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Abstract of Dissertation 

Academic Performance between Resident and Distance Education Programs in the U.S. 

Army War College 

 

This study used a convergent quantitative-dominant mixed methods design to 

investigate the relationships among variables that may affect academic performance 

across six graduate-level national security courses taught in both the resident and distance 

education programs at the U.S. Army War College (USAWC). Four research questions 

explored the relationships between student academic performance, student characteristics, 

and program format; how faculty who taught in both programs perceived the same 

relationships; and how students understood their attainment of learning outcomes in both 

programs. Three constructs formed the framework for this pragmatic approach: Astin’s 

(1991) inputs-environment-outcomes (I-E-O) model of student development, the 

nontraditional student attrition model of Bean and Metzner (1985), and McClusky’s 

(1963) theory of margin for psychological load. 

Five hundred forty-five U.S. Army officers from one class comprised the sample, 

with 219 officers in the ten-month resident program and 326 officers in the two-year 

distance program. De-identified quantitative data from the institutional database consisted 

of student grades in six core courses, student responses on end-of-course surveys, and 

five student characteristics: Army career specialty, Army component, gender, graduate 

degree status, and race/ethnicity. Six faculty who had taught in both programs 

participated in semi-structured interviews to elicit their beliefs on the relationships among 

these variables. 

Quantitative data were analyzed using t-tests, correlation analysis, and 

hierarchical multiple linear regression. Qualitative data were analyzed using structural 
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and focused coding (Saldaña, 2016). Data were integrated in a side-by-side joint display 

which enabled analysis that mapped the quantitative results to the three components of 

Astin’s (1991) I-E-O model. The faculty responses provided supplemental context that 

sometimes differed from the quantitative results. 

Synthesis of quantitative, qualitative, and integrated results suggests three 

principal findings that correspond with the I-E-O model. For the environment finding, 

program format is a significant predictor of grades in only two courses at the beginning 

and end of the USAWC curriculum. Students studying Strategic Leadership received 

higher grades when taught in residence while distance program students received higher 

grades in Theater Strategy and Campaigning. Faculty believe that program influence 

manifests in a resident student’s full-time status or a distance student’s part-time status—

with the consequent programmatic richness of faculty-student interactions. 

The principal finding for inputs reveals that professional characteristics (Army 

component and career specialty) are significant regression predictors of USAWC grades 

while the demographic markers of gender and race are not. The faculty agree with this 

quantitative finding but overestimate the salience of the largest career specialty 

(traditional combat arms) while underestimating the performance of the smallest career 

specialty (attorneys and chaplains). 

Finally, the principal finding regarding outcomes found that the grade in the first 

USAWC course, Strategic Leadership, is the most significant predictor of the grade in 

the subsequent five courses when included as an independent variable in the regression 

models. The faculty believe that both programs produce graduates equally competent in 
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strategic leader skills. Implications of the findings for policy and research in both senior 

professional military education and civilian executive education are discussed. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Overview 

Officers in the United States Army serve in one of three components: the Federal, 

active-duty Regular Army and part-time Army Reserve, or each state or territory’s part-

time Army National Guard (U.S. Army, 2019a). They are eligible for promotion to the 

rank of lieutenant colonel in their 16th year of service, and to colonel in their 21st year of 

service, based on their merit and the needs of the service (Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, 

2019a, pp. 15–16). In these ranks, they will assume the role of adviser or planner 

supporting a strategic leader: a civilian national security policymaker or a general or flag 

officer. Some of these Army officers will be promoted into the role of strategic leader 

themselves. To equip these Army officers to succeed in their new strategic roles, their 

career managers select them to receive senior professional military education (PME) 

before their 23rd year of service (Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 2017). As with civilian 

graduate students, these Army officers may experience their senior PME as either full-

time or part-time students. 

Each year, nearly 750 students from all U.S. military services, civilian 

government agencies, and the militaries of U.S. partner nations graduate from the senior 

PME curriculum taught at the U.S. Army War College, abbreviated as USAWC (Kem, 

2019). About half of them will attend the ten-month resident education program (REP) as 

full-time students on Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania, accompanied by their family as 

desired. The remainder of the cohort will complete the two-year distance education 

program (DEP) as part-time students, balancing their War College studies against the 

time demands of their career. The distance students supplement online courses with a 
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small proportion of blended learning when they attend two 10-day resident sessions on 

the Carlisle campus bracketing their final program year (Kem, 2019). Described by the 

deputy provost as “one degree, one program, and two delivery methods,” the resident and 

distance cohorts study a single curriculum—albeit in either full-time or part-time status, 

respectively (D. Dworak, personal communication, April 10, 2018). Department of 

Defense guidance mandates all PME institutions will employ direct assessment of student 

learning using “portfolios, presentations, tests/exams, projects, wargames/simulations, 

and written assignments,” regardless of delivery format (Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff [CJCS], 2020, p. GL-3). 

Both programs accomplish the institutional mission, “The U.S. Army War 

College enhances national and global security by developing ideas and educating U.S. 

and international leaders to serve and lead at the strategic-enterprise level” (Ryan, 2020, 

p. 3). The same skills are required of all USAWC graduates, regardless of the modality of 

how they learned them. They take the same six core courses, with similar content, in 

slightly different sequence in the distance program to space the student workload across 

two years. The courses are titled Strategic Leadership, Theory of War and Strategy, 

National Security Policy & Strategy, Regional Studies Program, Theater Strategy and 

Campaigning, and Defense Management. The student body is similar in its demographic 

and professional characteristics, but they appear in different proportions between the two 

programs. 

Two similar but separate faculty teach in the DEP and the REP; like the students, 

these faculty differ in the distribution of their demographic and professional 

characteristics. The REP faculty work in three departments and are more specialized in 
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their expertise; a 16-student resident seminar will see their three-person faculty team in 

rotation for ten months depending on the core course. The DEP faculty are generalists 

organized in two sections. Those in the First Year Studies section teach larger seminars 

(over 20 students) during four core courses in the first year of the distance program. After 

reorganization into new 16-student seminars, and a ten-day summer on-campus course, 

another faculty member in the Second Year Studies section guides them through their 

final two core courses. This second year of study begins with an additional transition 

course unique to the DEP, which connects the national strategic perspective of the first 

year to a regional-level combatant commander’s perspective in the second year. 

How does one evaluate the efficacy of the two USAWC programs? Is one more 

effective at producing national-security graduates than the other? Alexander Astin’s 

(1991) model of student development provides a framework for this convergent 

quantitative-dominant mixed methods study to answer these questions. 

This chapter states the purpose for this study, the problem it seeks to address, and 

its potential significance. A summary of the methodology (t-tests and correlation 

analysis, hierarchical multiple linear regression, and semi-structured interviews) follows, 

and the chapter concludes with the delimitations and limitations of the project and 

definition of key terms.  

Purpose 

This study investigated the relationships among variables that may affect 

academic performance across six graduate-level national security courses taught in both 

the resident and distance education programs at the U.S. Army War College to achieve its 

institutional mission. Note: the terms academic performance and academic achievement 
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will be used interchangeably in this study. The participants were 545 U.S. Army officers 

who graduated from the USAWC Class of 2016 from the resident and distance education 

programs. This study used predominantly quantitative methods to answer three questions, 

whose results were integrated for context with results from a fourth qualitative question.  

Traditionally, learning occurs within the triad of course content, students, and 

faculty. Distance education connects the triad via an electronic learning management 

system for asynchronous learning and augments it with synchronous means such as video 

conferencing (Garrison, 2011; Moore & Kearsley, 2011). The research questions of this 

study were designed to explore the relationships within the course/student/faculty triad. 

The first quantitative question examined academic performance (measured as course 

grades) in relation to the education program format, in both programs. The second 

quantitative question considered student demographic characteristics—gender, 

race/ethnicity, and possession of a previous graduate degree—and professional 

characteristics of Army component and career specialty for their influence on course 

grades, in both programs. The student characteristics are explained in Chapter 3. The 

third quantitative question analyzed end-of-course surveys where students assessed their 

own learning. Finally, a fourth qualitative question provided context to integrate the 

results of the three quantitative questions. Semi-structured interviews with faculty who 

had taught in both resident and distance programs sought faculty perceptions of student 

academic performance. 

These student characteristics were isolated as variables because they have been 

shown to affect academic performance (Etherington, 2018) in nontraditional college 

students, a description that fits the cohort of students in the part-time USAWC distance 
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education program (J. P. Bean & Metzner, 1985; Berge & Huang, 2004; Cabrera et al., 

1993). However, these student characteristics appear in different proportions among the 

Army officers enrolled in the USAWC resident and distance education programs 

depending on their Army component, according to the registrar (C. Fowler, personal 

communication, April 11, 2018). 

Statement of the Problem 

Problems of Practice 

The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff is the country’s senior military officer, 

responsible for assisting the President and the Secretary of Defense with “military 

planning, advice, and policy formulation” (CJCS, 2021, p. 1). To ensure availability of 

staff officers to assist in these duties, the Chairman promulgates policy on the “military 

education of the members of the armed forces” (CJCS, 2021, p. F-1; see also CJCS, 

2020). The previous and current Chairmen of the Joint Chiefs of Staff are ardent 

advocates for professional military education. General Joseph Dunford believed that 

“human capital is the ultimate hedge against future uncertainty” and argued that senior 

PME graduates must be “strategic-minded and critical thinking officers” (Dunford, 2017, 

para. 3). The current Chairman, General Mark Milley, insists that the PME enterprise 

must shape graduates who can achieve “intellectual overmatch” against adversaries 

(Milley et al., 2020, p. 2). An Army War College faculty member characterized this 

competency as strategic thinking, and he expanded Mintzberg’s (1994) classic pairing of 

strategic thinking with synthesis into a USAWC definition that incorporates the “ability 

to envision the future; the sophisticated use of theory; and the application of reflective 

judgment” (Waters, 2019, p. 63). 
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A debate exists about the capability of senior PME to inculcate this thinking 

competency. Miller (2003), Johnson-Freese (2012), and Sackett et al. (2016) argue that 

senior PME does not adequately teach strategic thinking, while McGuire (2011) and 

Waters (2011) believe that the Army War College and at least one sister senior PME 

institution excel at preparing their students for this senior leader competency. In addition 

to its senior PME diploma, the USAWC is accredited to award a Master of Strategic 

Studies degree by the Middle States Commission on Higher Education (Kem, 2019). 

