their independence for the first time. Nina described going off 

to college this way, “I wanted to completely have the experience of being on my own.” Jennie 

echoed a similar sentiment: 

I was like I wanted the experience of not knowing anyone and having to figure out my 

own way. I wanted to flounder. I wanted to see if I could make it. Ever since I saw my 

brother go off to college, I'm like, “Wow, that's what I wanted.” I don't know what I want 

to do, and I don't know where I want to go, but I knew that college was the first step. I 

wanted that piece of my life to be just me, on my own to see what it was like.  

As students described the process of selecting Southeastern University, some offered 

explanations that included a consideration of campus support systems as well as support 

available from parents and other family members who might be within a reasonable distance 

from the campus. For many others, it appeared that selecting a college far from home served as 

an opportunity to exert their independence in a new and significant way.  

Prior Transition Experience  

Many shared stories which suggested that their past experiences of moving played a 

significant role in providing them the confidence necessary to successfully navigate college 

transition. Students repeatedly drew parallels between aspects of prior moves throughout their 
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lives and going off to college. For example, Heather shared her thoughts about preparing to come 

to Southeastern:   

I was just kind of like, "Oh, yeah. I've done this. I've moved before. Moved to places, 

switched schools, met all these different people." So, it's kind of like easier now, I think. 

So, kind of like tying it into coming to college.  

 

Many students, like Heather, compared going to college with just another move. Katie 

downplayed the experience of going to college as a significant event, comparing her arrival at 

Southeastern to the many times she had moved to other environments as the “new kid.” 

Similarly, Christie, an Army brat, indicated that she had been through the experience of moving 

and making new friends before and saw going off to college as no different from any other move. 

Arthur described his mindset when leaving for Southeastern in this way, “Moving to college, it 

was no problem because I'd already moved around so much. Like leaving friends, coming to 

college, it's whatever.” For the majority of students, their comments focused on the move itself 

and relationships with others as the most critical transition elements of going off to college, 

elements they seemed to minimize.    

Many students suggested that their military upbringing gave them an edge over their 

civilian peers in transitioning more easily to college. Nina acknowledged that she knew she 

would likely have to work harder than she had in the past academically, but also that she was 

fortunate compared to civilian students who would also have to deal with the strain of leaving 

home and adjusting to a new atmosphere. Nina stated, “I feel like I had an advantage in that 

aspect,” reflecting on the ‘luxury’ of focusing on her academics during her first semester without 

the added stress of adapting to a new environment. It was clear from my conversations with 

students that their military upbringing, specifically the past experience of moving so often, 

contributed positively to their mindset regarding their transition to college.   
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Early Days at Southeastern 

As students reflected on the confidence they possessed before moving to Southeastern, an 

optimism appeared largely shaped by their military upbringing, many also registered some initial 

surprises after arriving on campus. Based on their first days and weeks at Southeastern, several 

students came to the realization that the campus was unlike any of the military communities in 

which they had lived. Samuel who chose to attend the university because of its military-friendly 

reputation and sizeable ROTC programs, described his surprise by the campus’ “civilian” feel. 

He commented, “It's a little bit weird to have this many civilians, because I'm just not used to it.” 

Maria made an unconvincing effort to downplay her initial reaction to the campus. While she did 

not want to go as far as calling her arrival at Southeastern a full-blown “culture shock,” she 

conceded that the experience was certainly “interesting.” Maria further noted that she had never 

been around such a large civilian population before, having always grown up in military towns. 

Despite the change in environment, however, she said that she never once questioned her ability 

to adapt to her new home. Like Maria, none of the students indicated they were intimidated by 

the environment, however, they seemed keenly aware that Southeastern was different from the 

many homes they had previously known.   

For some students the new environment triggered some initial reflection regarding who 

they were as individuals as compared to their fellow students. Recalling her early days at 

Southeastern, Julia recalled how the sheer number of “civilians” at Southeastern University 

heightened her awareness of being a military brat, something to which she had never given much 

consideration before arriving on campus. 

In addition to the large numbers of civilians at Southeastern, early observations of and 

interactions with their civilian peers led some military brats to the conclusion that they might be 
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experiencing their initial arrival to campus differently. The most frequently shared stories 

focused on separation from family and home. Julia, whose parents had just moved to Hawaii, 

shared the following story about her civilian roommate: 

Most people have issues with being homesick or I'm not used to being away from my 

family or my parents. I was kind of like, my dad's gone, my mom's gone, I'm used to that. 

Yeah. She was like complaining. She wasn't used to being away from home. I get it, but I 

didn't. I couldn't relate and I didn't understand. She's like, oh I miss my mom and dad. I 

was like, well, you're going to see them in like a month and a half. I've gone 15 months 

without seeing my dad. 

 

Julia was not alone in her inability to relate to fellow students who were homesick during their 

freshman year at Southeastern. Maria, an Army brat, expressed similar feelings, suggesting that 

she did not understand why her roommate needed to go home so frequently. Carla, like others, 

said that she was stunned at the surprisingly high number of people who exhibited “separation 

anxiety” after only being away from their parents for two weeks. Dale, an Air Force brat, offered 

a critique of individuals who went home every weekend to visit their families, suggesting that 

college was a time that individuals should be going out into the world on their own and 

becoming less reliant on family.   

For many students, their arrival at Southeastern University appeared be their first 

significant immersion into a largely civilian community. Furthermore, their early interactions 

with civilian students who were struggling with being away from home for the first time resulted 

in many becoming increasingly aware that they might be experiencing transition to college 

differently from their civilian peers. Students repeatedly juxtaposed their experience of being 

away from their family with that of their civilian peers. Comparisons were based on their prior 

experience with parental separation as well as feelings of being prepared to be on their own. 
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Self 

Every student navigates transition with certain “assets and liabilities; resources and 

deficits” (Anderson et al., 2012, p. 73). These conditions may include socioeconomic status, state 

of health, ethnicity/culture, outlook, and resilience (Anderson et al., 2012). An additional 

consideration for students transitioning to college is their stage of identity formation, often 

associated with early adulthood (Erikson, 1950), and the ways in which the transition raises 

questions of individual identity (Anderson et al., 2012). This section explores Self factors 

including socioeconomic status and outlook and discusses questions of identity as students 

transitioned to college. 

Socioeconomic Status 

 In attempting to understand transition, consideration should be given to factors such as 

socioeconomic status (Fouad & Bynner, 2008). While military brats often share many universal 

experiences, they are far from a homogenous population when it comes to socioeconomic status. 

Students who participated in this study came from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. Slightly 

more than half of the individuals were the children of officers. Their military parent’s earnings 

could, in some situations, be double that of their enlisted counterparts. In addition to military 

salaries, a number of other factors further obfuscate a student’s socioeconomic situation. Other 

variables include whether the service member’s spouse also works, whether the military parent 

has retired from work, and if the military parent is now working in a civilian job in addition to 

drawing a military retirement. In my discussions with students it was readily apparent that 

economic situations varied significantly. One student, whose father has been retired for several 

years and is on disability, described living at home, working at a convenience store in his 

family’s hometown, and commuting to campus more than an hour each way. Another student 
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described having two high ranking, active duty military officer parents as well as access to full 

Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits from each. Several students were on full academic scholarships at the 

University that had nothing to do with their military affiliation. In short, students’ financial 

situations were varied. 

 An additional aspect of financial support is the impact of the Post-9/11 GI Bill as well as 

other military-related educational benefits. Of the military brats interviewed, more than half said 

that they were receiving financial benefits either in the form of the Post-9/11 GI Bill or some 

other benefit related to their parent’s military service. In the case of the Post-9/11 GI Bill, the 

military parent is able to transfer any unused portion of the educational benefit to either the 

spouse or children. The benefit amounts students received varied greatly depending on a number 

of factors including whether or not the parents had used any of the benefit, or more commonly in 

the case of this study’s participants, whether or not they were splitting the available benefit with 

one or more siblings.   

Students’ situations were varied as related to Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits. Jennie explained 

that her parents equally divided the available four years of Post-9/11 GI Bill money between her 

and her brother. As a result, Jennie described taking a larger number of hours each semester so 

that she could maximize her portion of the benefit for as long as possible. Jennie also noted that 

she intended to secure a job and begin applying for scholarships in preparation for her loss of 

benefits. She acknowledged that she was taking on the challenge of funding her education one 

year at a time and would need to come up with a new plan in the future. 

Others, like Christie, said that her sister would be receiving the entire Post-9/11 GI Bill 

benefit since she was able to earn a full academic scholarship to Southeastern University. 

Christie indicated that she would need to continue to perform well academically to maintain her 
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scholarship eligibility in a challenging Mechanical Engineering program. She would also need to 

continue to perform well to insure her sister had the full Post-9/11 GI Bill benefit available if she 

needed it. 

Arthur bemoaned the fact that he has two older brothers, one of whom used up most of 

the benefit during his seven years in college. He then described how his other brother went to an 

elite “public ivy” and intimated that his share of the Post-9/11 GI Bill benefit was fairly small.    

Students’ eligibility for and receipt of military-related educational benefits was varied. 

The most common scenario involved multiple children dividing the educational benefit between 

themselves. While funding college is a challenging situation for many students, this fairly 

common scenario resulted in some military brats choosing to take more courses than 

recommended because of concerns regarding Post-9/11 GI Bill funding running out prematurely. 

Outlook, Optimism, and Resilience 

As I spoke with students regarding their first year at Southeastern, their language often 

reflected a positive, resilient mindset. Individuals often attributed this mindset to their military 

upbringing, and most of them referred to it as “independence” or used other phrases to describe 

its characteristics. Students’ vernacular also included phrases like “toughen up”, “make the best 

of it”, “roll with the punches”, and “figure it out.” Allison offered the following phrase, “I'll 

always be fine and I'm always going to be able to achieve whatever I need to achieve because 

that's the only option. That's how he (military father) raised me. That's because of the military.” 

Allison’s comment suggested that failure was not an option, an attitude clearly fostered by her 

military father’s expectations. Victoria expressed a similar sentiment stating, “As a kid I was 

raised to be tough and this is just something you had to do.” Her language, while different from 

Allison’s, suggested a similarly resilient mindset.  
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Other student attitudes towards navigating the first year of college appeared to be forged, 

at least in part, by parental absence. Samuel described how the foundations of his independence 

were rooted in his father’s frequent absences throughout his childhood, something that assigned 

him the status of “de facto man of the house” long before arriving at Southeastern University. 

