
How Veterans Can Overcome Challenges and 
Succeed in College 
US military veterans and their families who are returning to college often carry more than a 
class schedule, housing instability, health challenges, and the weight of starting over can make 
the transition to civilian education feel isolating and unpredictable. Even motivated veterans can 
hit veteran education challenges like confusing campus systems, gaps in confidence, or feeling 
out of place among younger students. Still, veteran aspirations for a degree are realistic when 
the move from service member to student is treated as a deliberate shift, not a leap of faith. 
With the right expectations and support, college can become a stable next chapter. 

Quick Summary for Veterans Going Back to College 
● Recognize how higher education can expand career options and strengthen long term 

stability after military service. 

● Choose veteran-friendly programs that offer dedicated support services and flexible 
learning options. 

● Build a realistic plan to balance school and work by prioritizing schedules and 
responsibilities. 

● Use financial aid for veterans to reduce costs and support a clear education pathway. 

Understanding the Veteran-to-Student Transition 
Many veterans hit three friction points in college: a different classroom culture, an identity shift 
from “service member” to “student,” and real time pressure from work and family. Add in the fact 
that you often need to relearn study habits and tech, since many adult learners should expect a 
learning curve when returning to school. 

This matters because the right program can turn stress into steady progress and better options 
for your household. Flexible paths like online learning for veterans, competency-based 
education, and other adult-focused formats let you move at a pace that fits deployments, shifts, 
or parenting. 

Picture a veteran working full-time with kids at home. A competency-based course lets you test 
out of skills you already have, then study in short blocks after bedtime. 

With that foundation, comparing degree paths and timelines becomes much easier. 

https://www.brighthorizons.com/resources/blog/edassist/the-ultimate-return-to-school-checklist-for-adult-learners
https://www.brighthorizons.com/resources/blog/edassist/the-ultimate-return-to-school-checklist-for-adult-learners


College Path Options Compared for Veterans 
To choose a path you can actually finish, it helps to compare options side by side. This table 
focuses on time-to-completion, flexibility, and how each route tends to translate into career 
outcomes for veterans supporting a household and looking for community-based help. 

 

Option Benefit Best For Consideration 

Associate degree Faster entry, lower 
time commitment 

Career switch, 
stepping stone to 
bachelor’s 

Earnings may trail 
four-year degrees 
long-term 

Bachelor’s degree Broader roles, 
promotion eligibility 

Leadership tracks, 
grad school, licensed 
fields 

Longer timeline; 
heavier weekly 
reading and writing 

Vocational training for 
veterans 

Job-ready skills, often 
shorter programs 

Trades, healthcare 
tech, hands-on work 

Credentials may not 
transfer into 
academic degrees 

Credit for military 
experience 

Shortens timeline 
with prior learning 
credit 

Veterans with MOS-
aligned skills and 
training 

Policies vary; 
documentation and 
evaluations take time 

Part-time or online 
formats 

Scheduling control 
around work and 
family 

Shift work, 
caregiving, reserve 
obligations 

Requires strong self-
management and 
steady tech access 

 
If you are balancing speed with long-term upside, the median annual earnings gap can help 
frame the tradeoff between associate and bachelor’s routes. Use the table to match your current 
bandwidth, the credential your target job requires, and whether your prior training can reduce 
credits. Choosing the best-fit lane is a mission you can plan and complete. 

Next, we will turn the choice into a weekly schedule that holds up under real life. 

Build a Work-School Plan and Vet a Flexible Online Degree 
If you’re juggling work, family, and school, success starts with a plan you can actually follow, 
and a program that won’t collapse when life gets busy. Use the steps below to protect your time, 
your benefits, and your momentum. 

1. Build a weekly “duty roster” for school: Block two to four study sessions on your 
calendar like appointments, starting with 45–60 minutes each, 3–5 days per week. Put 
your hardest task (reading, problem sets, writing) in the first session when your energy is 
best, then use a shorter “admin block” weekly for emails, forms, and planning. This 
works because it reduces decision fatigue and keeps you progressing even when your 
schedule shifts. 

https://news.ucdenver.edu/associates-vs-bachelors/


2. Choose a workload that matches your reality (not your motivation): When 
comparing associate vs. bachelor programs or vocational routes, pick a pace you can 
sustain for 12–16 weeks at a time. If you’re working full-time or caregiving, consider 
starting part-time or taking one course your first term to prove your weekly rhythm. A 
steady pace beats a fast start that triggers withdrawals, GI Bill complications, or burnout. 

3. Set up home-team agreements to protect study time: Hold a 15-minute “family sync” 
each Sunday: confirm who covers childcare, meals, and errands during your study 
blocks, and name a backup plan for duty days, sick kids, or overtime. Add one protected 
recovery window each week, exercise, counseling, faith community, or quiet time, 
because stress management is part of academic performance. When your family knows 
the plan, you spend less time negotiating and more time finishing. 

4. Map your education financing before you enroll: Make a one-page benefits sheet 
with your GI Bill or VR&E status, expected housing allowance, and how many months of 
entitlement you have left. Ask each school for a written estimate that includes tuition, 
fees, books, and any proctoring or technology costs, then compare that against your 
associate/bachelor timeline from the earlier options table. If your benefits won’t cover 
everything, ask about state veteran grants, FAFSA-based aid, payment plans, and 
employer tuition assistance. 

5. Request student support early, and get it in writing: Email three offices before term 
one: the veteran services contact, academic advising, and tutoring/writing support. Since 
budget decreases for student services can affect availability, ask specific questions: 
tutoring hours for working adults, evening/weekend help, disability accommodations, 
mental health referrals, and who to contact if you’re activated or travel for VA 
appointments. Save names, phone numbers, and response times in one place so you’re 
not searching during a crisis. 

6. Use a checklist to vet an accredited, competency-based online accounting 
bachelor’s: Confirm (a) accreditation (institutional and business/accounting program 
details), (b) transfer credit and military credit rules and how they shorten your 
timeline, (c) competency model, how you “pass” a course and what happens if you 
need more time, (d) course sequence that covers core accounting (financial, 
managerial, audit/tax basics), (e) exam/proctoring requirements that fit your work 
schedule, and (f) career outcomes such as internship support and whether the 
curriculum aligns with CPA educational requirements in your state, and click here for 
more info on what those program details can look like in practice. Ask for a sample term-
by-term plan and a total cost estimate at your expected pace. 

A workable schedule, clear financing, and verified support make it much easier to apply, transfer 
credits confidently, and keep moving even when life gets loud. 

Turn Military Experience Into a College Credential and Career 
College can feel like one more mission layered onto work, family, and the shift from military 
structure to campus life. The steady path is the one built on realistic planning, smart use of 

https://www.everylearnereverywhere.org/blog/data-shows-student-support-is-central-to-higher-eds-future/
https://www.wgu.edu/online-business-degrees/accounting-bachelors-program.html
https://www.wgu.edu/online-business-degrees/accounting-bachelors-program.html


benefits and support services, and leaning on community and peer support so challenges don’t 
become stop signs. Those habits compound into the advantages of college for veterans: 
confidence in the classroom, momentum toward a credential, and long-term career benefits that 
follow into promotions and new roles. Success in college is built on small, consistent 
actions supported by the right people and resources. Choose one next step for college 
enrollment today: request a credit evaluation for transfer credits or start your application and 
connect with the veteran office. That’s how veteran education success stories turn into stable 
work, stronger networks, and more options for the years ahead. 
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