Notwithstanding these contrasting perspectives on senior PME outcomes, the 

USAWC institutional learning outcome states, “Our graduates are intellectually prepared 

to preserve peace, deter aggression, compete below the threshold of armed conflict, and 

achieve victory in war” (Kem, 2019, p. 4). The standards and core curriculum for resident 

and distance USAWC graduates are identical (differing slightly in sequence), designed to 

achieve learning outcomes mandated by the Department of Defense (Deputy Chief of 

Staff G-3/5/7, 2017; CJCS, 2020). But do the two USAWC programs produce their 

intellectually prepared, strategic-thinking graduates with equivalent efficacy across 

individual aspects of the curriculum? Are all learning outcomes in senior PME delivered 

equally effectively in USAWC courses taught face-to-face and online? Although several 

researchers have written about teaching and learning in several aspects of PME, there is a 

gap in the literature concerning the role played by program format in senior PME. 

Problems of Research 

Scholars have addressed aspects of the faculty and student experience (but not 

learning outcomes) in the resident program at the Army War College. Hennessey (2018b) 

explores faculty development and Groh (2003) investigates institutional knowledge 
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management to support the faculty. In the USAWC distance education program, Gordon 

(2005) describes the influences on how faculty develop and deliver lessons to students 

distributed around the globe. Some scholars worry that senior PME faculty, 

predominantly White and male, are not reflective of the gender and racial diversity of 

their students, which may rob them of intellectual context (Johnson-Freese, 2013b; 

Johnson-Freese et al., 2013). R. S. Morris (2008) explores the post-graduation effects of 

leadership development among USAWC students, while Woods (2008) and Galvin 

(2015) study their professional identity development during the program.  

A search of the literature revealed that no researcher had compared the two 

education program formats at the USAWC for differences in student learning outcomes. 

Studies of online PME tend to mirror results from online programs at civilian 

universities. Military student attitudes toward technology affect their participation (not 

learning outcomes) in the online programs at the Army War College (Hills, 2010) and the 

Naval War College (N. A. Lewis, 2006). Family, work, and time distractions influence 

retention of distance students at the Naval Postgraduate School (Mastre & Roberts, 2018) 

while Weston (2010) highlights a common student conflict between the flexibility of 

online learning and a desire for more face-to-face interaction with faculty, at the Army 

Command and General Staff College (see Bunting, 2003; R. B. Brown, 2016). The larger 

debate on the efficacy of these two learning modalities will be addressed in Chapter 2, 

but this current study will examine that issue at the Army War College. 

Statement of Potential Significance 

The results of this study may interest four audiences. First, they could inform 

senior Army leaders who are thinking about two questions concerning the capacity of the 
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USAWC to produce the strategic thinkers demanded by Dunford (2017) and Milley et al. 

(2020). Does a difference in the efficacy of certain USAWC courses, based on program 

format, suggest changes that might yield an increase in the yearly output of strategic-

thinking graduates? Does the fact that, according to the USAWC registrar, over 40% of 

the USAWC’s Army graduates study as part-time students in the distance program—

coping with the distractions of military and civilian careers—offer an opportunity to 

increase their persistence to graduation (C. Fowler, personal communication, April 11, 

2018)? 

Second, this study could satisfy several educational entities external to the Army 

who are concerned about equivalency between its resident and distance education 

programs. The Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness (Kurta, 2017) 

and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (CJCS, 2015, 2020) mandate that the 

quality of senior PME must be agnostic to program format. The USAWC’s civilian 

accrediting organization, the Middle States Commission on Higher Education (MSCHE), 

monitors the college’s compliance with MSCHE Standard 13 to ensure uniform 

application of “institution-wide standards” to distance education and “[parallel] on-site 

offerings” (MSCHE, 2006, p. 58). This study’s findings could provide evidence to assist 

in determining the extent to which the two programs yield equivalent results in their 

current formats. 

Third, several communities within the Army War College could benefit from the 

findings. The commandant (president), provost, and dean may be interested in insights 

that improve the academic experience and completion rate of each year’s graduating class 

in both programs. Doubtful faculty and students may be reassured that the learning 
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performance is comparable between the programs, despite differing opportunities for 

professional networking and seminar dialog between the full-time and part-time 

experiences (Judy, 2016). This reassurance could improve faculty recruiting for the 

distance program and dispel misperceptions about distance student “quality” and 

“potential” among students and their post-graduation supervisors (Judy, 2016, p. 3). 

Finally, professional development and continuing education at the executive level 

(analogous to senior PME) are mandated in all Federal government agencies. Members of 

the civilian Senior Executive Service undergo education to “broaden their leadership and 

technical skills, experience, and perspectives, while promoting increased collaboration” 

between agencies (U.S. Office of Personnel Management, 2017, p. 1). Insights into 

improving outcomes in senior PME may inform the wider Federal effort in executive 

education. 

Research Questions 

The first research question addressed a meso-level aspect of the study by 

comparing the learning outcomes at the level of courses and programs. The remaining 

questions focused on the micro-level when they examine student characteristics, student 

self-assessments, and faculty perceptions regarding student learning outcomes (Creswell 

& Creswell, 2018). 

Research Question 1 

What is the relationship between student academic performance in six core 

courses and the program format? 
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Research Question 2 

What is the relationship between student academic performance in six core 

courses and student characteristics, in both program formats? 

Research Question 3 

How do students understand their attainment of learning outcomes in six core 

courses, in both program formats? 

Research Question 4 

How do faculty who taught in both programs perceive the relationship between 

student characteristics, program format, and academic performance in six core courses? 

Theoretical Foundation of Conceptual Framework 

Student development theory formulated by Astin (1984/1999) provided the 

theoretical foundation for this study (see Wilson, 2011). His seminal theory of student 

development posited that a student would enjoy a beneficial college experience in direct 

proportion to the amount and quality of effort they devote to that experience. He 

described this effort as involvement and believed it was shaped by the college 

environment, which includes variables that administrators and educators can control. 

Although Astin’s (1977, 1984/1999, 1993) research was based on longitudinal studies of 

retention among undergraduates, the effects of involvement may manifest in the Army 

War College’s graduate students. Astin (1984/1999) found that two “environmental 

factors”—living in a campus residence and part-time campus employment—were the 

most critical aspects of involvement for college success (pp. 523–524). Students who 

lived and worked on campus interacted more richly with faculty and each other and 
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completed college at a higher rate than do commuter students and those holding a full-

time job off-campus. 

These two environmental factors of involvement (Astin, 1984/1999) seem to 

parallel the primary differences in the USAWC environment. The full-time resident 

students live in student housing on Carlisle Barracks or in the nearby community (Kem, 

2019). They have no other duties except studying, whereas the part-time USAWC 

distance students juggle full-time military and civilian careers.  

In 1991, Astin constructed a framework for his involvement theory of student 

development as his inputs-environment-outcomes (I-E-O) model (Figure 1), which he 

revalidated two decades later (Astin & Antonio, 2012). The model showed “how 

outcomes are affected by educational policies and practices” (Astin, 1991, p. 39). 

Figure 1 

The Inputs-Environment-Outcomes (I-E-O) Model 

 

Note. Adapted from Astin (1991). 

Astin’s (1991) I-E-O model formed the framework to answer the research 

questions by assessing the influence of an environmental variable (USAWC program 

format) and several input variables (student characteristics) on learning outcomes (course 
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grades) using quantitative analysis. Mayhew et al. (2016) characterized the college 

environment as “institutional cultures and climates and specific educational experiences 

designed to shape students in some meaningful way” (p. 2). This study sought to 

understand how program format interacts with two aspects of identity experienced by 

USAWC students: nontraditional student and adult learner. 

Nontraditional Students 

Both cohorts of USAWC students fit the definition of a “nontraditional student” 

offered by J. P. Bean and Metzner (1985): some combination of “older than 24, …does 

not live in a campus residence, or is a part-time student” (p. 489). While not measured 

directly through a variable in this study, Astin’s (1984/1999) environmental factors of 

place of residence and part-time employment manifest differently among the 

nontraditional students attending USAWC. As mentioned earlier, resident program 

students attend USAWC with little concern for other distractions (besides family needs), 

since PME/graduate school is their primary job for ten months; they have no other 

military duties. 

However, all officers in the USAWC distance program are part-time students, 

who cope with ongoing military training and overseas deployments in addition to the 

demands of family and their USAWC coursework. Additionally, students in the Army 

Reserve and the Army National Guard typically work in a full-time civilian career while 

enrolled in the distance program (Grass, 2016; Talley, 2016; U.S. Army, 2019a). The 

near-simultaneous commitments of distance students to their civilian job, their military 

duties, their family, and the USAWC curriculum at times can exceed their capacity to 

balance them successfully. Two additional theories refined this general relationship 
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between student status (program) and learning outcomes shown in the I-E-O model 

(Astin, 1991). 

First, the nontraditional student attrition model of J. P. Bean and Metzner (1985) 

showed that academic success of “older, part-time” students is more related to the 

“external environment” than to “social integration” (p. 485). According to their model, 

USAWC part-time students would react to “environmental variables” of hours of 

employment (echoed by Astin, 1984/1999) and family responsibilities, which have a 

direct effect on their “academic outcome” as measured by grade point average (J. P. 

Bean & Metzner, 1985, p. 491; see also Metzner & Bean, 1987). However, most 

USAWC students do not incur financial hardship resulting from college expenses that J. 

P. Bean and Metzner (1985) identified for many nontraditional students in civilian 

colleges. Second, McClusky’s (1963) theory of margin posited that a person beset by 

external tasks and internal expectations has a small “margin” for coping with a heavy 

“load” (pp. 16–17). Status as a part-time student could reduce this margin, possibly 

leading to diminished learning outcomes.  

Adult Learners 

An overarching consideration for USAWC students lies in the influence of 

resident or distance education on them as adult learners. Scholars who study the science 

of learning agree on the basic principle that adults learn most effectively when they can 

relate new information to knowledge they have gained through experience (Knowles et 

al., 1973/2005; Wolfe, 2006) and by reflection on that experience (Mezirow, 2000). Two 

expressions of this principle describe the USAWC student. In a seminal work, Knowles 

et al. (1973/2005) proposed the concept of andragogy, or teaching of adults, to 
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differentiate their learning needs from the traditional term pedagogy, or general teaching 

and learning methods; in essence, andragogy describes a learner-centered education mode 

that transitions the teacher from lecturer to learning coach. The USAWC seminar model 

embodies this approach, captured by British general J. F. C. Fuller’s admonition to 

military officer students: “we shall teach each other… because we have a vast amount of 

experience … until you learn how to teach yourselves, you will never be taught by 

others” (Fuller, 1936, pp. 417–418).  