Samuel’s reference to already having been a man who was at times in charge of a household 

seemed to downplay college student responsibilities by comparison. Nicky shared a similar 

experience in which she had to “step up at a young age” because of her father’s absences. She 

described its resulting effect on how she approached her transition to college:   

I was forced to toughen up and kind of help raise myself in a way. Because my dad's 

always gone, so of course my mom has to work, especially when she has me and my 

younger brothers. I was forced to toughen up and kind of help raise myself in a way.   

 

Julio’s comments further exemplified many student attitudes towards transitioning through their 

first year at Southeastern University: 

I think with transitioning to college, in my experience, which, I would say that my 

experience, I haven't had many difficulties with transitioning to places. I grew up in a 

pretty self-sufficient family as well, so if you need something, you either deal with it or 

you go do something that will help you figure it out. You go get that help. In my 

experience, it was always just very. Transition was not a big deal. I was used to moving. I 

was used to dealing with all kinds of crazy teachers in the first place. New teachers all the 

time. I've had good and bad experience with the teachers. Maybe my downfall was that I 

was maybe too self-sufficient. But, then, that's my problem. 

 

Julio and others often minimized the college transition experience. However, Julio’s 

acknowledgement of being perhaps “too self-sufficient” was not unique and had less than ideal 

implications that will be discussed later  

Identity  

While students routinely expressed assuredness that they had what it took to successfully 

transition through their freshman year at Southeastern, several also said that the experience 

caused them to question who they were as individuals. For some, identity questions appeared to 
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come in part from a lack of rootedness or connection to any one place often associated with 

being a military brat. The college environment, whether through student programming 

icebreakers or everyday casual interactions with new acquaintances, was one that frequently 

raised the question: “Where are you from?” While certainly not a new question for any military 

brat, it is one that was much more easily answered in and around active military communities, 

where a simple “I’m a military brat” often sufficed without further explanation. 

Lack of connection to place. Military brats in this study were born in 10 different states, 

with only a handful born in the state where Southeastern is located. The students who 

participated in this study were born in Alabama, California, Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, Kentucky, 

Louisiana, Massachusetts, Texas, and Virginia; few, however, equated these birthplaces as 

“home”. I asked students how they answered when asked “Where are you from?” and they 

responded as follows: 

When people talk about I'm from here, I'm from here, I'm just make up a place at that 

point because sometimes I get tired of explaining why I'm different in that sense from 

everyone else. Allison, Air Force brat 

 

Yeah, my dad's in the Army. Because when people ask me where I'm from I just say 

Virginia, because that's where all my family is. But when I'm trying to have an actual 

conversation I'll be like, "Well, my parents live in Korea because my dad's in the Army, 

so really nowhere." Samuel, Army brat 

 

I technically consider Texas like my home, but I have to say I'm from Maryland. 

I believe that I'm from Texas. I love Texas the most. It's very warm. That's why I'm down 

here for college. Nicky, Army brat 

 

Well, I'm a military brat so I'm from nowhere, really. I'm kind of from everywhere. And 

then they always ask me like, different questions and by that point I'm just over it. So, 

you get tired of the questions because you get them all the time over and over and over, 

again. Like, sometimes I feel like I want to give everyone a business card that has 

everything on it, because I don’t want to talk about it. Nina, Army brat 

 

I guess I just tell people South Carolina. That's just easiest because my parents currently 

live there. Yeah, but I think probably my favorite place has been Navarre, like I just 

really love the emerald coast of Florida. Eddie, Air Force brat 
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No, but literally I just got asked this today. I'm like, "Oh, I grew up military. So, I was 

born in Hawaii but my last place I lived was Phoenix City”. Maria, Army brat 

 

Sometimes I'll say where I physically live right now. Sometimes I'll say California 

because that's where I was born. Sometimes Fort Benning. It just depends. Sometimes I'll 

say El Paso just because that's where I like it the best. Carla, Army brat 

 

Well, I say, here, I say, “Oh, I live in Virginia Beach,” but if I had to like talk about 

where I'm from, I would say California. Okay, so I was born in Quantico, Virginia at Fort 

Story. Denise, Navy brat 

 

I say Colorado. Yeah, because it's ... We were there the longest technically like as of 

now, it's been the longest that we've lived because California was eight and Colorado is, I 

think, at eight and a half or almost nine. So, it wins now but when people say like where 

were you born, I say California it's like I don't really know like am I from here or am I 

from here, like that's part of the problem. I always just say Colorado because it's where 

all my family is. Reagan, Navy brat 

 

Recent or original, and they usually get really confused why I say that, but that's how I 

usually answer it. Yeah originally California, and then recent, Yeah. We had one girl, she 

came up to me and she said, "Oh, I'm really from nowhere." And I said, "Are you a foster 

kid? Where are you from?" She goes, "No, I'm a military brat." I was like, "Oh. I got you 

now." Katie, Army brat 

 

Student responses highlighted the challenges often associated with answering a question that is 

simple for most college students attending Southeastern University. For many students, my 

inquiry opened the door to additional reflection about the concept of “home” and a further 

discussion of identity.    

 Questions of identity. As students reflected on their lack of connection to any one place, 

some openly questioned who they were as individuals. For military brats who lived overseas, the 

experience appeared to further complicate the concept of identity. Julio shared the following: 

I think one of the biggest things for me is, and I think a lot of people can maybe relate to 

this, but I lived in Japan for so long that that almost felt like home to me. Even now, I 

probably know Okinawa a lot better than I do anywhere else, but it's hard to be like, 

"Yeah, I'm from Japan." I'm not Japanese. It's definitely a very weird situation I feel like 

a lot of people can relate with. Like, "Overseas is my home," but it's not supposed to be 

your home. Then, after that, you just feel like, "I don't really know where I'm from." 

Coming into college, I would tell a lot of people, "I'm from Virginia. I'm from D.C." 

Which, it was just the last place I was from. Now I give them a mixed answer. Like, "I 
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either, lived in Japan," or, "I'm from Japan." They're like, "Really?" I'm like, "Yeah." 

Then they're like, "Where'd you finish high school?" I was like, "Virginia." It's just a 

thing that ... I don't have one answer for anyone, which always feels very weird. That's 

probably the biggest thing, is just feeling like ... Not really knowing where you're from. I 

think that's a very common occurrence. 

 

As students discussed issues of identity, their remarks suggested that they were in different 

places in terms of finding an answer. For Allison, who was born in Florida but only spent a brief 

time living there before moving regularly throughout her childhood, the question was one she 

and her brother had recently discussed before jointly arriving at the conclusion “We don’t have a 

home.”   

Nina shared her thoughts on the struggle she felt many military brats experience:  

I have been recently thinking about doing therapy, only because of trying to process who 

you are and what you're going through. I feel like a lot of people who aren't in the 

military can better assess themselves. I feel like, I don't know. I feel like military kids, 

you are forced to grow up and you're forced to be strong, but you don't have that ability to 

really assess who you are. Whereas, kids when you're in one spot constantly, you 

constantly have the same personality, but you can shift that. Whereas when you're 

military, you go through different changes, so you're constantly changing your 

personality. I don't really know what's going on and who I am. So, I just want to sit and 

talk to someone who doesn't know me or where I'm from and better understand that. 

 

Nina’s comments touched on additional implications of moving so often, including the 

inclination to have to change to fit in with a new group of people, something she felt may have 

hindered her development as an individual. Additionally, her reference to having to “be strong” 

as a military brat highlighted a potential downside to a valued characteristic in the military 

community. Nina’s statement suggested that having to be so strong throughout her childhood 

may have delayed her taking the time to understand who she truly was. 

While many students spoke of issues of identity, students of color did so with more 

frequency. Maria, who identifies as multi-racial, explained that she often “connects more with 

people of a different race.” Maria said that as a result of her parent’s duty assignments, she did 
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not grow up around many people of her same race. Since arriving at Southeastern, Maria said 

that she has been asked, “Oh, you don’t like black people?” because of her chosen group of 

friends. Maria appeared bothered by the question, stating “I know how to interact with different 

kinds of people.” For Maria, growing up around different cultures necessitated being open to 

building friendships with cultures and races outside of her own, something she continued to do 

during her first year at Southeastern University. Because many of her fellow students chose to 

associate along racial or ethnic lines, they sometimes questioned her decision to act outside of 

campus norms. 

 Cultural openness. While student stories illustrated the military lifestyle’s effect on 

connectedness and identity, the experience appeared to have fostered an open-mindedness to 

different people and cultures. In addition to racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity experienced by 

those in the military community itself, opportunities to travel and often live in diverse places 

further influenced many student perspectives. Allison described witnessing the arrival of 

immigrants while living in Germany. She said that seeing both the hardships they experienced as 

well as the hatred exhibited by some of the Germans opened her eyes to the challenges other 

people face, including those of different religions. Allison suggested that the experience provided 

her a new perspective that allowed her to be less affected by the insignificant and “trivial” 

aspects of life.  

Samuel described how living in both Germany and South Korea opened his mind to 

different cultures in ways that simply reading about them could not. He indicated that the 

military lifestyle made him and other military brats “on average a lot less discriminatory because 

of their experiences of other cultures and other places.” He said he felt the experience provided 

the opportunity to put himself in other people’s shoes more easily than someone who had lived in 
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one place their entire life. Even students who did not have the opportunity to live overseas, 

including Mary a Navy brat, shared how living in various regions of the United States provided 

insights into the differing ideals and social norms that exist in our own country.   

As students approached and navigated their freshman year at Southeastern University 

they came from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds and received varying levels of financial 

support for college. Despite these differences, students expressed a confident mindset, something 

they primarily attributed to their parents and their military upbringing. For some students, 

immersion into the civilian community for the first time either resurfaced or prompted for the 

first time questions of individual identity. Students’ lack of connection to any one place 

prompted reflections regarding individual identity during a period of critical identity 

development. Yet, as with many of the other challenges military brats face, students were often 

quick to point out the positives of any situation. In this case, the positive was acknowledging the 

lack of connection and identity confusion the military lifestyle may have created and then 

articulating how the experience opened their mind to other people and cultures. 

Support 

 A number of factors contribute to a student’s successful college transition, including 

social support and social integration into the community (Davidson et al., 2009; Tinto, 1993). 