Second, the transition to strategic thinker requires USAWC students to reflect on 

their beliefs and assumptions so they can broaden their perspective through “reflective 

discourse” within the seminar (Mezirow, 2000, p. 11). This action results in a change in 

world view according to Mezirow’s (2000) concept of transformative learning. The 

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff demanded such a transformation in senior PME 

graduates because they must “think about problems at the strategic level… [that are] 

much greater than the challenges they dealt with at the tactical and operational level” 

(Dunford, 2017, para. 8) and be able to “defeat competitors in contests we have not yet 

imagined” (Milley et al., 2020, p. 2). 

Student development theory (Astin, 1984/1999) expressed through Astin’s (1991) 

I-E-O model provided a theoretical foundation for this study. The work of J. P. Bean and 

Metzner (1985) and McClusky (1963) clarified effects of student involvement and the 

scholarship on adult learning (Knowles et al., 1973/2005; Mezirow, 2000) provided 

insights into results obtained when the I-E-O model was applied to student outcomes at 

the Army War College. 
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Summary of the Paradigm and Methodology 

Mixed methods research designs apply techniques best suited to generate 

knowledge within a context—“what works” to present a complete view of a problem 

perhaps not provided by either qualitative or quantitative methods (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2011, p. 43). Pragmatism has become popular as a paradigm for mixed methods 

researchers, breaking through the conceptual barrier between quantitative (such as post-

positivism) and qualitative (such as constructivism) methodologies (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2011; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Morgan, 2007).  

Pragmatism allowed the connection of this study’s first two quantitative questions 

with the third and fourth questions. In a quantitative study, questions 1 and 2 would be 

situated in a post-positivist paradigm which aspires to discover evidence for a linkage of 

causes and effects in the pursuit of knowledge (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The linear 

structure of the I-E-O model frames this linkage: student characteristics are inputs to the 

education program within the USAWC environment, wherein both influence learning 

outcomes measured as course grades.  

In a qualitative study, questions 3 and 4 might have been approached through a 

constructivist paradigm. Constructivism recognizes that different participants in the 

creation of knowledge can hold unique, subjective perspectives about its reality (Creswell 

& Creswell, 2018). Students assessed, through course surveys, their own perceptions of 

knowledge gained from their USAWC studies and how well prepared they felt to apply 

new knowledge in their post-graduation jobs. Semi-structured interviews solicited the 

perceptions of the small pool of USAWC faculty with experience teaching in both 
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programs regarding the influence of student characteristics and the college environment 

on student learning experiences and outcomes. 

Pragmatism inspired the integration of the qualitative results with the quantitative 

results to gain a deeper understanding of the I-E-O model of the Army War College by 

“reject[ing] the forced choice between post-positivism and constructivism” (Tashakkori 

& Teddlie, 1998, p. 22). 

Quantitative Approach to Research Questions 1 Through 3 

This convergent quantitative-dominant mixed methods study drew on extant data 

from the USAWC Class of 2016 for 326 U.S. Army students graduated from the distance 

program and 219 U.S. Army students from the resident program. The intellectual 

preparation called for in the USAWC institutional learning outcome could not be 

represented by a single dependent variable (DV). Instead, I examined a construct called 

“academic performance” consisting of six DVs, which are the grades in the six core 

courses across both programs. 

Research question 1 “What is the relationship between academic performance in 

six core courses and the program format?” was addressed by t tests and correlation 

analysis. This approach validated the USAWC commandant’s requirement that “the 

[core] courses build upon and reinforce each other” and “provide continuity of thought 

and meaning for students throughout the year” (Kem, 2019, p. 14). 

I employed multiple linear regression to answer research question 2, “What is the 

relationship between academic performance in six core courses and student 

characteristics, in both program formats?” In Chapter 3, the I-E-O model adapted for the 

Army War College provides a framework to relate academic performance to nine 
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independent variables (IV) that represent both inputs and the environment. Eight IVs 

depict the model inputs of student demographic characteristics (gender, previous 

graduate degree, and race/ethnicity) and professional characteristics (Army component 

and four separate career specialties) while the ninth IV, the environmental factor 

program format, represents differing involvement by full-time and part-time students. 

I used hierarchical regression analysis to introduce blocks of IVs then record the 

proportion of the variance they explained in each course grade. Model 1 contained the 

three demographic variables to which Model 2 added program format. Model 3 tested the 

five professional variables to which Model 4 added program format. The fifth model for 

each course combined models 2 and 4 for all courses to find the influence of all nine IVs. 

The correlation analysis in question 1 indicated a possible relationship between academic 

performance in the first course, Strategic Leadership, and the grade in each subsequent 

course. A final model tested this relationship by adding the Strategic Leadership grade as 

an IV to the final models for Theory of War and Strategy, National Security Policy & 

Strategy, Regional Studies Program, Theater Strategy and Campaigning, and Defense 

Management. 

I answered research question 3 “How do students understand their attainment of 

learning outcomes in six core courses, in both program formats?” using t tests to compare 

student responses on extant formal course surveys, administered in both programs 

(Creswell, 2013). Using five-point Likert scales, students assess their knowledge of 

course topics before and after each course and describe how well they feel prepared to 

apply that knowledge in their post-graduation jobs. I used t tests rather than chi-square 

tests because I am comparing the means of the responses between two populations 
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(students in a program) rather than association between two categorical variables (Grace-

Martin, n.d.). Since these survey results reflected aggregate data, they provided context 

rather than correlation for the results for questions 1 and 2. Reliability and validity of 

these surveys is addressed in Chapter 3. 

Qualitative Approach to Research Question 4 

The USAWC resident and distance programs are taught by similar but separate 

faculty (the USAWC faculty is discussed in Chapter 3). Research question 4 asked, “How 

do faculty who taught in both programs perceive the relationship between student 

characteristics, program format, and academic performance in six core courses?” My 

semi-structured interviews solicited from the six USAWC faculty with dual-program 

experience their perceptions about the influence of student characteristics and the college 

environment on academic performance. One question in the faculty interview was 

identical to a question that the students answered in their course surveys, providing a 

measure of triangulation between the answers to questions 3 and 4 (Bryman, 2006; 

Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

The results reported in Chapter 4 for the three quantitative questions were 

integrated with the context provided by the fourth qualitative question in Chapter 5 using 

a side-by-side joint display. Gaining popularity as an analytical technique in mixed 

methods research, a joint display juxtaposes quantitative and qualitative findings to 

illuminate areas of validation and divergence (Guetterman et al., 2015; Haynes-Brown & 

Fetters, 2021; Younas et al., 2021). The parallel, integrated analysis revealed three major 

findings, each aligned with a component of the I-E-O model. 
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Delimitations and Limitations 

Delimitations 

The study has two delimitations. First, the participants include only U.S. Army 

students at the USAWC, in residence at Carlisle Barracks and online; it excludes 

USAWC students who are officers from other U.S. military Services, government 

civilians, or international officers. This exclusion should remove a potential source of 

error due to differing, Service-specific selection criteria to attend the USAWC; all Army 

officers, regardless of component, are selected through a board process on a “best-

qualified basis” (Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, 2019b, p. 18; Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 

2017, p. 53). Likewise, exclusion of the government civilian students and the 

international officers enrolled in the USAWC should reduce possible error due to varying 

screening characteristics used by their agencies or countries (C. Fowler, personal 

communication, April 11, 2018).  

The second delimitation arises because this study does not address U.S. Army 

officers who receive their senior PME through four alternative resident venues: 1) war 

colleges of sister Services; 2) specialized, multi-Service joint war colleges in 

Washington, DC, and Virginia; 3) foreign war colleges; and 4) Army War College 

fellowships at civilian institutions (CJCS, 2020; Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 2019). 

While these Army officers are selected for senior PME by the same Army-level board 

that sends officers to the USAWC, their courses of study differ from Carlisle Barracks 

students. 

The alternative senior PME experiences at think tanks, universities, and non-

Army government agencies must afford the USAWC fellows with learning outcomes 
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equivalent to those offered by the USAWC, but not necessarily through curricula 

identical to the USAWC programs (CJCS, 2015, 2020; Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 

2019). All alternative senior PME experiences for Army officers only exist in a resident 

format. Furthermore, the Army selection board will not choose Army officers to enroll in 

the senior PME distance education programs offered by the Navy or Air Force because 

they do not satisfy Army senior PME requirements (Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 

2017). The remaining senior-level colleges do not offer distance education programs. 

These two delimitations, arising from restricting the sample to Army students 

attending the U.S. Army War College, may hamper generalization of the study’s results 

to the larger field of senior professional military education. 

Limitation 

Using course grades as outcomes measures is the principal limitation, and extant 

research both endorses and criticizes this practice. Astin (1977), P. D. Bailey (2012), 

Mayhew et al. (2016), and Saupe and Eimers (2013) correlate grades and grade point 

average with college academic achievement, while Schinske and Tanner (2014) find the 

opposite results. Kirtman (2009) and Cavanaugh and Jacquemin (2015) note slight but 

not significant differences between grades in courses taught simultaneously to face-to-

face and online sections. The literature predominantly supports grades as measures of 

learning outcomes in college, so this study will investigate the applicability of grades to 

the program format of senior PME.  

Definition of Key Terms 

Three independent variables (Army component, career specialty, and gender) and 

three other terms (blended learning, distance education, and Service) require explanation.  
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Army Component 

Army officers serve in the Federal, active-duty Regular Army, the Federal, part-

time Army Reserve, or a state or territory’s part-time Army National Guard (U.S. Army, 

2019a); these terms will be addressed in Chapter 3. 

Blended Learning 

This term refers to a combination of distance education and classroom instruction, 

where the modes of teaching and learning are mediated through information technology. 

This mediation allows the transference of some of the instructional process and content 

from the physical classroom to a virtual counterpart (Garrison & Vaughan, 2013; Moore 

& Kearsley, 2011). The Army amplifies this definition with an emphasis on the 

integrated nature of the two modes (Training and Doctrine Command [TRADOC], 2017). 

Career Specialty 

Army officers serve in one of 39 career specialties, known as branches or 

functional areas (Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, n.d., 2019a, 2020). For this study, these 

specialties have been clustered into five meta-categories commonly used by Army human 

resources managers (listed in decreasing order of size): Operations, Operations Support, 

Force Sustainment, Special Branches, and Health Services (Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, 

n.d.). Chapter 3 and Appendix A provide more detail.  