Support through any transition may come from a variety of sources including family, friends, 

communities, and institutions (Anderson et al., 2012). As students shared their experiences of 

preparing for and transitioning through their freshman year at Southeastern, their stories included 

discussion of the sources of support they drew upon during their first year at the institution.     
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Parental Support 

 Throughout the interviews, students spoke extensively about their parents. Earlier in the 

chapter, students described their experiences before arriving at Southeastern, including parental 

relationships and family dynamics. As students described their first year of college, some 

continued to discuss the role of their parents since leaving home. Many students described 

situations in which their parents lived a significant distance from the campus, and in many cases, 

it was a direct result of the student choosing to attend Southeastern. For Julie, like others, the 

military contributed to the distance. She described how her arrival at Southeastern coincided with 

her parents boarding a plane to their next duty assignment in Hawaii. With clear sarcasm in her 

voice, Julia shared the “irony” of the military sending her family to their next station at the exact 

time she was headed off to college. The statement appeared to be a begrudging 

acknowledgement of the military’s continued influence on her life. Julia was not unique in 

having parents outside of the continental United States at the beginning of her college career. 

Parental involvement. As students spoke of parental support, they often did so in terms 

of sharing what their parents had done to prepare them for college rather than direct parental 

involvement or intervention. In addition to frequently talking about the inherent life lessons 

associated with being a military brat, many students spoke of the values instilled in them by their 

parents that had been useful in transitioning to college. Ariel described how her father had taught 

her a set of core values including honesty and dependability, as well as very practical time 

management and organizational skills. In describing her father’s approach, Ariel stated, “He 

wasn't like ever overbearing with it, it was just more like a, why not share it with you?” Dale 

spoke in a similar manner regarding his father. He described how when he was younger, he was 

always held accountable for his actions. Dale admitted thinking “Oh this sucks” when he was 
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younger, but said that now that he was older, he understood how the experience gave him a sense 

of “discipline” that was useful as a college student. 

 In addition to being taught valuable skills, many students spoke of high, but not 

necessarily unreasonable, expectations. Eddie, an Air Force brat, described his father’s 

expectations: “He's just kind of if you just try hard and you know, as long as you're trying your 

best I'll be happy with wherever you end up.” Similarly, Mark said that his father always told 

him “if you put in an A effort and get a C, that's perfectly fine.” Mark indicated that his father’s 

primary focus was on top effort and “not getting into any trouble.” 

Reagan described how parental expectations shaped who she was as a college student: 

It's just kind of one of those things where I personally carry myself to a higher standard. I 

don't know if it was the way I was raised, it was the way I was taught things or 

something, but I just feel like I do it and my parents see it.” My mom said it multiple 

times and stuff like that but I take pride, I guess sometimes I see it with my friends, like I 

take pride in the work that I do a little bit more than my friends do in theirs. 

 

In talking with students, many communicated an appreciation for both the life lessons and high 

expectations their families had provided them. They also frequently described their parents as 

role models who prepared them to be off on their own. Victoria’s observed, “My father does a lot 

of things that goes the extra mile. I see these things and I, you know, I emulate him.” Victoria’s 

remarks echo a perspective many of the students appeared to have of their parents, one of respect 

and also a desire to meet their expectations. 

Parental interactions. None of the students described having overly involved parents. 

Several of the female students, however, described having regular, sometimes multiple times a 

day, interactions with their mothers either by phone or text. For the most part, the male students 

indicated minimal communication with their parents. Several students, including Jennie, 

described very close relationships with their mothers. Jennie, who referred to her mother as her 
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“best friend”, was not alone in using this kind of language. Based on students’ stories of growing 

up in a military family, it was clear that these experiences frequently shaped the nature of the 

relationship between daughters and mothers. More specifically, daughters and mothers appeared 

to form a reciprocal relationship that included serving as a support system for one another, often 

because of the military father’s absence. As the students discussed their relationships with their 

mothers, they often took time to differentiate it from their relationship with their fathers. Heather 

shared the following: 

I love my dad, but my mom is just the one that like I would really like look up to. A 

disadvantage might be like that I'm not as close to my dad as I sometimes want to be. I 

will still talk to him and everything, but it's not like I call every day, multiple times a day 

like I do with my mom, so. I would say more of an absence because we do ... I don't 

know. I think me and my sisters kind of like saw it as an absence.  

 

Heather was not alone in describing a close relationship with her mother and a more distant 

relationship with her father, something that continued into her college years. Sierra described a 

“deep relationship” with her mother, one that made her feel comfortable talking with her about 

anything. Conversely, Sierra said that her father’s repeated absences throughout her childhood 

“kind of distanced the relationship.”   

Several students indicated that their father had recognized the more significant role the 

mother was playing in their daughter’s college experience. Some suggested that their fathers had 

made significant efforts to become more involved and supportive as they prepared to leave for 

college and throughout their freshman year. Maria indicated that her father had expressed hurt 

feelings because she did not take the time to call and share like she did with her mother:    

I guess now that I'm in college, the crazy thing is that with my dad always being gone I 

don't call him for stuff. I'm calling my mom, and my dad gets so hurt, and so offended, 

like, "Why can't you call me?" Yeah, we're close but I just don't feel comfortable talking 

to him about other things because he's not there. He didn't grow up around me. 
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Students seemed to minimize the need for parental involvement while at college, suggesting their 

parents’ work had already been done in preparing them for life on their own before arriving at 

Southeastern. While many of the female students described close, ongoing relationships with 

their mothers, their interactions appeared to center primarily around keeping one another abreast 

of what was going on in their respective lives.    

College Friendships 

 Students who integrate socially in the college setting are thought to persist at higher rates 

than those who do not (Tinto, 1993). As I spoke with students about their experiences, both 

before arriving at Southeastern and during their first-year at the institution, the topic of 

friendships was the most prevalent. Students spoke extensively about how repeatedly leaving and 

having to make new friends was the single most difficult aspect of growing up military, and how 

this experience continued to affect how they approached relationships with others at college.   

 For many students, their first year of college took them away from a military community 

for the first time and brought to light differences between themselves and their fellow “civilian” 

students. One of these differences included how they viewed, approached, and maintained 

relationships with others. Participants regularly described both the relationship hardships created 

by the military lifestyle, but also described how the experience afforded them an advantage over 

their civilian peers. Carla shared the following:   

I'll say looking back it was definitely positive more than negative. But growing up like 

when I was younger a lot of times I'd feel very left out. Because other kids got to grow up 

with each other. They had best friends when they were there. I was always the new 

person that was coming in. I was always the one that had to work to make friends. So, I 

definitely envied people that got to grow up together. That was something that I always 

wished I had. But it was a positive experience because I realize now that I'm much more 

well-rounded. I can join any group of people and just hold a conversation or engage well. 

I've noticed that a lot of people that grew up in one hometown, especially a smaller 

hometown, kind of struggle with that. 
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As Carla described her experiences, she expressed both regret for not having longer term 

friends, but also an appreciation for what she saw as an advantage over her civilian peers in 

terms of social skills. She acknowledged being guarded in her relationships with others before 

arriving to college and expressed hope that this might change at Southeastern. Carla remarked 

that since coming to Southeastern she had chosen to become more open to making friendships 

and had made many through her sorority, “I think that’s a really big deal.” The mobile lifestyle’s 

impact on friendships affected students in very different ways, ways that continued to impact 

how they chose to engage socially with others as freshman at Southeastern. 

Several students expressed a belief that how military brats maintain friendships is often 

misunderstood by civilians. Many described their relationships with other military brats as less 

“needy” in that they did not require constant attention, something they felt was often 

misconstrued by civilians as being disinterested in the friendship. Julia indicated that some 

military brat friendships were largely unaffected by distance or the passage of time. She stated, 

“I don’t have to talk to you every day. We can talk like nothing ever changed.”   

Over the course of our conversations, several military brats shared stories of recently 

reuniting with friends whom they had not spoken to in years. Samuel spoke with excited 

anticipation about spending Thanksgiving with an old friend he had not seen in a year and a half. 

Mary said that a friend of hers had just come to visit her two weeks before our discussion, noting 

that it had been three years since they last saw one another. While Mary acknowledged the loss 

of many friends, she also thought it was important to share of how easily military brats can 

reconnect with old friends “like no time has passed.”   

Several other students acknowledged the impact that moving so often had had on their 

relationships with others. Allison shared that moving every one to three years made her “used to 
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leaving people behind.” These frequent moves impacted the way Allison approached making 

friends while growing up, something she felt had differentiated the way she approached forming 

relationships compared to civilians. “People talk about having best friends their whole lives, this 

person has been their best friend their whole life, I've never had that.” Allison noted that her 

experience “made it a little harder” to form friendships. Allison observed that moving away to 

college placed military brats and many civilian students in a similar situation of having to build 

new friendships. This realization caused Allison to consider being more open to engaging in 

relationships with others at Southeastern. Carla’s and Allison’s stories were representative of a 

number of other students’ experiences; both acknowledged some of the hardships associated with 

a mobile childhood, but also expressed an optimism and open-mindedness to building long-term 

relationships with their fellow college students. 

Others appeared to harbor continued reluctance to fully engage in relationships with 

fellow students. Nicky explained that while she was initially excited about making new friends at 

Southeastern, she approached friendships in a very guarded way. She acknowledged having 

made one good friend during her freshman year but shared that she would be completely fine if 

things did not work out between the two of them. “I just am numb to the fact that I either have 

friends or I don’t.” Victoria expressed a similar wariness at forming friendships, partly fueled by 

her reserved personality, but also by the experience of never being in one place very long. She 

described this feeling by saying “I always had to be ready”, referring to an ongoing state of 

vigilance that existed in preparation for the loss of friendships. Nicky’s and Victoria’s comments 

suggested a continued reluctance to fully engage in relationships with others while at college. 

The decision appeared to be a defensive measure, one that could reduce the chances of being hurt 
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by the future loss of a friend. This approach, however, could also deprive both of social support 

from their fellow students, support often seen as advantageous in college transition. 

 The impact of moving so often clearly had an impact on how military brats approached 

relationships with others. Several expressed a continued guardedness towards becoming too 

close with others. Others viewed college as an opportunity to approach relationships more 

openly. Andrea said that she felt her childhood had caused her to make the most of her time in 

any one location. She said she brought this same attitude to Southeastern, always reminding 

herself and others to “value that time you have with the people around you more.” Arthur came 

to a similar realization, noting that the four years he would spend at Southeastern would be the 

longest he had spent in one place his entire life. He seemed excited about the prospect of having 

four years to establish relationships with others. Julio offered that while he had never been great 

at maintaining relationships with friends from his childhood, he was really “grounded in making 

friends here (Southeastern)” including some new friends “not associated with the military.”  

Institutional Support 

Institutional support can come in various forms including programs, student 

organizations, academic resources, and even engagement with faculty and staff. Colleges and 

universities often go to great lengths to connect students with support systems that allow them to 

more easily integrate socially with other students, a factor that contributes positively to 

persistence (Davidson et al., 2009). Involvement in various facets of campus life including 

joining and participating in student organizations and proactively interacting with fellow students 

and faculty plays an important part in student success (Astin, 1984). The majority of the students 

I interviewed appeared to be fairly involved during their freshman year at Southeastern 

University. Some acknowledged being perhaps too involved during their first year at 
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Southeastern. Students shared varied experiences including participation in student programs, 

student organizations, Greek Life, and Reserve Officers’ Training Corps. 

Student programs/Organizations. Some students, including Julio and Arthur, chose to 

begin getting involved before their first semester at Southeastern had even started. The two had 

become aware of a multi-day, off-campus adventure camp the university hosted immediately 

preceding the start of the school year. Julio stated: 

I spent the summer in Virginia. I didn't really want to leave the friends I had, but I figured 

I should come here a few weeks early, just make the smart decision and try to get a head 

start on friends, and just get to know the area. Some of the friends who I was closer with 

at the beginning, I ended up not being friends with. But it at least gave me people to hang 

out with at the beginning when I was still getting so used to everything. It would've 

definitely been a not-as-fun experience if I did not have friends plus trying to get used to 

everything. 

 

Julio’s remarks suggest that while he did not want to leave his current friends, he felt making 

new friends at college was an important part of transition. Even though he did not maintain many 

of these initial friendships, he still found the experience to be a positive one. 

 Like Julio, Arthur also viewed camp as advantageous because he did not know anyone 

else attending the institution. He acknowledged that while he had not maintained friendships 

with any of his fellow participants, the experience was helpful in his initial transition. For both 

students, the program provided a means of social support in their early days at the institution. 

These students continued to become involved beyond their initial camp experience. Julio later 

joined a pre-med honor society that provided him coaching from medical professionals, 

volunteer opportunities, and social activities. Arthur later went on to join a coed engineering 

fraternity, something he said provided him both social and academic support.   

 Julio’s and Arthur’s experiences being involved during their first year on campus were 

consistent with their peers. Other students described diverse experiences including becoming 
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involved in women’s leadership groups, campus ministries, and even ballroom dancing. Almost 

all of the students described these opportunities as providing important social support during 

their first year at the institution. 

Greek life. The campus of Southeastern University has a sizeable Greek population, and 

a number of study participants rushed a Greek organization during their freshman year. 

Approximately one-third of the women indicated that they had rushed a sorority during their 

freshman year, 20% less than the overall percentage of women who rushed a sorority during their 

freshman year at the institution. Only one male participant rushed a fraternity during his 

freshman year at Southeastern, a rate much lower than that of his civilian peers.      

Of those students who joined a fraternity or sorority, the majority described their primary 

motivation as making friends. Cynthia, an Army brat, said that she had made a large number of 

friends through the sorority during her freshman year, something that she was doubtful she 

would have been as successful at on her own. Mary, a self-described introvert, said that the 

sorority was key in helping her establish a handful of meaningful relationships during her 

freshman year at Southeastern. Andrea suggested that she intentionally chose to join one of the 

smaller sororities on campus, “I really am glad I'm in the sorority. I wasn't first semester. I didn't 

have a lot of friends. I probably only had like three close friends. Now I have definitely a lot 

more friends.” For these women, joining a sorority served as a support mechanism for 

connecting with other students, something each indicated they would not have been as successful 

at without the organization.   

In addition to the social benefits, students also shared other reasons for having joined a 

sorority. Mary stated that she was intentional in her efforts to join a sorority with a reputation for 

being scholarly and active in the community. She expressed the feeling that the sorority offered 
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her a great support system and chose to move into the sorority house her sophomore year. Denise 

explained that she thoroughly researched all of the sororities to see what each did for service and 

philanthropy and made a choice that was consistent with her interests. Carla joined a sorority that 

her mother had been a member of while in college, albeit at an institution across the country. 

Cynthia shared that her sorority “helped a lot” particularly as it related to academic transition 

through its network of tutors. While all of the students who became involved in a Greek 

organization during their freshman year referenced the social benefits, many identified other 

benefits including the opportunity to become involved in philanthropic efforts and access to 

academic support. Students who focused primarily on the social support aspects of Greek Life 

appeared to be more dependent on their respective organizations to build friendships and used 

language that suggested they were not as outgoing as many of their peers. 

Two of the students who were involved in Greek Life their freshman year indicated that 

they were no longer involved in their respective organizations. Allison described how she 

initially “jumped in like every high school that I moved to” and rushed a sorority, something her 

mother, who was Greek in college, encouraged her to do. Allison said that the sorority afforded 

her the opportunity to “meet some really great girls.” However, she struggled with justifying the 

hefty expense of sorority membership as well as extensive rules for freshman members and 

decided to withdraw. Allison also explained that she knew her military educational benefits 

would run out before she graduated and questioned her ability to balance sorority life with heavy 

course loads and employment to help finish paying for college 

Lucas, the only military brat who joined a fraternity, decided to go inactive after his 

freshman year. Lucas explained that he really did not see the fraternity as a place he could 

continue to grow and had come to the realization that the Greek community was separated from 
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the rest of campus. Lucas said he felt like the fraternity focused his priorities in unproductive 

places and ultimately created a distraction from his purpose for attending school. He also noted 

that his parents were no longer willing to pay $8,000 a year in dues and other expenses that were 

required. For both Allison and Lucas, Greek Life was initially useful in connecting with other 

students, but it appeared to lose its perceived value after their initial year at Southeastern 

University. 

ROTC. A number of students became involved in one of the campus’ two ROTC 

programs during their freshman year at Southeastern University. Students’ explanations for 

participating were varied but appeared to be fueled by a familiarity and comfort with the military 

community. Mark indicated that he participated in ROTC during his freshman year because it 

provided him a sense of camaraderie with others. He also appreciated the structured atmosphere 

that required early morning physical training sessions. Mark indicated that both of these benefits 

were helpful during his freshman year. 

Dale stated his interest in ROTC was mostly for the social opportunities it provided him. 

As an out-of-state student, he expressed a belief that being involved in ROTC would make it 

easier for him to connect with other students. Nicky explored both the Army and Air Force 

ROTC programs during her freshman year at Southeastern. When asked about her motivation for 

doing so, Nicky said that she was seeking the military routine. 

While several students became involved, seeking the camaraderie and military routine 

associated with ROTC, one expressed primarily financial motives. Denise noted that her decision 

was prompted by the fact that she only had 14 months of Post-9/11 GI Bill money remaining 

because her older sister had already utilized a portion of the available benefit. Denise grimaced 
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as she confided that her father was unaware of her joining ROTC, a decision she was not certain 

he would support. 

Students’ decisions to become involved in ROTC during their freshman year appeared to 

be primarily motivated by their familiarity and comfort with the military, and perhaps most 

importantly, the social connections that involvement would provide. As I spoke with these 

students during the first semester of their sophomore year, only one of the four continued to 

participate in ROTC. Mark, Dale, and Nicky all spoke positively of the experience, but 

ultimately decided to discontinue with ROTC at the conclusion of their freshman year. Their 

reasons were varied and included changing interests, physical injuries, and the realization that a 

continued military life as a service member was not of interest. Nicky, despite having grown up 

around the military her entire life ultimately concluded that ROTC “wasn’t my thing.” Denise 

continued her involvement with the program. 

No involvement. A couple of students indicated that they failed to get involved during 

their freshman year. Katie shared her thoughts behind the decision not to become involved 

outside of classes at Southeastern: 

So, I mean there are certain situations where being a military brat kind of sucks. Don't 

get too close. Yeah, because I mean when you start being super friendly with someone, 

then it's going to be like I got two more here. I mean, kind of brief. I just keep to myself. 

It's easier that way just because, I mean, you see them for a semester and then you'll 

probably never see them again. But other than that, I mean, I don't really talk to anybody.  

 

It was clear that Katie feared making and then potentially losing new friends. While many 

students described this situation as perhaps the most difficult aspects of being a military brat, 

most of these same students also seemed to be open to forming new relationships at 

Southeastern. Notably, Katie did not live on campus during her freshman year, instead choosing 
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to live some distance from campus. Regardless, Katie did not appear to have formed any kind of 

social support with fellow students during her freshman year at the institution. 

Christie also described her lack of involvement outside of academics during her freshman 

year. For Christie, not becoming involved was not intentional, but the result of her not finding 

the right group on campus. Christie smiled and shared her thoughts: 

I really need to get involved in campus but I am not figuring out. Like, I know I need to 

get involved but I'm not exactly sure what to get involved in because they have such a ... 

They have the sororities and everything, so that's kind of like what the big things are, so 

then it's kind of like where are the clubs. And I've been trying to ... Because I do go on 

that and I was trying to find clubs to join because it sucks because they don't have a 

general Asian one, they have Korea and then they don't have a Filipino one, so I was like 

maybe we'll start a Filipino one. But I need to meet a Filipino to start that.   

 

Christie appeared to have an interest in connecting with her Filipino roots, something she quickly 

realized might not be possible based on the student demographics of Southeastern University.  

Most students described being involved in some type of program, activity, or 

organization during their freshman year at Southeastern University. Students primarily got 

involved as a means of becoming socially integrated with other students but also for other 

academic or philanthropic motivations. Several students discontinued their involvement with 

fraternities, sororities, ROTC, or other activities following their freshman year. Having done so, 

none expressed regret for having been involved and instead acknowledged the experience as 

beneficial, especially as it related to making some initial social connections with other students. 

Academic Support 

 Many of the students spoke with confidence about leaving home, making friends, and 

adjusting to life at Southeastern. The one area which several students described with some 

trepidation was academics. Heather shared her experience:   

I mean, I'm doing better now, but kind of like college is overwhelming at first. I don't 

know, at high school, I always did so good. It was always so easy. Because they don't 
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overload you with material in high school. It's not like you're going through a chapter a 

day, things like that, like how you would in college science. 