Distance Education 

Michael Moore is a seminal scholar in the field of distance education and founder 

of the American Journal of Distance Education in 1987 (Barbour & Reeves, 2006). 

Moore and Kearsley (2011) define distance education as “teaching and planned learning 

in which teaching normally occurs in a different place from learning, requiring 
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communication through technologies as well as special institutional organization” (p. 2). 

Their definition subsumes other labels such as distance learning and online learning. 

Gender 

This study will define gender according to “biological sex” (binary: male and 

female) according to the Department of Defense (DoD) policy in force when the USAWC 

Class of 2016 was selected and matriculated. The author acknowledges that using this 

definition of gender does not address how non-binary individuals might experience the 

Army War College differently than binary males and females. The USAWC has no 

record of a transgender U.S. Army officer enrolled as a student in the Class of 2016, 

according to the registrar (C. Fowler, personal communication, April 11, 2018).  

Transgender people were allowed to serve in the U.S. military beginning July 28, 

2015 (Carter, 2015a) but all Army students for the Class of 2016 already had been board-

selected and matriculated before that date (Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 2017; Rapp, 

2015). The Regular Army, Army Reserve, and Army National Guard students who 

matriculated in May 2014 for the two-year distance Class of 2016 were selected in 

summer 2013 and announced in March 2014. Students from the same three Army 

components who matriculated in July 2015 for the ten-month resident Class of 2016 were 

selected in July 2014 and announced in March 2015.  

Service  

When the Class of 2016 graduated, a military Service was defined as “a branch of 

the Armed Forces of the United States, established by act of Congress, which are: the 

Army, Marine Corps, Navy, Air Force, and Coast Guard” (Office of the CJCS, 2020, p. 
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194). On December 20, 2019, the U.S. Space Force became the newest military Service 

with the enactment of the Fiscal Year 2020 National Defense Authorization Act. 

Summary 

This chapter stated the problem of graduating more strategic-thinking Army 

officers from the Army War College who are intellectually prepared to address national 

security challenges (Dunford, 2017; Kem, 2019; Milley et al., 2020). The study 

investigated the relationships between academic performance, program format, and 

student characteristics, using extant USAWC data. The chapter described the potential 

significance of this study to entities inside and outside the Army War College. The 

student development theory proposed by Astin (1984/1999) linking student involvement 

to academic efficacy underlaid the study’s conceptual framework of Astin’s (1991) 

student development model of inputs-environment-outcomes. 

The chapter outlined the methodology for this convergent quantitative-dominant 

mixed methods study where t tests, correlation analysis, and hierarchical multiple linear 

regression answered three quantitative research questions. These results were integrated 

with the qualitative answers to a fourth question through faculty interviews. It concluded 

with two delimitations and one limitation of the study and a definition of six key terms.  

This study made a significant contribution to knowledge in the field of higher 

education in two areas. First, it added to the literature on the efficacy of distance learning 

versus face-to-face education. This study was the first to compare academic performance 

in the distance and resident programs within one senior professional military education 

institution, involving similar curricula, faculty, and students. The relative homogeneity 

within the curricula and faculty as part of the environment in the I-E-O model served to 
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isolate the main influence of the USAWC environment, which was student time status 

dictated by studying in the full-time resident program or the part-time distance program. 

Second, the significant influence of the competencies taught in the Strategic 

Leadership course on academic performance in subsequent courses validate its placement 

at the start of the curriculum. This confirmation may provide a catalog of lessons in 

strategic leader competencies that may interest other senior-level PME colleges as well as 

government and civilian executive education courses. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

Overview 

This chapter is organized in five sections, each starting with a note on its literature 

gap. As context for senior professional military education (PME), the first section 

examines continuing professional development at the executive level in civilian 

government agencies. Section two situates the philosophy and practice of senior PME 

within this context as conducted at the USAWC, its sister-Service U.S. war colleges, and 

selected military PME institutions outside the United States. Section three reviews 

aspects of the USAWC student identity that may affect academic achievement: adult 

learner, nontraditional student, gender, and race/ethnicity. Section four explores the 

instructional modalities employed at the USAWC: resident, distance, and blended 

learning. In the final section of this study, its theoretical basis—Alexander Astin’s 

(1984/1999) theory of student involvement—is linked to its conceptual framework, 

which is Astin’s (1991) inputs-environment-outputs (I-E-O) model). The chapter will 

close with a summary of considerations. 

Professional Development Through Executive Education 

A survey of this activity reveals strong parallels between senior professional 

military education and professional development of both senior civilians in the Federal 

government and executives leading private organizations and companies. This similarity 

reinforces the truism that leadership has universal principles applied through localized 

practices (Campbell, 2005; House et al., 2013). However, a lack of direct comparison 

between senior PME and civilian executive development seems to highlight a gap in the 

literature. 
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Executive Development of U.S. Government Civilians 

The U.S. Office of Personnel Management (OPM) manages all human resource 

functions and personnel policy for the Federal government. Members of the Senior 

Executive Service (SES) comprise the top 1% of that Federal workforce (A. Bailey, 2012, 

p. 1). They are the civilian government analog to the military’s general officer corps. 

These senior public servants are charged with “ensuring the continuity and success of our 

Government as a whole” since elected political leaders change at the will of the voters 

(A. Bailey, 2012, p. 1). 

Just as the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff uses his Officer Professional 

Military Education Policy (CJCS, 2015, 2020) to form the next generation of senior 

leaders, OPM defines its executive development function as “an ongoing systematic 

process that assesses, develops, and enhances an executive’s ability to carry out top-level 

roles in the organization” (A. Bailey, 2012, p. 7; see also U.S. Office of Personnel 

Management, 2020). OPM promulgates five executive core qualifications (ECQ) that 

assess executive potential, not unlike the desired leader attributes the Chairman asks 

senior PME institutions to instill and reinforce in their graduates (CJCS, 2015, 2020). 

The first ECQ, leading change, has a component of strategic thinking. It is 

instructive to contemplate the nuanced differences in how senior civilian and military 

leaders appreciate this pre-eminent executive skill. Consider OPM’s definition: 

“formulates objectives and priorities and implements [long-term] plans … [while] 

capitaliz[ing] on opportunities and manag[ing] risks” (A. Bailey, 2012, p. 33). Contrast 

this with the USAWC definition by Waters (2011) as the “ability to envision the future; 
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the sophisticated use of theory; and the application of reflective judgment.” While there 

are parallels, OPM seems to emphasize the continuity of government attribute (A. Bailey, 

2012) for the SES while military leaders are pushed to think reflexively as they try to 

discern national security challenges in the future (Waters, 2011). The remaining four 

executive core qualifications are not notably different than the course learning outcomes 

for the USAWC Strategic Leadership course: 2) leading people; 3) results driven; 4) 

business acumen; and 5) building coalitions (U.S. Office of Personnel Management, 

2015, 2017, 2020; see U.S. Army War College, 2015c, 2020g). 

How should leaders of Federal agencies inculcate these five ECQ’s into their 

executives? They are required by public law to maintain an executive development plan 

for each SES that details their short-term and long-term developmental activities (U.S. 

Office of Personnel Management, 2017, 2020). This dynamic plan must include four 

components. Each SES must undertake rotational assignments and sabbaticals to gain 

perspective in other organizations. They must participate in an annual experiential 

learning activity. Each executive must receive a periodic leadership assessment from 

employees and peers. Finally, they are strongly encouraged to take advantage of the SES 

Situational Mentoring Program and the Federal Coaching Network (Cobert, 2016; U.S. 

Office of Personnel Management, 2017, 2020). 

The Department of Defense (DoD) implements OPM’s requirement for an 

executive development plan through its Defense Senior Leader Development Program 

(Department of Defense, 2018). While retaining the same four OPM components in its 

plan, DoD aims its program at employees with potential to join the ranks of the SES as 

well as currently serving executives. They undergo a formal educational experience, 
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beginning with a three-month online Defense Strategy Foundation course, taught by the 

Department of Distance Education at the USAWC, as prerequisite for attending the ten-

month resident program at one of the military senior PME schools. After completing 

PME and the other components of their first development plan, potential SES candidates 

undergo “a structured interview to discern demonstration of higher order cognition in 

reasoning, judgement, and approaches necessary to make the leap to thinking and 

operating at an executive level” (Department of Defense, 2018, p. 4). The source of 

information for this DoD program did not state the consequences of an unsuccessful 

interview. 

The Department of the Army, as a component of the Department of the Defense, 

operates its SES Education, Training and Development Program that “fosters a culture of 

continuous learning that enhances leadership competencies” to operate in the wider DoD 

enterprise (Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 2017, p. 108). Mandatory foundation training 

consisting of four courses must be accomplished within 18 months of appointment to the 

SES, followed by annual continuing education in topics such as strategic leadership 

development, interaction with stakeholders within and outside the DoD, and talent and 

succession management (Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 2017). 

Executive Development Outside the Federal Government 

Executives in private industry give three reasons on surveys for attending 

executive education programs:  “(1) to further their area of specialization, (2) to better 

their understanding of strategic challenges faced by their company and/or industry, and 

(3) to prepare for a new position or assignment” (Stanton & Stanton, 2017, p. 11). At 

least two studies found that executive-level learners were equally satisfied with their 
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learning experience when asked to compare in-resident courses with asynchronous 

distance learning (Rafferty & Anderson, 2013) and blended learning (Dakduk et al., 

2018). This small sample affords some validation of the utility of these modalities for the 

Army War College. 

OPM undertook a survey of private-sector organizations to harvest best practices 

to apply to SES development (A. Bailey, 2012). A stark difference between government 

and the private sector emerged in the emphasis on leaders developing leaders. A. Bailey 

(2012) noted that 63% of private-sector executives participate in leadership development 

events and 59% coach their direct reports in building executive development plans, 

compared to only 19% of Federal executives directly engaging in subordinate leader 

development (pp. 15–16).  

Private-sector industry embraces a “just in time” approach to executive learning, 

known as the “70-20-10 model” which recognizes that 70% of learning occurs while 

working in one’s normal job, 20% of learning occurs from collaboration and coaching, 

while only 10% results from formal training; this approach has been popularized as “do-

learn-do” (A. Bailey, 2012, pp. 20, 41). This “just in time” model reinforces two precepts 

of adult learning within the construct of andragogy (Knowles et al., 1973/2005): adults 

choose to learn at the point of need and tend to focus on a problem rather than a subject 

area. Stated another way, A. Bailey (2012) quoted corporate trainer Jim Bolt: “It is easier 

to act our way into thinking than to think our way into acting” (p. 22). 