 

While military brats often differentiated facets of their college transition experience from that of 

their civilian counterparts, none did so in terms of believing that they had any kind of significant 

academic advantage as a result of their military upbringing. Mark, an Army brat, said that like 

many students he never had to study in high school, and as a result learning to take notes and 

really study for the first time was his only challenge during his freshman year. Reflecting on the 

experience, Mark added, “I think the transition is probably about the same as every other student 

that comes in.” Christie, an Army brat on academic scholarship, reflected that the volume and 

pace of material was unexpected, acknowledging that she had concerns that she might lose her 

scholarship. While the experience was “scary” for Christie, she was able to recover and just meet 

the GPA requirements necessary to preserve her scholarship. Andrea, who attended a high school 

with rigorous academic standards, said that she always thought she was particularly strong at 

math but found herself on the verge of making a “C” in her first math class. She added, “I 

definitely worked harder than I've ever worked that first semester.” Academics was an area that 

many students shared some uncertainty about before arriving at Southeastern. For others, the 

reality of a faster pace and larger workload occurred only after arriving on campus.   

Academic resources. Southeastern, like most major universities, offers expansive 

academic support resources for its students. While many students were apt to take advantage of 

resources focused on social connection, they appeared less inclined to take advantage of 

academic resources. When discussing academic support, Christie commented, “I always kind of 

like if I fail, it’s my fault. I’ve like never been like let’s go talk to the teacher and have them 

actually explain this to us.” Others, including Allison, shared similar thoughts. Allison explained 

that while being “independent” provided her some advantages over her civilian peers when it 
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came to adjusting to college life, she also acknowledged that this same attribute also contributed 

to a stubbornness that made her reluctant to ask anyone for help. Allison said that when faced 

with a problem, she historically was inclined to “handle it on my own.” She further elaborated, 

“I’m not the type of person to go seek out a counselor.” She said that seeking assistance beyond 

her family would provide her “stepping stones”, something she did not ever want or need. 

Allison stated, “I want to handle it myself” before finally concluding “There is no reason to treat 

us differently, I’m not a veteran.”   

Victoria described having a particularly difficult time with a biology course during her 

freshman year, an experience she discussed with a fellow student she knew to be a veteran. The 

veteran, who was older, joked that he had not had a high school biology course in years as he had 

been away serving in the military before returning to college. Victoria suggested that the 

experience made her feel guilty for complaining when others had it worse. She ended the 

conversation with her fellow student by telling him “Never mind, that makes my problem seem 

small.”   

Several students expressed a reluctance to seek help with academics during their 

freshman year at Southeastern. Some students attributed this reluctance to being “independent” 

or even “stubborn”. Other students, who compared their needs to those of military veterans, 

ultimately ended up minimizing their challenges as less important than others and then not 

seeking help. Student reluctance to utilize academic resources was disadvantageous, something 

some of the students figured out as they began the first semester of their sophomore year at 

Southeastern. After initially describing her unwillingness to seek help as a freshman, Christie 

shared that she had reached out to one of her professors, Dr. Anderson, when struggling with a 
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course during the first semester of her sophomore year. She acknowledged the experience and 

his demeanor as “helpful.”   

Office of Veteran and Military Affairs   

For military-affiliated individuals, the campus Office of Veteran and Military Affairs 

(OVMA) offers services including a computer lab, private study rooms, a textbook program, free 

copier services, and resources for connecting military-affiliated students with academic tutors. 

Every student who participated in this study knew where the OVMA was located and indicated a 

familiarity with many of the services provided. Several students even cited the role of the 

OVMA in coming to Southeastern, especially the comfort it provided their parents in knowing 

that military-affiliated services were available on campus. Ariel stated: 

They were really very open, family oriented, I loved that. So, that's how I ended up here. 

My dad did a lot of research and he told me about the military program like the majors 

that they had. So, I guess like the financial aspect of how my semesters were… I just 

don't want to be in debt.  

 

Ariel was appreciative of the services the office provided and the way in which the staff engaged 

with her and her family. She was also particularly sensitive to navigating the financial aspects of 

her college experience in a way that minimized her chances of leaving college with debt. 

Students receiving military educational benefits were required to visit the center at least once a 

semester to turn in required paperwork. Carla’s primary interest in the office was making sure 

she received her Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits. She admitted that she had not taken advantage of the 

study rooms and other resources, but was satisfied that the OVMA made sure she received her 

benefits each semester: 

I haven't had any negative experiences here. Everything's actually been pretty smooth 

here. But I have heard of experiences from people at other schools where their veterans 

office is either super slow and they're losing their paperwork and things like that. So, I 

can see where that would be difficult. But I haven't had any issues here. 
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Some students, including Victoria, described the OVMA as a “community where you can 

feel at home.” Allison described a similar experience with the OVMA, indicated that the location 

was a “great way to meet people.” She described the office as a place full of people with many 

different experiences, both military brats and military service members. Both Victoria and 

Allison acknowledged that many of their fellow military brat friends did not use the center other 

than completing their mandatory advising worksheet each semester.   

Several students said that in hindsight they could have taken advantage of more of the 

office’s services. Jennie shared her thoughts:  

I was aware of it. I knew you could do free printing here. I never used it. I probably 

could've taken advantage of some things. I actually just noticed, when I was sitting out 

there, I saw a flyer for some kind of ... Places that take TRICARE around the area. 

Thought I might pick that up on the way out. I probably could've used this office in a few 

ways, but no, I never took advantage.  

 

While Jennie visited the office each semester to discuss her Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits she failed 

to notice additional resources regarding military benefits until she came into the office for our 

interview. Others, like Arthur, who was not eligible for the Post-9/11 GI Bill and thus did not 

visit the office each semester, said that he received regular communications from the OVMA 

inviting him to take advantage of its resources, something he failed to do during his freshman 

year at Southeastern. 

 Students utilized the Office of Veteran and Military Affairs to varying degrees.  Those 

who did, spoke positively of the experience both in terms of interactions with staff and the 

services the office provided. Additionally, it was clear that the office made concerted efforts to 

communicate available resources to military brats.   
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Additional Support 

As I spoke with the students, I became concerned that I might be missing something in 

terms of identifying additional sources of support that might be helpful for military brats. I began 

asking two new and much more targeted questions. The first new question was “What additional 

support would be helpful for military brats?” The second question was “Is there anything that 

would be helpful for faculty or staff to know about military brats?”   

In response to the question “What additional support would be helpful for military 

brats?” I was often greeted with blank stares, silence, and very short, direct answers. Heather’s 

answer “I don’t think so” was fairly representative of student responses. Others took the time to 

reiterate how being a military brat provided them advantages over other students, and as a result 

dismissed the notion that any kind of targeted support might be helpful for them or their fellow 

military brats. Maria explained that military brats did not need to be as sheltered as other 

students, before offering that the university would be better off expending their energy on 

helping other students instead. Victoria provided the following response when asked about the 

need for military brat-specific support, “I think being a military brat I have a little more 

independence, so I can stand for myself.”  

In response to the question “Is there anything that would be helpful for faculty or staff to 

know about military brats?” I often received many of the same perplexed expressions and brief 

answers. Julio provided a response that was representative of other students, “With faculty and 

staff in my experience, I can’t say there’s anything I would really need help with.” Andrea 

commented, “I don’t think there’s anything that from my experience at least, faculty or staff 

would find very useful.” Ariel replied, “No, I think they do a good job. It’s not super exclusive. 

Just us”, referencing herself and the rest of the military brat community. Samuel sat in thought 
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for a while before commenting that faculty and staff would not be able to recognize military 

brats at all unless they chose to verbalize or write about their military experiences. He finally 

concluded. “I don’t really know or wouldn’t even care because it doesn’t affect the subject.” 

Sierra could not think of anything useful for faculty or staff to know offering, “I feel you can’t 

really pick a military brat out from a civilian.” Carla identified a scenario where it might be 

helpful for a professor to be aware that a student was a military brat: 

But I guess there would be one thing. If it's a person that has a parent that is still in the 

military. If there's a potential for that person to be deployed. Those are pretty serious 

hardships that people go through. So, I would say definitely understanding that if 

someone were to bring that issue forward. 

 

The question did generate several stories wherein students indicated that there were 

faculty members who were aware of students’ military brat status. Katie said that her English 

professor did not communicate with her to the same extent he did with others in her class. When 

I asked why, Katie held up the military backpack she carries daily, one given to her by her 

brother who current serves in the military. The backpack has a patch with brother’s last name as 

well as a United States flag patch with a thin blue line through it, the latter a non-military issue 

patch. Katie commented that she thinks the bag gives away the fact that she is a Republican, 

something she thinks her professor finds off putting. While Katie’s professor had never 

verbalized any disdain for her or her political views, her perceptions regarding his lack of 

communication with her compared to other classmates were attributed loosely to her military 

brat status. 

Other students who described faculty interactions did so more positively. Sierra said that 

she learned that one of her journalism professors was also a military brat and they both shared 

the experience of having moved a great deal. Reagan described a professor who was 

accommodating with her when she took an exam so that she was able to witness her father’s 
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promotion, stating, “I was just thankful he was working with me on it and stuff. So, my teachers 

have been very helpful.” 

For the most part, students were dismissive of the mention of military brats needing any 

kind of targeted support while at college beyond existing resources. Students frequently 

communicated seeing no value in faculty or staff knowing anything about military brats. While 

participants talked extensively about how they were different from many of their civilian peers, 

these differences were largely seen as assets and not deficits that needed to be shored up with 

additional support. Regarding academics, many of the students seemed averse to taking 

advantage of not only the targeted resources available to them through the Office of Veteran and 

Military Affairs but also those services available to all students at Southeastern University. 

Students’ tendency to minimize challenges, academic or otherwise, was pervasive throughout the 

interviews Additionally, students were quick to compare themselves to others, including civilians 

and even military veterans, an exercise that often resulted in the conclusion that their needs were 

insignificant compared to those of others students. 

Strategies 

 Three of the four facets of Schlossberg’s Transition Model have been discussed in this 

chapter. The last, strategies, refers to the techniques used during adult transitions which include 

but are not limited to positive comparisons, reframing, selective denial, as well as hope and 

optimism (Anderson et al.2012). As with other adults experiencing transition, military brats 

utilized these strategies to varying degrees as they navigated their first year at Southeastern. This 

fourth factor, strategies, will be explored throughout the discussion in Chapter 5.   
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Summary of Findings 

Study participants shared compelling stories of their experiences growing up as military 

brats and of their postsecondary transition to Southeastern University. Students’ college 

transition experiences, as with all students, were influenced to varying degrees by the lives they 

led before arriving on campus, the attitude with which they approached the transition, and the 

support systems they utilized or chose not to utilize while navigating their freshman year at 

Southeastern. Some students described these experiences in much richer detail than others. 