Despite the gap between industry and government in zeal for hands-on learning 

between leader and follower, the private sector recognizes the utility of the OPM’s 

executive core qualifications. A scan of three civilian graduate school websites 
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recommended in A. Bailey’s (2012) best practices document—American University, 

Harvard, and Syracuse—reveals executive education programs explicitly aligned with the 

ECQ’s being proffered to government and private executives alike. The utility of the 

senior PME experience seems to be validated by executives inside and outside the 

Federal government.  

U.S. Senior Professional Military Education 

The Department of Defense operates six resident senior-level colleges to deliver 

senior joint PME: the Army War College; the Marine Corps War College at Quantico, 

VA; the Naval War College at Newport, RI; the Air War College at Montgomery, AL; 

and two joint institutions in Washington, DC, in the National War College and the 

Eisenhower School for National Security and Resource Strategy. Two other senior-level 

institutes—the College of International Security Affairs in Washington, DC, and the Joint 

Advanced Warfighting School, in Norfolk, VA—cater to smaller specialized student 

populations (CJCS, 2015, 2020). Regardless of size or location, all senior PME schools 

operate similarly to the Army War College: underlying curriculum requirements from the 

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (CJCS, 2015, 2020); faculty comprised of military 

and civilian instructors; and adult learning centered on seminar dialog.  

Most literature on senior PME has been published since 2000. The senior PME 

enterprise strives to provide the education demanded by former Secretary of Defense 

James Mattis who believed “the most important six inches on the battlefield is between 

your ears” (Szoldra, 2016, para. 16). A former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 

insists that PME graduates be able to “think through complexity” (Dempsey, 2014, p. 4) 
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while the incumbent demands they be “strategic-minded and critically thinking” (Milley 

et al., 2020, p. 4). 

The definition of strategic thinking and the debate about the capability of senior 

PME to inculcate this competency in its graduates were discussed in Chapter 1. Waters 

(2019) enumerated four components of strategic thinking long in favor at the USAWC 

(for example, C. D. Allen & Gerras, 2009) and perhaps familiar to the average reader: 

critical thinking (challenge biases), creative thinking (challenge norms), systems thinking 

(connect diverse issues), and thinking in time (use history to inform judgment). It is 

important to disentangle the notion of critical thinking from critical theory; the latter can 

be explained as a philosophical approach to critiquing ideas and institutions for their 

promotion of inequality through a dominant power structure. 

Hill (2017), a USAWC professor, argued that systems thinking is the sine qua non 

for strategic leaders to operate inside complex, adaptive systems. Congressman Isaac 

“Ike” Skelton, famously interested in professional military education, declared that it 

must “improve its contribution to strategic thinking” which he says “connects diverse but 

interrelated issues into a systematic pattern” (U.S. Congress, 1989). Waggener (2015, p. 

56) argued that Skelton’s reforms laid the foundation for PME institutions to inculcate 

“joint acculturation” and strategic thinking in their learners. Army scientists Sackett et al. 

(2016) advocated that effectively learning strategic thinking and reflective judgment 

demands repeated student practice under PME faculty tutelage, followed by self-

reflection. 

Students attending senior PME have a developmental advantage over typical 

undergraduates and even over many graduate students. After nearly two decades in the 
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profession of arms, they have reached the requisite mental maturity identified by scholars 

to develop reflexive, complex (i.e., strategic) thinking (Kegan & Lahey, 2009; King & 

Kitchener, 2002). Critiquing the societal desire that undergraduates leave college 

transformed into critical thinkers, Weissberg (2011) noted that this skill presumes deep 

knowledge of a topic and “before you can connect numerous dots in non-obvious, 

enlightening ways, you have to know many, many dots” (p. 223). In 2013, Weissberg 

was no more confident that inexperienced students can master this higher-order cognitive 

skill, offering a definition of critical thinking as “the ability to use reason to move beyond 

the acquisition of facts to uncover deeper meaning” (p. 318). An enduring theme in the 

USAWC curriculum is “the exercise of discretionary judgment” as a strategic leader 

(Kem, 2019, p. 11). Such judgment draws from a reservoir full of Weissberg’s (2011, 

2013) experience that must be filtered and arrayed in a new way through senior PME.  

C. D. Allen (2010, 2015) and C. D. Allen and Filiberti (2016) critiqued the 

Army’s institutional culture that sometimes hinders the Army War College’s ability to 

educate its students to fill the roles defined by Bullis (2019) of strategic planners, leaders, 

and advisors. These authors worried that this culture prompts USAWC graduates to value 

sense-making frameworks at the expense of critical thinking. Hooker (2019), Johnson-

Freese (2012), Reed (2011), and Scales (2010) criticized all war colleges for trading rigor 

in their curricula for application of doctrine, rather than challenging their military 

students in academic situations that force them out of their mental comfort zones.  

The Army War College holds a dual identity as a professional school that 

reinforces for military leaders “the corpus of knowledge directly related to their mission 

and an ethic” (Metz, 2013, p. 4) while it tries to inculcate the academic values of inquiry 
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and diverse perspectives valued in its identity as a graduate school. In addition to its 

senior PME diploma, the USAWC is accredited to award a Master of Strategic Studies 

degree by the Middle States Commission on Higher Education (Kem, 2019; Rapp, 2015). 

Herein lies a tension between doctrine associated with how military professionals 

understand their role and the strategic thinking that challenges assumptions and perhaps 

even roles. Czarnecki (2018) and Snider (2015) argued that the military must continually 

renew its societal license as a profession because of the gravity of its mission entrusted 

by society: to manage the application of violence to achieve aims of the state. Czarnecki 

(2018) incorporated Metz’s (2013) educational duality to endorse “a [hybrid] curriculum 

of learning skills and knowledge” (p. 43) for this renewal. But do professional skills 

based on doctrine (“what to think”) crowd out the intellectual curiosity that focuses on 

“how to think?”  

Johnson-Freese (2012) lamented that this mandate to instill professional expertise 

stifles the academic freedom and individuality expected by professors in the civilian 

realm. However, N. Murray (2016) and Shanks Kaurin (2017) argued that both academic 

synthesis and applied learning have their place in senior PME but insist that learning to 

critically think and write must remain paramount. Miller (2003) reinforced this worry as 

he argued that the USAWC curriculum model of seminar dialog does not increase student 

scores measured on a common critical-thinking instrument. Despite senior PME’s faults, 

Johnson-Freese (2013a) and Kelley and Johnson-Freese (2014) argued that it inculcates 

vital elements of military strategic leader learning that cannot be replaced wholly by 

outsourcing senior PME to civilian graduate schools.  
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PME Among Our Allies 

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was formed to standardize 

training, equipment, and policies that enhance military interoperability amongst its 29 

member nations (NATO, n.d.). Two initiatives demonstrate the power of education to 

strengthen the existing alliance while encouraging peripheral nations into a strategic 

partnership. 

The Defence Education Enhancement Programme (DEEP) provides a framework 

for visits by NATO civilian and military professionals to non-NATO (and new member) 

nations to conduct educational workshops, conferences, exercises, and curriculum-

development sessions (NATO, 2019; see also D’Andurain & Stolberg, 2012). Army War 

College staff and faculty have supported DEEP for a decade in nations such as Georgia, 

Mauritania, Moldova, and Ukraine. Canada modified its PME curriculum at the request 

of DEEP officials so that it was easy to export to nations with a weak or nonexistent 

military education system (Emelifeonwu, 2015). Although concentrated on junior and 

mid-level officers (rather than senior PME), this “reference curriculum” offered modules 

covering ethics, planning, security policy, and leadership that provide a solid foundation 

for professionalizing a less-sophisticated partner army. Alliance values of civil-military 

cooperation and military professionalism were reinforced by readings drawn from 

sources such as the U.S. Army War College (Emelifeonwu, 2015). 

At the senior PME level, the NATO Defence College in Rome offers two resident 

Senior Courses each year to a student body similar to the USAWC (senior officers and 

civilians) to enhance “human interoperability” in the alliance (NATO Defence College, 

2018). Small seminar groups foster acculturation as students collaborate in the practice of 
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“strategic thinking … in a multinational environment”—one of the competencies taught 

at the USAWC (NATO Defence College, 2018). 

Student Characteristics and Academic Achievement 

This section discusses aspects of the USAWC student identity that may affect 

academic achievement: adult learner, nontraditional student, gender, and race/ethnicity.  

The literature discusses how adult learners and nontraditional students experience 

different aspects of face-to-face and online learning. However, a gap exists concerning 

the influences of these two identities in senior PME. All USAWC students hold both 

identities, but “nontraditional student” may be magnified among the part-time students in 

the distance program. Do these two identities manifest differently in these senior PME 

populations when considering course content and student characteristics? 

The literature has a gap regarding the influences of gender and race/ethnicity on 

academic achievement in senior military officers and civilians learning about national 

security issues through seminar dialog. There seems to be a gap in the coverage of 

environmental influences of a senior PME institution, both resident and distance formats. 

Adult Learners 

Adult learning is a rich field of study, so this section will feature three areas 

pertinent to the learner-centered education model of the USAWC student seminar. The 

importance to seminar learning of Knowles et al.’s (1973/2005) concept of andragogy 

and Mezirow’s (2000) transformative learning were highlighted in Chapter 1.  

Knowles et al. (1973/2005) posited that andragogy, literally the teaching of 

adults, rests on five assumptions about adult learners. First, they want to be transitioned 

from being teacher-dependent to being self-directed. Second, learning must acknowledge 
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the deeper and broader experience of adults to successfully anchor new knowledge into 

their brains (see also Zull, 2006). Third, adults want to learn at the point of need, when 

they sense an aspect of themselves needing development. This often rises from the fourth 

assumption that adult learning is problem centered rather than subject centered. Finally, 

adults’ motivation to learn is internally rather than externally driven. For example, they 

will be more excited about taking their organization’s mandatory professional-

certification course if they can see its developmental value for them. 

Baumgartner et al. (2003) offered a series of critiques of Knowles et al. 

(1973/2005). Andragogy was conceptualized from observation of college-age, middle-

class, White men, so fails to acknowledge the sociocultural context of learning. 