Additionally, some students appeared to be much more introspective while participating in the 

interview process. All contributed by telling their stories as they saw fit. Twenty-eight students 

spoke of their transition to Southeastern University, offering insights regarding the perceived 

advantages and disadvantages of being a military brat. In the next chapter, I will offer the 

implications, recommendations, and conclusions for the study. 

  



111 
 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this study was to better understand the postsecondary transition 

experiences of military brats at a large public research institution in the southeastern United 

States. The study was guided by the following research question: 

How do military brats experience transition to higher education? 

The primary source of data for the research was interviews conducted with 28 military brat 

participants enrolled at the institution. All students were freshman at Southeastern University 

during the 2017-2018 academic year who subsequently returned to the university for their 

sophomore year. While I initially had concerns about how to find participants for the study, I 

learned from Southeastern University’s Office of Veteran and Military Affairs that military-

affiliated individuals were provided the opportunity to self-identify when initially enrolling at the 

university. As a result, I was able to send a targeted e-mail to all military brats who were 

freshmen at the institution during the 2017-2018 academic year and who remained enrolled at the 

institution for the fall semester of their sophomore year. Any concerns I had regarding adequate 

study participation were quickly diminished as students responded almost immediately to my e-

mail, with messages that suggested a willingness and even enthusiasm for participating in the 

study. 

 This chapter is organized as follows: First, I will begin by answering the research 

question that guided this study, how do military brats experience transition to higher education? 

Schlossberg’s Transition Theory will continue to inform the discussion, specifically the situation, 
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self, support and strategy factors that served as resources during postsecondary transition. 

Second, I will discuss connections between these research findings and the existing body of 

literature. Third, I will discuss implications for practice that may assist Southeastern University 

in better understanding and serving military brats who experience postsecondary transition at the 

institution. Fourth, I will share suggestions for future research. Last, I will discuss the limitations 

of this study.  

How Do Military Brats Experience Transition to Higher Education? 

 No two students experience transition to college in the same manner, and military brats 

are no different. However, after talking with 28 military brats, there appeared to be several 

common occurrences regarding college transition that many participants experienced based on 

their military upbringing. For example, for several military brats, going to college represented a 

departure from the military communities in which they had spent their entire lives. Even for 

those students whose parents who had already left active military service, most families still 

resided in communities with a strong military presence and support systems that are frequently 

associated with them.  

Military brat transition. Student descriptions of Southeastern as a “civilian” 

environment were common. In describing the environment, participants often referenced what 

they perceived as a sizeable civilian population, with many students sharing that they had never 

been around so many civilians before arriving at the institution. While military brats recognized 

the environment as different, none of them appeared particularly intimidated by it. However, 

several students did note that the civilian environment heightened their awareness of their 

identity as military brats, with some sharing that they had never given any significant 

consideration to being a military brat before arriving at college. As military brats had the 
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opportunity to interact with civilian students, students began to consider that they might be 

different from other students as a result of their military upbringing. Additionally, many 

concluded that because of these differences they were experiencing college transition differently 

than their civilian peers.   

Military brats frequently employed transition strategies that included making  positive 

comparisons between their college transition experiences and those of other students. Some of 

the most commonly shared stories were those that focused on how easy it was for them to leave 

home as compared to the difficulties experienced by their civilian roommates. Students 

registered surprise in seeing roommates exhibiting signs of “separation anxiety” or 

“homesickness” after only being away for a few days. Participants also described having 

difficulty relating to their civilian peers, explaining that they had experienced repeated 

separations from their military parent for extended periods of time throughout their childhoods. 

While this was the first time many had experienced separation from both parents, none of the 

study participants expressed difficulty associated with being separated from the rest of their 

family.  

Recognition by military brats of their ability to cope with being away from home while 

simultaneously watching their roommates struggle was often the first of several ways that 

individuals differentiated their college transition experience from those of other students. 

Comparisons between themselves and civilian students were commonplace during our 

conversations, with military brats regularly concluding that their backgrounds afforded them 

college transition advantages over students without similar experiences. These types of positive 

comparisons appeared to further bolster student confidence, and served as an effective strategy in 

negotiating their freshman year at Southeastern.  
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As students arrived on campus and navigated their freshman year at the institution, the 

military continued to exert its influence for many. This was especially true for students with a 

military parent still serving on active duty, several of whom had families who continued to make 

military-related moves to new duty stations even as they began their first year of college. 

Consequently, some students went “home” during college breaks to places they had never lived. 

In sharing these experiences, students suggested that these moves were just a continuation of the 

many that had come before, and thus not particularly impactful to their college transition 

experience. Many chose to view their family’s moves to new locations as additional 

opportunities to explore new places and cultures when it was possible to visit.  

Some parents’ new duty assignments made it impractical and sometimes even impossible 

for students to join their families for holidays of a shorter duration. While these types of 

scenarios may have further complicated college transition for other students, the military brats 

who shared stories like these seemed to take them in stride, with several offering that they simply 

made alternative plans to spend breaks with friends. Instead of focusing on time missed with 

family during college breaks, students often reframed these situations as opportunities to do 

something different. The ability of military brats to reframe potentially negative situations into 

positives was a frequently used coping strategy they used during college transition. 

Students repeatedly described how having to leave existing friends and make new ones 

was one of the most difficult aspects of growing up military. Like previous, military-related 

moves, many study participants arrived at Southeastern University without knowing any of their 

fellow students. As a result, some individuals chose to arrive on campus as early as possible prior 

to the start of their first semester to begin building relationships with other students. For most 

military brats, connecting socially with other students was a top priority. “Making friends” was 
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also cited as the primary motivating factor in becoming involved on campus, something that will 

be discussed in further detail later in the chapter. Social support was clearly an important aspect 

of college transition for most military brats. 

While forming social connections was a focus for most military brats, several participants 

expressed a continued reluctance to fully invest in relationships with others during their first year 

at college, a decision often attributed to their experiences of having to leave friends repeatedly 

throughout their childhood. Despite this guardedness, many of these same students spoke 

optimistically about the prospects of making a new type of friend, what some called “college 

friends” and even “friends for life.” Several students indicated that the four years they would 

spend at college would represent the longest period of time they would live in one location. 

Students suggested that this timeframe afforded them opportunities to establish meaningful 

relationships that might last a lifetime, a unique opportunity for many.   In response, many of the 

students took action and became involved as a means making social connections on campus, a 

transition strategy that was useful for many of the students. 

For several participants, their freshman year was a period of significant identity 

exploration. While early adulthood is often considered a key period of identity development, for 

some military brats the process also included questions of how their military upbringing shaped 

who they were as individuals. Students frequently articulated the ways in which they saw 

themselves as different from their civilian peers, most often referencing the frequency with 

which they moved and their lack of connection to any one geographical location. Reflections 

regarding identity included additional considerations for students who had lived outside of the 

United States for extended periods of time, with a few students indicating that they felt more 
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closely connected to the cultural and social norms of other countries than those of their “home” 

country.    

For students of color, race and ethnicity were additional factors that often entered into 

discussions of individual identity development. For several of these military brats, their arrival at 

Southeastern University exposed them to communities of students that often associated along 

predominantly racial and ethnic lines, an experience that differed from the military communities 

in which they were raised. Some students described feeling either implied or direct pressure from 

other students to associate with others of the same race and/or ethnicity. Participants responded 

to these expectations in different ways, with some attempting to connect more deeply with their 

racial and ethnic roots. Examples of this phenomenon included an African American student 

joining a historically black sorority and a student with Filipino roots considering starting a 

student organization for Filipino students.  

Others chose to engage with students outside of the institution’s perceived racial and 

ethnic boundaries, with examples including an African American student joining a 

predominantly white sorority and a Christian student choosing to join a Jewish sorority because 

she “liked the girls.” While student responses to campus social norms differed, it was clear that 

the college environment forced some to consider the differences between the military community 

in which they were raised and the new environment they had entered. These reflections also 

appeared to prompt significant reflections regarding who they were as individuals not only in the 

context of their military brat upbringing, but also with additional considerations for their own 

racial and ethnic identities. 

Military brat advantages. Study participants exhibited signs of optimism and resilience 

as they discussed transitioning to college. Many shared stories of experiencing high, but also 
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reasonable, parental expectations throughout their lifetimes. Military brats noted that these 

expectations had shaped who they were as individuals and instilled in them both the confidence 

and resilience necessary to successfully navigate college transition. The language students used 

to describe their mindset appeared to be a by-product of growing up in a military culture. 

Participants used phrases like “toughen up", “make the best of it”, “roll with the punches”, and 

“figure it out” when discussing their approaches to facing hardships during college transition. 

Their language reflected a strong belief in themselves and a philosophy of “failure is not an 

option.” Taken in the context of our broader discussions surrounding college transition, these 

statements appeared to represent student willingness to persevere and push through any 

challenges that might present themselves. Hope, optimism, and resilience are all psychological 

factors that are believed to positively contribute to transition (Anderson et al., 2012); they are 

also characteristics that many military brats appeared to possess in abundance.   

In addition to psychological resources, military brats drew upon past experiences to 

successfully navigate college transition. Students frequently used an extremely logical and 

systematic approach grounded in their past experiences to guide college transition. More 

specifically, military brats routinely identified parallels between facets of college transition and 

previous experiences with military transitions. The refrain often sounded like this: Moving to a 

new place. Check. Changing schools. Check. Leaving friends. Check. Make new friends. Check. 

Being separated from my parents. Check. This mental exercise seemed to serve as an initial 

strategy for eliminating possible areas of concern regarding college transition, after which 

students zeroed in on actual problem areas. For several students, the only remaining concern was 

tackling the academic rigors of college for which none had prior experience. Several students 

acknowledged that while they found college academics to be challenging, they were fortunate in 
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that they could exert more focus on this area because they did not have to worry about the other 

aspects of transition, which they sensed their civilian peers had to navigate for the first time in 

their lives. Again, military brats made positive comparisons between their prior experiences and 

those of their fellow students, ultimately determining that they had been afforded advantages 

when it came to college transition. For military brats, these perceived advantages negated many 

of the potential stressors associated with college transition.  Making positive comparisons was a 

strategy many of the students used as they navigated their first year at Southeastern. 