Accordingly, it does not account for needs of second-language learners or for different 

expectations of teacher-student dynamics latent in a non-White, non-American culture 

(see also Parrish & Linder-VanBerschot, 2010). Finally, they pointed out that scholars 

question andragogy as a theory and that pedagogy and andragogy may not be different 

but points on a continuum of learning (Baumgartner et al., 2003).  

Despite the critique of andragogy for its lack of inclusiveness, critical-theory 

scholar Freire (2000) reinforced its learner-centered approach when he argues against the 

“banking” concept of education, where a teacher deposits instruction into a student’s 

brain as received knowledge, allowing no reflection so the student can make meaning of 

it (p. 72). The USAWC seminar-dialog model is summarized by Caddell (2011) as 

“Don’t tell – Ask” while A. Foster (2014) admired its open-ended “process 

comprehension questions” to help students construct meaning together as they explore 

ideas in what Raelin (2002, p. 66) called “public reflection.” 
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The neuroscience of learning has made great strides toward understanding how a 

person must anchor new information within their existing experience to transform it into 

learned knowledge, rather than the brain discarding it as unimportant data (Zull, 2006; 

see also Taylor, 2006; P. Wolfe, 2006). P. Wolfe’s (2006) recognition that the most 

powerful learning requires an “emotional foundation” (p. 5) should inform USAWC 

faculty efforts to link student experiences to learning outcomes. 

Nontraditional Students 

Resident program students attend USAWC with little concern for other 

distractions (besides family needs) since graduate school is their primary job for ten 

months; they have no military duties. However, all officers in the distance program are 

part-time USAWC students, who cope with ongoing military training and overseas 

deployments on top of the demands of family and their coursework. Additionally, 

students in the Army Reserve and the Army National Guard typically work in a full-time 

civilian career while enrolled in the distance program (Grass, 2016; U.S. Army, 2019a; 

Talley, 2016). A seminal model of nontraditional student attrition conceptualized by J. P. 

Bean and Metzner (1985) helps to understand the challenges facing the distance program 

students. 

They defined a nontraditional student as a person “younger than 24 years, or lives 

off campus, or attends college part-time; is not influenced by the campus social 

environment; and is mainly interested in academic courses rather than student life 

programs” (J. P. Bean & Metzner, 1985, p. 489). They argued that the success (Astin, 

1984/1999) and persistence (Tinto, 1975, 1993) of these part-time college students 

depend less on the “intensity and duration” of their social integration with the campus 
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community and more on their interaction with the off-campus environment (J. P. Bean & 

Metzner, 1985, p. 488). They described this interaction as environmental pull. 

J. P. Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model includes GPA as a predictor for part-time 

student persistence but, more germane to this study, reinforces the selection of input 

variables that may affect GPA within the USAWC. This current study tests their 

proposed “background variables” of ethnicity and gender for a relationship with GPA (p. 

491). Although this researcher will not measure them directly, two of J. P. Bean and 

Metzner’s (1985) “environmental pull variables” (p. 491)—hours of employment and 

family responsibilities—may have an indirect influence on GPA difference between 

USAWC resident and distance students.  

The literature regarding J. P. Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model is divided 

regarding the USAWC input variables of interest. Metzner and Bean (1987) found that 

being a member of a non-White ethnic group reduced GPA. However, three studies could 

not link gender, hours of employment, or family responsibilities with GPA for 

undergraduates (C. M. Brown, 2007; Metzner & Bean, 1987) or graduate students (Bair, 

1999). Cabrera et al. (1993) and Berge and Huang (2004) agreed that the environmental 

pull variables, as a group, do influence academic outcomes measured as GPA. While 

Mastre and Roberts’s (2018) study of the Naval Postgraduate School did not investigate 

influences on GPA, they affirmed the correlation of three “external and institutional 

influences” (p. 26) with decisions by their distance students to withdraw from the 

program: family, work, and time. 

The near-simultaneous commitments of distance students to their civilian job, 

their military duties, their family, and the USAWC curriculum can exceed their capacity 



 

 

 

39 

to balance them successfully. McClusky’s (1963) theory of margin posits that a person 

beset by external tasks and internal expectations has a small “margin” resulting from a 

heavy “load.” Main (1979) delineated McClusky’s (1963) load concept by placing the 

demands of family, career, and self-care into the external category while grouping 

personal goals and self-esteem into internal load. An individual’s effectiveness in 

resolving these competing demands is their “power” which combines “physical, social, 

mental, and economic abilities” (McClusky, 1963, pp. 15–16). 

A ratio of load to power defines a person’s margin, or capacity to deal with life in 

a healthy manner. This margin ratio has been measured by Stevenson (1982) using an 

empirically-developed scale that was validated in a higher education setting by B. H. 

Walker (1997). Status as a part-time student could unbalance the margin ratio; however, 

the scholarship on working while attending college yields mixed results. 

Recognition of the link between working and college success is not a recent 

phenomenon; Girves and Wemmerus (1988) developed two models of graduate student 

degree progress that predicted success proportional to the type and intensity of work 

offered as financial aid. More recently, Perna (2010) summarized a body of work that 

concludes U.S. undergraduates who work between ten and fifteen hours per week have a 

higher college retention rate than unemployed students, while those working longer hours 

are more likely to leave college. She warned that adult learners are at risk for “high levels 

of stress and anxiety” as they balance the “conflicting simultaneous demands of the roles 

of student, employee, parent” (Perna, 2010, para. 3). In contrast, graduate students report 

both positive and negative experiences from the employment-academic tension. 
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O’Connor and Cordova (2010) found both female and male graduate students 

thrived on the dual challenge of working while studying. However, Gardner and Gopaul 

(2012) discovered a lack of socialization in their study of male and female doctoral 

students who worked full-time. The students reported feelings of “otherness” (p. 69) and 

not “fit[ing] the mold” (p. 72) of a full-time doctoral student (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012). 

It is difficult to generalize from these studies because of contextual differences: location, 

level of degree attempted, and nature of support systems available to students. 

Some mitigation to the education component of a student’s load can be offered by 

a caring employer who allows time for a student to complete coursework during job 

hours. Boudard and Rubenson (2003) contrasted the distractions of the “long arm of the 

family” with the supportive “long arm of the job” as predictors of success in adult 

education (p. 278). USAWC students enrolled in the distance education program face the 

same tensions in seeking accommodation from their employer. 

The next section of the discussion reviews literature related to how gender and 

race/ethnicity in Army students may influence academic achievement in higher education 

at the USAWC. Etherington (2018) provided support for this proposed research with his 

study of how gender and race/ethnicity were linked to course outcomes at a community 

college delivered in residence or through distance or blended learning. He designated 

favorable course outcomes as letter grades of “A” through “C” and found varying levels 

of correlation between gender, grade point average, and race/ethnicity across the three 

learning formats. Many characteristics of Etherington’s (2018) study differ from the 

USAWC but he discovered sufficient correlation of student characteristics across 

“multiple modalities of instruction” (p. 30) to encourage this proposed study. 
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Not all racial and ethnic groups succeed equally in the college classroom, nor do 

women compared to men. The Army students in both USAWC programs are older career 

professionals compared to the average 17- to 24-year-old college undergraduates 

represented in the literature on academic achievement. Yet female and non-White officers 

have experienced discrimination in promotions to senior ranks that parallels their unequal 

treatment in American society, because of lowered institutional performance 

expectations, lack of mentors, and exclusion from key jobs (Asch et al., 2012; Correll & 

Ridgeway, 2003; Gilroy et al., 1999; Hosek et al., 2001; Losey, 2016; Military 

Leadership Diversity Commission [MLDC], 2011). The diffuse social characteristics of 

gender and status as a racial or ethnic minority may operate to influence academic 

achievement between the resident and distance programs at the USAWC, according to 

expected states theory (Correll & Ridgeway, 2003). 

Gender 

The USAWC registrar estimates that the distance program’s student body 

contains twice as many female students compared to the resident program (C. Fowler, 

personal communication, July 10, 2017). The greater gender diversity experienced by the 

seventeen students in a USAWC distance education seminar could change the 

interpersonal dynamics and learning outcomes.  

Hall and Sandler (1982) pioneered research into male-female dynamics in 

undergraduate settings that birthed a genre of eponymous studies on the chilly classroom 

for women. Through anecdotal information, they identified how male college professors 

and students negatively affect female students’ learning: through silencing, interrupting, 

or belittling them in the college classroom. They reprised their study—with similar 
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findings—for the educational climate for women on campus but outside the classroom 

(Hall & Sandler, 1984) and the treatment of women faculty, staff, and graduate students 

(Hall & Sandler, 1986). T. J. Foster et al. (1994) empirically validated some of Hall and 

Sandler’s findings at four professional schools. 

Their work has been criticized by Cornelius, Constantinople, and Gray (1988) and 

Cornelius, Gray, and Constantinople (1990) for lack of rigor. Heller et al. (1985) disputed 

all the faculty behaviors contributing to a chilly classroom in their study at a liberal arts 

college. They stated that women students reported their faculty more frequently asked 

them challenging “analytic in nature” questions, while their male counterparts reported 

that faculty usually asked them “factual in nature” questions that required little 

intellectual effort (Heller et al., 1985, pp. 455–456). However, this finding could be 

interpreted positively as faculty confidence in women’s academic capacity, or negatively 

as implicit testing of women’s competence in college. L. K. Morris (2003) offered a 

review of twenty sources on the chilly climate that “yielded conflicting results” (p. 6). 

Reidy (2013) observed that women treated the classroom as a place to 

demonstrate what they already know whereas men try out new ideas. She was especially 

concerned about silencing women’s voice through men’s overt exercising, or women’s 

voluntary compliance with, gendered performance expectations (Correll & Ridgeway, 

2003). Kim (1996, 2002) found that women who attend a women-only college gained in 

intellectual self-confidence compared to those attending co-educational universities. This 

result supports the notion that a critical mass of women in each situation “leads to gender 

equity” (Wet, 2010, p. 1), a concept that the USAWC is beginning to address. 
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Hennessey (2018b) made the case to USAWC leaders that placing a critical mass 

of at least three female students into each resident program seminar would lessen the 

mental burden on the current single woman student to represent a mythical, universal 

female perspective. Konrad et al. (2008) contrasted the experiences of a solo woman to 

those of three or more women on a corporate board of directors. The solo woman 

simultaneously experiences “hypervisibility: being in the spotlight” and “invisibility: 

being ignored…or excluded” (p. 147). When female board membership reaches three, 

their presence produces “normalization”, they are “freer to raise issues,” and they are 

“more likely to be heard” (Konrad et al., 2008, p. 147). Wet (2010) argued that a critical 

mass of women on a college faculty reduces “isolation, tokenism, and paucity of role 

models” (p. 2). R. Murray (2014) turned the argument on its head by suggesting that 

quotas should be established for men in a group, diminishing their presence as the norm 

and mitigating against the consensual assumption of male “natural superiority of talent” 

(p. 523).  