Throughout the interviews, military brats regularly described how past experiences of 

moving and having to make new friends afforded them an advantage over their civilian peers, yet 

most depended on the same involvement opportunities as other students to become connected at 

Southeastern. Most participants sought opportunities to become involved during their freshman 

year at Southeastern University through a variety of activities including student programs, clubs, 

Greek life, and ROTC. The most frequently referenced motivation for involvement was “making 

friends,” something that was very important to many students. Many military brats credited 

involvement in organizations and other university programs as helpful, and for some, even 

essential, in connecting with other students. This was particularly true for military brats who 

described themselves as introverted or otherwise suggested they sometimes had difficulty 

making friends.  

While students talked positively about the experiences of growing up in a military 

community amongst other military brats, most did not describe efforts to intentionally connect 

with other military brats at Southeastern, though these connections did sometimes occur by 

happenstance. The only exception involved a student who selected a military brat roommate in 

an online roommate pairing program after having reviewed prospective roommate profiles and 
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seeing information that referenced the student’s military upbringing. Additionally, a few students 

joined ROTC during their freshman year because of their familiarity with the military 

community. However, these students did not join ROTC for the expressed purpose of connecting 

with other military brats. While these students had grown up in military communities and valued 

the experiences it provided, including the camaraderie and support of fellow military brats, 

participants did not seek opportunities to recreate the same environment at Southeastern 

University alongside fellow military brats. Instead, they used the skills they had acquired to 

navigate the new environment that Southeastern University provided, accessing many of the 

same involvement opportunities as their fellow students. 

For several students, particularly those receiving Post-9/11 GI Bill or other military-

affiliated benefits, the campus Office of Veteran and Military Affairs served as an invaluable 

resource during their freshman year at the institution. As students described their diverse 

financial situations, which often included varying levels of Post-9/11 GI Bill or other military-

support, other forms of financial aid, scholarships, and student loans, as well as the complexities 

of sharing finite educational benefits with siblings and even parents, it was clear that these 

students benefitted from guidance.  

Many participants expressed concerns about amassing college debt and sought to 

maximize any military benefits they were fortunate enough to receive. Because the Office of 

Veteran and Military Affairs requires freshman students receiving military educational benefits 

to visit the office each semester, individuals were able to meet with OVMA staff to discuss 

financial matters. Students routinely described their interactions with OVMA staff as positive 

and helpful, in some cases comparing their experiences to those of military friends who attended 

other institutions and experienced less favorable support. For military brats receiving military-
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affiliated benefits at Southeastern University, the Office of Veteran and Military Affairs 

appeared to have played an important role in helping students navigate the financial aspects of 

college transition. 

Military brat challenges. Despite the optimistic, resilient, and confident mindset that 

often afforded military brats advantages over their civilian peers, many of these same 

participants also exhibited shared traits that served as disadvantages. For example, the tough-

minded, “power-through” mindset that allowed students to persevere through difficult times also 

fueled a self-reliant and, in some cases, “stubborn” approach to dealing with challenges without 

asking others for help or using readily available resources. While students spoke positively of the 

campus Office of Veteran and Military Affairs, they also admitted that they had not taken 

advantage of its full array of resources, especially academic resources, while acknowledging that 

doing so could have been helpful. Clearly, this strategy of self-reliance was at times detrimental 

to the transition experiences of military brats. 

During their freshman year at Southeastern, military brats consciously utilized both past 

experiences and traditional campus involvement opportunities to support the transition process. 

In contrast to the intentionality of these efforts to draw upon available assets, several of the 

strategies that military brats employed for overcoming academic and other obstacles lacked the 

same level of forethought. With few exceptions, students seemed inclined to struggle with 

academic issues on their own during their initial year of college. Student aversion to seeking help 

appeared to be grounded at least in part to what several described as stubborn independence. 

However, this reluctance appeared to be driven by other factors as well. 

In addition to self-described “stubbornness” or “independence” regarding academic 

support services, many participants chose not to seek outside help on the grounds that they 
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perceived themselves as having less need than other students. The sense of having less need 

appeared to be the result of military brats’ perception that they had been afforded more 

advantages as compared to other students because of their military upbringing. However, 

students did not believe their military upbringing provided them academic advantages. In fact, 

some military brats with full academic scholarships at Southeastern described challenges with 

academic transition during their freshman year. Yet, students still expressed an unwillingness to 

fully access these resources during their freshman year, often suggesting that other students 

needed them more than they did.   

Civilian students were not the only population to whom military brats compared 

themselves. Military brats also compared themselves to military service members and veterans, a 

group of students described as having more need and, as such, more deserving than themselves. 

This comparison resulted in military brats assuming an all too familiar role of them placing 

others’ needs before their own. Student behavior represented both a selflessness and a sense of 

not being as deserving as other students, particularly those who had served in the armed forces. 

As military brats made “positive comparisons” between themselves and other groups of students, 

they employed a coping strategy focused on their good fortunes compared to others (Anderson et 

al., 2012, p. 89). However, in doing so, students also minimized their own needs and failed to 

accept potential sources of help during their freshman year at Southeastern University.    

Military brats frequently stated that they did not have the same level of need for support 

as other students. Students were also generally adamant that they did not want or need any 

additional support as a result of their military brat status. Some military brats went so far as to 

suggest that Southeastern University would be better served to provide additional support 

services to civilian students rather than military brats. This mindset appeared to hinder military 
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brats from accessing readily available resources that could have supported their freshman year 

transition. 

Literature Discussion 

The limited amount of military brat literature made it difficult to contextualize the 

findings of military brat college transition. Nevertheless, Smith and Kearney’s (2016) study of 

Third Culture Kid (TCK) postsecondary transition, which included some military brat 

participants, provides the best opportunity for comparison. TCK participants indicated the 

following: feelings of depression as they were experiencing college transition, experiencing a 

sense of not belonging to any one culture, and expressing a strong desire to connect with other 

TCK students. While one study participant in this current study indicated being depressed during 

her freshman year, she did not attribute the feeling to the experience of college transition. 

Generally, students at Southeastern University shared stories of positive experiences during their 

college transition.  

Like TCK participants, many military brats also identified a lack of connection to home 

often associated with cultural homelessness. Unlike TCK participants, military brats did not 

communicate a strong desire to connect with other military brats. Several students socialized 

with fellow military brats, but this often occurred through happenstance rather than the result of 

any concerted efforts. Many of the participants in this study described being open-minded to 

making new friends, independent of background, with some expressing an interest in connecting 

with civilian students.    

Other postsecondary transition studies involving non-military brat TCKs provide 

additional opportunities for comparison. Kortegast and Yount’s (2016) study involved 

missionary kids repatriating to the United States from foreign countries to attend college; the 
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authors found that students experienced a “loss” as a result of the departure from the overseas 

culture and difficulties in leaving their strong family support systems. In this study, none of the 

military brats directly repatriated from a foreign country to the United States to attend college. 

However, those who had spent significant time living overseas expressed deep cultural 

connections to these foreign countries, connections that served to complicate questions of 

“home” and even individual identity. Unlike participants in Kortegast and Yount’s (2016) study, 

military brats, while appreciative of parental support and encouragement prior to leaving for 

college, did not share stories that framed departure from home as a loss of support. Instead, many 

saw the experience as an opportunity to begin a new chapter on their own, something their 

parents had helped prepare them for in advance of arriving to Southeastern. 

Navarrete and Jenkins (2011) associated multi-racial and multi-ethnic constructs with 

cultural homelessness. Several military brats, independent of racial and/or ethnic background, 

spoke of issues surrounding cultural homelessness and individual identity. These feelings were 

most often the result of moving so frequently and in some cases being stationed in and forming 

connections to the cultures of foreign countries. For military brats who also identified as multi-

racial or multi-ethnic, this status seemed to add complexity to their understanding of who they 

were as individuals.    

Implications for Practice 

 This study offers insights into the postsecondary transition experiences of military brats 

at a large public research institution in the Southeastern United States. If the number of military 

brats at Southeastern University is any indication, this population comprises the largest 

percentage of military-affiliated students in our nation’s higher education institutions. The study 

found that military brats experienced some aspects of college transition differently than their 
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civilian peers, an experience that is likely unfamiliar to many of the faculty and staff who work 

at these institutions. 

 Military brats appeared to be much better equipped than their civilian peers to handle 

separation from family and friends as they began their college experience. Additionally, they 

exhibited coping strategies and a resilient mindset that further supported a successful college 

transition. However, these same students described experiences that also differed from those of 

their civilian peers, experiences that should be better understood by the colleges and universities 

they attend.  

 First, it appears that this population of students prefers to become an integral part of the 

greater campus community. While military brats expressed appreciation for the support offered 

by and received from the campus’ Office of Veteran and Military Affairs, particularly as related 

to guidance regarding military-affiliated educational benefits, they overwhelmingly sought to 

become connected through the same involvement opportunities as other students such as student 

organizations, student programs, and Greek Life. Students routinely and resoundingly dismissed 

the suggestion that they needed or wanted anything different from other students attending 

Southeastern University. In short, while these students frequently viewed themselves as different 

because of their life experiences, they wanted to fit in and experience college without asking for 

any special consideration of their military brat status. University leadership may have an 

inclination to develop targeted programming for certain populations of students, an inclination 

that could be counterproductive to military brats who appear to be striving to engage alongside 

fellow civilian students. 

 Second, many of these students expressed reluctance to seek help when struggling 

academically during their freshman year, something many attributed to an “independence” that 
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was rooted in their experiences as a military brat. Yet, by their sophomore year, several students 

acknowledged the value of engaging faculty and other support services available at the 

institution. While the delayed decision to engage with institutional support systems may simply 

be a result of student development during their freshman year, there may also be opportunities to 

support these students earlier in their academic careers. To do so, university faculty and staff 

would benefit from being better informed regarding this unique population of students. Students 

did not want to receive special services targeted solely to military brats; however, students began 

to see value in some of the institution’s existing support services by the first semester of their 

sophomore year. As a result, approaches that reflect an understanding of this population and in 

turn inform outreach to and engagement with military brats could be beneficial. Strategies that 

demonstrate an understanding and appreciation of military brat experiences and strengths, while 

also highlighting opportunities for academic or other forms of support, might resonate with this 

population of students. 