While these studies did not address graduate students in seminar learning, their 

findings support Hennessey’s (2018b) recommendation and appear to address the 

performance expectations now extant for the solo woman student in each resident 

program seminar. A critical mass of three female students often exists in the distance 

education program seminars due to programmatic demographics; this difference may 

affect the interaction of gender with course grade in the current proposed study. 

Race/Ethnicity 

From an academic perspective, scholars have validated the beneficial effects of 

ethnic diversity in college classrooms on: “the cumulative grade point average at 
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graduation” amongst women and men of all racial and ethnic groups (Lau, 2016, p. 3); 

complex thinking in both Black and White students (Antonio et al., 2004); critical 

thinking in men and women, both White and non-White (Pascarella et al., 2001); 

academic self-confidence and critical thinking across genders and races (Laird, 2005); 

and appreciating diverse perspectives by all races and ethnic groups (Alger et al., 2000). 

Setting aside Lau (2016) because of its transactional focus, the other four studies feature 

some of the very skills that the USAWC strives to inculcate in its graduates (Lacquement, 

2015; Ryan, 2020). However, the USAWC fits an institutional type that often diminishes 

the college experience (achievement and persistence) of minority students. 

Fries-Britt and Turner (2001, p. 425) and A. E. Lewis et al. (2000, p. 86) 

discovered that interactions with White classmates at a predominantly White institution 

(such as the USAWC) required extra “mental energy” to overcome stereotyping, 

behavioral expectations, and social friction by Black, Latinx, Asian-American, and 

Native American students. This finding could reflect the experience of a solo minority 

officer in each USAWC resident program seminar, who undergoes the same performance 

expectations (Correll & Ridgeway, 2003) invited by a lack of minority critical mass 

(Hennessey, 2018b; Konrad et al., 2008) discussed earlier for female USAWC students. 

W. R. Allen (1992), Anaya and Cole (2001), and Fairlie et al. (2011) linked academic 

success by minority students from all races and ethnicities to the quality of their 

relationship with teaching faculty and academic advisers; the effect was amplified if the 

faculty member was also from a racial minority. The predominantly White male faculty 

at the USAWC should be sensitive to this disparity as they interact with students. 



 

 

 

45 

Considering race and ethnicity as an independent variable is critical to capturing 

the historically lower academic achievement of non-White minorities to explore possible 

influence on this proposed USAWC study. The results of this study’s analysis may help 

characterize the possibility that input variables of gender and race/ethnicity may affect a 

third input: choice of Army career specialty (Office of Army Demographics, 2017). 

Career specialty in turn may influence a fourth input: entry into one of the three Army 

components (Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, 2019a, 2020). Membership in an Army 

component foreshadows enrollment as a student in the USAWC resident or distance 

education programs, based on Army selection processes (Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 

2017). They experience this part of the environment differently because of the time they 

can devote to being a USAWC student. 

Resident vs. Distance Education 

Ford and Vignare (2014) and Hayek (2011) surveyed the literature on military 

learners’ performances and preferences for learning venue in civilian higher education 

while other scholars discuss face-to-face and online learning in different PME settings. 

However, there is a gap regarding the holistic influences in senior PME of the program 

format interacting with the specific student characteristics in this study. This study 

incorporated demographic (gender, previous graduate degree, race/ethnicity) and 

professional (Army component, career specialty) characteristics into an integrated model 

whereas other researchers studied program format effects on a narrower aspect of PME.  

Starting with junior PME (for Army captains: officers ten years younger than 

USAWC students), G. N. Bailey (2021) found that Army officers in face-to-face classes 

scored higher on a common exam than students in distance settings. At the intermediate 
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PME stage (for Army majors: officers one rank below USAWC students), Weston (2010) 

highlighted a perennial student conflict between the flexibility of online learning and a 

desire for more face-to-face interaction with faculty. Strauss et al. (2013) found that 

student time status was a larger influence on student satisfaction in an Army planner’s 

course, rather than delivery format. Mastre and Roberts (2018) noted similar time 

distractions with family and work with distance students at the Naval Postgraduate 

School. Judy (2016) equated the two formats for learning effectiveness at the Army staff 

college despite a difference in the robustness of professional networking and seminar 

dialog. Davis (2017) only addressed joint acculturation among intermediate PME 

students from different Services. Student attitudes and learning effectiveness were 

equivalent between resident and distance modalities for three military logistics courses, 

according to Fenn (1995). At the senior PME level, Hills (2010) and N. A. Lewis (2006) 

concentrated on technology impacts on military student online learning instead of 

comparing the effectiveness of the delivery modality. 

In American civilian higher education, a little over one million students were 

enrolled in U.S. graduate courses alone via distance education in 2016 (Seaman et al., 

2018, p. 38), compared to 1.9 million graduate students studying completely on-campus 

with no distance education classes (p. 27). Moore and Kearsley (2011) defined distance 

education as “teaching and planned learning in which teaching normally occurs in a 

different place from learning, requiring communication through technologies as well as 

special institutional organization” (p. 2). Their definition subsumed other labels such as 

distance learning and online learning. The debate continues regarding different aspects 

of the question of effectiveness of online versus face-to-face education (Angiello, 2010). 
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Clark (1983) popularized the term “no significant difference” concerning the 

efficacy of face-to-face and distance learning, a theme taken up by Russell (2001, 2013) 

in his seminal cataloging of studies that supported this finding. Russell (2001) admitted 

that he used no rigorous sampling in his selection and has been criticized for lack of 

analysis (Nguyen, 2015; Zhao et al., 2005). Several rigorous meta-analyses of 

comparative studies covering primary grades K–12 and college subsequently discovered 

no statistically significant divergence in student performance between the two learning 

modes—if the pedagogy is equivalent (Bernard et al., 2004; Means et al., 2010; Olson & 

Wisher, 2002; Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006). Lack (2013) reached the same conclusion for 

studies specific to postsecondary education. 

Proponents exist for both views. Shachar and Neumann (2003) and Lapsley et al. 

(2008) found that distance-learning students academically outperform their face-to-face 

counterparts after controlling for overall grade point average. However, Figlio et al. 

(2010), Jaggars et al. (2013), and Xu and Jaggars (2013), by investigating large college 

samples, concluded that achievement disparities are magnified in distance courses among 

several populations: students with lower grade point averages, males, and Black and 

Hispanic students. To sum up, Ramage (2002) argued that no study can conclusively 

answer which mode of education delivery is “better” for the same reason that 

generalization of education research is difficult: it depends on the context. 

Examining a student experience more germane to the USAWC, some scholars 

caution that face-to-face education may be more conducive to student success in certain 

graduate courses: economics (Anstine & Skidmore, 2005; Terry et al., 2003); marketing 

management (Ponzurick et al., 2000); and research methods (Ni, 2013). These 
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researchers all noted that students in their samples could self-select into the face-to-face 

course—unlike USAWC students whose program enrollment depends on an Army 

selection board (Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 2017). 

Nguyen (2015) cautioned about selection bias and commends studies by Harmon 

and Lambrinos (2006, 2012), who corrected for bias among students taking graduate 

economics courses in both formats. They posited that the positive outcomes from the 

online course format may result from the more mature learning skills exhibited by 

graduate students.  

Blended Learning 

Blended (or hybrid) learning refers to a combination of distance education and 

classroom instruction, where the modes of teaching and learning are mediated through 

information technology (Garrison & Vaughan, 2013; Moore & Kearsley, 2011; see also I. 

E. Allen et al., 2007; Watson, 2008). Both USAWC programs incorporated aspects of 

blended learning. The resident students performed some collaborative work outside the 

physical classroom inside a virtual environment, then presented the results in person to 

their seminar (Ryan, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic social-distancing restrictions for 

the resident Classes of 2020 and 2021 forced adoption of  blended learning (Ryan, 2020). 

Synchronous remote classes accommodated individual students in isolation due to illness 

or were enacted after travel during the holiday break required isolation of the entire 

student body to re-establish healthy seminars. 

Several times during each course in the USAWC distance program, real-time 

face-to-face dialog occurs through video conferencing software. Faculty train and 

monitor student volunteers who conduct these sessions with their peers, ensuring that 
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learning outcomes are met through the dialog (C. K. S. Chun, personal communication, 

April 1, 2017). Distance students engage in further synchronous dialog during the two 

10-day summer resident phases at Carlisle Barracks (Kem, 2019). Adopting blended 

learning infers an institutional commitment of resources. 

Garrison and Vaughan (2008, p. 148) offered an elegant definition as “the organic 

integration of thoughtfully selected and complementary face-to-face and online 

approaches and technologies” while Garrison and Vaughan (2013) emphasized the 

capability to tailor blended education to a learner’s contextual needs. One scenario might 

involve students accessing course readings staged in an online learning management 

system and watching a video lecture, before taking part in a facilitated dialog on those 

readings with faculty and fellow students in a physical classroom (Garrison & Vaughan, 

2013; Moore & Kearsley, 2011). The Army War College’s deliberate institutional 

adoption of blended learning due to COVID-19 reflected the findings of Garrison and 

Vaughan (2008, 2013). 

No agreed definition exists regarding the ratio of online to face-to-face instruction 

that qualifies as blended learning. I. E. Allen et al. (2007) defined blended courses as 

having “between 30 per cent and 79 per cent of their content delivered online, with the 

remaining portion of the course content delivered by face-to-face instruction” (p. 5). 

Dziuban et al. (2004) advocated for calling blended learning a “pedagogical approach 

…with technologically enhanced active learning possibilities … rather than a ratio of 

delivery modalities” (p. 3). 