 Third, study participants routinely dismissed the need for others to understand their 

military brat experience; yet, it was clear that the experience was one they were eager to share 

with me as a researcher and perhaps more significantly, as a fellow military brat. The experience 

of growing up military had clearly had an influence on every participant, and military brats 

described this influence as largely positive despite its many associated hardships. From 

enthusiastic e-mail responses to participate in the study to each interview, it was obvious that 

these students wanted to share their stories. Interactions suggested that our discussion was the 

first-time many had shared their feelings about being a military brat, its impact on who they were 

as individuals, and its influence on their transition to college. Providing freshman military brats 

who want to talk about their experiences a forum to do so with other incoming military brats 
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warrants consideration. This could be a worthwhile activity for interested military brats as they 

navigate college transition and begin to better understand their own identity development. It is 

imperative that faculty and staff who engage in these types of discussions with military brats 

understand the additional complexities associated with their explorations of individual identity 

during early adulthood.  Student affairs professionals, as well as mental health practitioners may 

benefit from additional insight into the unique developmental needs and perspectives of this 

population whether working with them through student programming or in clinical settings.  As 

these professionals apply theories of individual identity development and change they should be 

mindful of the unique identity of military brats, as well as the ways in which developmental 

milestones may be informed by a military upbringing. 

 Last, military brats are likely a population that goes unaddressed in higher education 

graduate programs around the country.  As higher education faculty prepare students for diverse 

careers in our colleges and universities, a curriculum that includes the recognition that certain 

students may not cleanly fit into existing developmental and identity models could positively 

impact their engagements with and support of the tens of thousands of military brats on our 

nation’s campuses. 

Implications for Future Research 

The paucity of literature regarding military brats provides countless opportunities for 

future research. This study could easily be replicated in its entirety at different types of 

institutions to explore how postsecondary transition experiences might differ.   

Cultural homelessness and identity development were themes that emerged from this 

study. The complex interplay of a mobile lifestyle, military culture, living in foreign countries, a 

lack of connection to home, and race and ethnicity could be explored in various combinations as 
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related to the postsecondary transition experiences of military brats. Additionally, the 

experiences of many of these students, particularly students of color, are unique to the point that 

they might not easily fit into the constructs of existing racial identity models. Future researchers 

may consider conducting a grounded theory study to develop a model specific to this population 

of students.  Additional opportunities could also include longitudinal studies exploring both 

student and individual long-term identity development.  

As a part of this study, participants completed a brief questionnaire that asked for the 

following information: race, ethnicity, gender, parent’s military branch, military parent’s Officer 

or NCO status, active duty vs. retired status, overseas assignments, deployments, and separation 

date (if applicable). These data provide numerous opportunities to further examine the 

experiences of military brats and their postsecondary transition. Research could include further 

qualitative study examining the experiences of military brats who are the children of Officers 

compared to military brats who are the children of NCO’s, or the experiences of military brats 

who have lived outside of the United States compared to those who have not.    

The qualitative nature of this study does not allow for generalizability to the greater 

military brat population. However, this study could easily inform a quantitative study exploring 

the postsecondary transition experiences of a much larger population of military brats across a 

variety of institution types. Existing large-scale studies have primarily focused on the needs of 

veteran students and the associated proliferation of colleges and universities seeking military-

friendly status, while only giving cursory mention to the needs of military family members. If 

other institutions are asking military-affiliated individuals to self-identify, the potential exists to 

distribute a national survey regarding the college experiences of military brats at a wide array of 

institutions around the country. 
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Limitations 

 The students who participated in this study had already persisted through their freshman 

year at Southeastern University and returned for their sophomore year at the institution. 

Therefore, study findings do not inform the postsecondary transition experiences of those 

students who failed to persist following their freshman year at the institution. Additionally, 

interviews were conducted with students during the first semester of their sophomore year at 

Southeastern University. Consequently, students were asked to share experiences that occurred 

between six and 16 months prior to the time of the interview. While this approach did allow 

students to reflect on their freshman year transition experience in its entirety, the passage of time 

may have dulled the memories of some of the more nuanced aspects of college transition. Last, 

interviews were limited to one hour per participant and covered significant ground in terms of 

content. Follow-up interviews would have allowed for greater clarity and depth in understanding 

of students’ postsecondary transition experiences.    

Conclusion 

This study sought to better understand the postsecondary transition experiences of 

military brats at a large public research institution in the Southeastern United States. Study 

findings suggest that military brats experienced college transition in ways that were informed by 

their military upbringing. Leaving for college represented both a departure from the military 

communities in which these students had become accustomed and an entry into a noticeably 

more “civilian” environment. While different from the previous places many had known, 

students seemed prepared to navigate this new location, drawing upon the experiences that their 

military upbringing had provided. 
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The college transition experience brought about an increased awareness of many 

students’ military brat identity and the ways in which the military upbringing differentiated this 

experience from those of their civilian peers. As military brats began exploring their own 

identities, as many students do in early adulthood, many came to the realization that their 

military upbringing may have complicated their understanding of who they are. For students of 

color, questions of identity not only considered their military upbringing, but also included 

considerations about race and ethnicity. While students spoke about issues of identity, the 

experience of beginning college clearly sparked questions of individual identity for many. 

Because early adulthood is such a critical period of identity development, significant 

opportunities exist to better understand and support military brats throughout this process. 

Effective efforts in this area could positively impact this population well beyond their college 

years. 

The students who participated in this study had spent most, if not all, of their lives as 

military brats, a role cast when one or both of their parents chose a military career. As students 

arrived at Southeastern University, many made their first physical departure from the military 

community. This arrival to a civilian community resulted in both a sense of otherness and a 

desire to become an integral part of the university community. Military brats brought with them a 

mindset forged by a lifetime of experiences. These experiences provided many study participants 

with the advantages of a tough, resilient mindset, as well as the ability to leverage previous 

experiences in a way that minimized many of the hardships associated with college transition. 

Conversely, these same students also exhibited characteristics that were potentially detrimental 

to their college transition process, including an unwillingness to seek academic and other forms 

of support during their freshman year. Military brats tended to minimize their need for help in 
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comparison to the needs of all other students. Moreover, military brats frequently viewed 

themselves as less deserving of support than other military-affiliated students, demonstrating a 

continued deference to the needs of service members and veterans over their own.   

Military brats experienced postsecondary transition in a way that was uniquely informed 

by their military upbringing. Higher education institutions who seek to understand how these 

students approach, navigate, and utilize sources of support during college transition will be better 

equipped to serve this resilient, selfless, and deserving population of students. 
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

1. Please tell me a little about yourself. 

2. Describe your experiences growing up as a military brat. 

3. How do you feel growing up a military brat has shaped you as an individual? 

4. What advantages/disadvantages does being a military brat provide? 

5. Share with me what your experiences have been like since you arrived on campus. 

6. What experiences would you consider positive in your transition to college? 

7. What experiences would you consider negative in your transition to college? 

8. Is there anything else that you can think of that might assist me in better understanding 

how military brats experience the transition to college? 

9. Is there anything you wish fellow students knew about your experiences as a military 

brat? 

10. Is there anything you wish the university’s faculty and staff knew about your experience 

as a military brat? 
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APPENDIX B 

INFORMED CONSENT  
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APPENDIX C 

LETTER OF APPROVAL FROM INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 
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APPENDIX D 

TABLE 4. STUDY PARTICPANT INFORMATION 
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Gender Born Race Branch 
Parent 
Serving 

Active/ 
Reserves 

Officer/ 
NCO 

Separation 
Date 

Post 
9/11 GI 

Bill 

Other 
Educational 

Benefits 
Parent 

Deployed 
Lived 

Overseas 

Male Georgia White Air Force Father  Active Officer Present No No No No 
(Alaska) 

Female Unknown Hispanic/ 
Latino 

Army Father Active NCO Present Yes No Yes No 

Male Alabama Hispanic/ 
Latino 

Marines Father Active Officer Present No No Yes Yes 

Female Unknown White Army Father Active Officer 2012 No Yes Yes No 
(Alaska) 

Female Florida White Air Force Father Active Officer Present Yes No Yes Yes 

Female Alabama African 
American 

Air Force Both Active/ 
Reserves 

Officer 2012/ 
Present 

No No Yes No 

Male Texas White Army Father  Active Officer Present No No Yes Yes 

Female Unknown White Navy Father Active Officer Pres Yes No Yes No 

Female Georgia White Air Force Father  Active NCO Present Yes No Yes No 

Male Massachusetts White Air Force Father Active NCO Present No No Yes No 

Female Georgia African 
American 

Air Force Father Active Officer 1990s No Yes No No 

Female Virginia African 
American 

Marines Father Active NCO 2014 Yes Yes Yes No 

Female California White Army Father Active Officer 2013 Yes No Yes No 

Female Unknown African 
American 

Army Father  Active NCO 2016 Yes No No Yes 

Male Unknown White Army Father Active/ 
Reserves 

NCO 1993 No No Yes No 

Female Hawaii Multi-
Racial 

Army Father Active/ 
Reserves 

Officer Present No No Yes Yes 

Female California African 
American 

Army Both Active Officer 2015 Yes Yes No No 

Female Hawaii Multi-
Racial 

Army Father Active Officer 2018 Yes No Yes Yes 

Male Florida White Air Force Father Active NCO 2017 No No Yes No 

Male Louisiana Hispanic/ 
Latino 

Army Father Reserves NCO 1993 No No No No 
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Gender Born Race Branch 
Parent 
Serving 

Active/ 
Reserves 

Officer/ 
NCO 

Separation 
Date 

Post 
9/11 GI 

Bill 

Other 
Educational 

Benefits 
Parent 

Deployed 
Lived 

Overseas 
Female Alabama African 

American 
Army Father Active NCO Present Yes No Yes Yes 

Female Unknown Multi-
Racial 

Army Father Active NCO Present Yes No Yes Yes 

Male California Hispanic/ 
Latino 

AF/ 
Marines 

Father Active Officer Present No No Yes Yes 

Male Kentucky White Army Father Active/ 
Reserves 

Officer 2011 No Yes Yes No 

Female California White Navy Father Active Officer 2017 Yes Yes Yes No 

Female Texas Hispanic/ 
Latino 

Army Father Active/ 
Reserves 

NCO 2018 Yes No Yes Yes 

Female California White Navy Father Active Officer 2015 No Yes Yes Yes 

Female Kentucky White Army Father Active Officer 2015 No No Yes Yes 

 

 