Studies show that this approach to learning affords benefits to students through 

enhanced learning (Moore & Kearsley, 2011), to faculty through flexibility in teaching 
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(McCray, 2000), and to administrators who must balance faculty workloads against 

student demand (Vaughan, 2007). A meta-analysis by Zhao et al. (2005) concluded that 

hybrid courses—across business, mathematics, and the physical and social sciences—

surpass both face-to-face and solely online formats in effectiveness for undergraduate 

students. Weston (2010) studied the blended learning program at the Army’s intermediate 

PME college while Tseng and Walsh (2016) used the ARCS (attention, relevance, 

confidence, and satisfaction) model of motivation to compare blended and face-to-face 

undergraduate courses. Both reported that students valued the flexibility of online 

learning in tandem with face-to-face interaction with the instructor and fellow students 

via video or a physical classroom. 

Zacharis (2010, 2015) sounded a cautionary note regarding factors for student 

success in blended learning. He demonstrated that blended learning requires intentional 

design to balance its face-to-face and distance components to benefit each student. This 

blurring of tangible and virtual presence is evident to some extent in most higher 

education courses today, and graduate-level education in the Department of the Army is 

no exception.  

Humbert (2007) and Oh and Park (2009) were early investigators of faculty 

attitudes toward adopting blended learning. Their factors impeding adoption included 

increased workload, concerns over quality of student interactions, and lack of motivation. 

Graham et al. (2013) examined six case studies of colleges moving through three stages 

of creating a blended learning program to see where the institution committed time and 

money to three core issues—strategy, structure, and support—to trigger the next phase. 

These stages and issues are revisited by Porter et al. (2016) considering E. M. Rogers’s 



 

 

 

51 

(2003) theory of diffusion of innovations to explore faculty attitudes toward blended 

learning adoption; the familiar concerns surface about course load and training. Brooks 

(2009) and Moukali (2012) determined that blended learning adoption by faculty aligned 

with incentives, experience with technology, gender, and academic rank. To facilitate 

smooth adoption of blended learning, college leaders must collaborate across university 

business sectors to accomplish changes in curriculum, faculty, infrastructure, and student 

supports (Boursaw, 2014; Moskal et al., 2013; Washington, 2016).  

Measuring Academic Achievement 

While the literature discusses the efficacy of classroom participation and the 

relevance of grades to measure learning outcomes, there is a gap concerning the 

influences in these two areas on senior PME based on student characteristics, course 

subject area, and program format. 

The faculty in both USAWC programs assess student achievement of learning 

outcomes through two evaluation components: “seminar dialog contribution” in the 

Socratic tradition and “essays” (Ryan, 2020, p. 27). They consult rubrics (available to 

students at the start of each course) and apply their professional judgment to categorize 

the evidence for student learning shown in their written communications and their 

contribution to seminar learning (Kem, 2019). This categorization is reflected in grades 

for several course papers that sum to a final weighted writing grade and in one grade for 

overall contribution to dialog and group projects, awarded at the end of a course. 

Faculty give substantive feedback about a student’s quality of contribution (also 

called participation) at least once while a course is underway; this interim observation 

may prompt the student to engage more fully while allowing the faculty instructor to 
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sense if the student’s effort may be hindered by a problem, academic or otherwise (Kem, 

2019; see also Angelo & Cross, 1993). These two component grades are incorporated 

into an overall course grade, designed to assess strategic thinking interpreted as USAWC 

student achievement of the course learning outcomes. Reviewing participation in the 

classroom and the use of grades to measure academic achievement will provide insights 

into their possible impact on different groups within the USAWC student body. 

Participation in Class Discussion  

S. L. Rogers (2013, p. 17) noted that while class participation appears on many 

course syllabi, the 75 per cent of instructors who consider it worthy of a grade 

nevertheless hold beliefs along a scale. Some assign a formal grade while others do not 

but expect participation regardless (S. L. Rogers, 2011, 2013). J. C. Bean and Peterson 

(1998) suggested many professors lump discussion scores into the final course grade 

“impressionistically” as a sort of rounding-out mechanism (p. 33). Armstrong and Boud 

(1983) and Rocca (2010) reviewed research on discussion and reached similar 

conclusions. 

Professors can increase participation in class discussion by creating a welcoming 

emotional environment and by striving to make the physical (or online) class setting feel 

intimate. Students who feel intellectually safe are often more comfortable processing new 

information into a coherent answer to a question (Galvin et al., 2020). In contrast, 

Dallimore et al. (2004, 2006) endorsed “cold calling” on students with no warning in 

graduate seminars; they found increased preparation and student satisfaction when 

thoughtfully managed by the instructor. 
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This author has found that, in the physical seminar room, students provide more 

thoughtful oral answers to a question after writing a one-minute paper addressing a new 

concept (Angelo & Cross, 1993). Building a psychological buffer zone where students 

can formulate answers is critical in a USAWC resident seminar whose members include 

at least three international students. USAWC faculty development implicitly incorporates 

the warnings of Parrish and Linder-VanBerschot’s (2010) cultural dimensions of learning 

framework to be sensitive to differing social relationships and epistemological beliefs in 

student expectations of higher education. 

Discussion in the distance classroom shares some characteristics with its cousin in 

the physical classroom, notably student comfort in the discussion environment. Comeaux 

(1995) reinforced the need for students to feel comfortable through awareness of the 

“psychological distance as well as the physical distance” (p. 353) when comparing 

discussion in an online vs. physical classroom. When a student leads the discussion rather 

than the instructor, student participation rates increase in a face-to-face setting (Phillips & 

Powers, 1979) and in an online classroom (D. M. Poole, 2000). A variation of this theme 

was noted by Mazzolini and Maddison (2003) where the instructor must balance their 

online posting frequency to avoid dominating the discussion without appearing 

disengaged.  

Zafeiriou et al. (2001) traced level of participation in online group forums to 

familiarity (comfort) with technology. Howard (2002) extended Karp and Yoels’s (1976) 

seminal study on consolidating learning responsibility in the classroom to courses where 

the instructor and students interact via television link. Student age rather than gender 
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predicted frequency of talking where older students normally take the lead, a finding 

reinforced by Howard and Henney (1998). 

Distance education discussion seminars might offer more support for women and 

ethnic minorities than resident seminars for several reasons. Online identity can be 

negotiated and shaped to suit a student’s level of trust in the other members of the online 

community (Enger, 2006; Gunawardena & Jung, 2014; Jaasma & Koper, 1999). Caspi et 

al. (2008) and Sullivan (2002) found that women seem to prefer posting messages in 

online forums while men speak proportionally more during face-to-face sessions. 

Fassinger (1996) and Abdullah et al. (2012) are two of many studies that found classroom 

participation by students is dependent more on favorable student-to-student interactions 

and less on faculty efforts. It follows that the higher prevalence of women and ethnic 

minorities in the USAWC distance seminar may create the critical mass (Konrad et al., 

2008; Wet, 2010) that allows them to feel more comfortable with expressing their 

viewpoints, both online and during the two summer resident sessions (J. Wolfe, 2000). 

Grades to Measure Academic Achievement 

The use of grades to assess student learning has supporters and critics. Astin 

(1977) critiqued grades as measures of student performance relative to other students, not 

necessarily as measures of student learning. Yet, he found that high school grades are the 

strongest predictor of college grades, signaling continuity of academic achievement 

between two stages of education. This correlation predicts the absolute level of grades in 

college: one-third of college students will earn grades that match those from high school 

while only one-fifth of college students will exceed their high school grade performance 

(Astin, 1977, p. 103). Willingham (1974) and Hartnett and Willingham (1980) observed 
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that undergraduate grades are at least as effective as standardized tests for predicting 

graduate-school success. 

Mayhew et al. (2016) summarized research on college grades conducted in single 

institutions and across the nation and showed them to be strongly correlated to critical 

aspects of college such as year-to-year student persistence to graduation. This finding 

holds across racial/ethnic categories and is independent of pre-college attributes (even 

high school grades) and the social and academic aspects of college experience (Mayhew 

et al., 2016). Their finding seems to validate Astin’s (1977, 1984/1999) earlier 

description of grades as an inter-student measure; students who are academically 

involved realize the rewards of graduation more often than their less-involved peers. 

Schinske and Tanner’s (2014) meta-study of research on college grades concluded 

that “grades [of papers and exams] often fail to provide reliable information about student 

learning” primarily due to inconsistencies among instructors (p. 163). Instead, they 

endorsed adding another component of grading to reward “student effort and 

participation” (p. 164)—the seminar dialog contribution evaluation used by the USAWC. 

Conversely, Canfield et al. (2015) analyzed undergraduate course grades at one 

university over twelve years and asserted that “grades do present learning outcomes,” 

citing an effect size of 0.84 (p. 11).  

Cavanaugh and Jacquemin (2015) explored the linkage between grade-based 

learning outcomes in both online and resident delivery formats in 5,000 courses taught 

over ten years. Their results showed no discernible difference in mean grade point 

average (GPA) between the course formats but did highlight a positive correlation 

between GPA and grades in distance education. Students with high GPAs earn higher 
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grades in the online course while academically weak students achieve lower grades in the 

distance format. In a graduate research course with face-to-face and online sections, 

Kirtman (2009) discovered multiple-choice exam grades were slightly lower for distance 

students, but no significant difference was noted for essay grades.  

Research supports the grade point average as an effective signal of academic 

achievement. GPA robustly and reliably measures student ability, regardless of course 

difficulty (P. D. Bailey, 2012), and this reliability increases over the course of a college 

career (Saupe & Eimers, 2013). Beatty et al. (2015) minimize concerns about grading 

consistency, finding that reliability shows only moderate variance by academic discipline 

and highly stable grade correlations over time between departments. 

An issue that generates debate in the popular media is grade inflation in college. 

Some critics argued that a permissive academic environment debases the actual worth of 

a grade (Mansharamani, 2016; Slavov, 2013) while others downplayed the phenomenon, 

maintaining that grades are still a consistent predictor of academic success 

(Oppenheimer, 2016; T. Walker, 2017). A corollary to grade inflation is grade 

compression, where scores on college assignments cluster into the range of “A” through 

“C” rather than the more differentiated range of “A” through “F”. A research review by 

the Association for the Study of Higher Education found little evidence that grade 

inflation and compression have reached the point where grades do not reflect student 

academic achievement (Hu, 2005). He warned that more attention should be paid to 

differential grading practices between courses and academic disciplines in an institution.  
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Alexander Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement 

The literature focuses mainly on military student involvement in civilian 

university settings in face-to-face and online learning. There is a gap in the discussion 

about the influences on academic achievement of student involvement in senior PME in 

either program format, especially considering this study’s student characteristics. 

Alexander Astin formulated his theory of student involvement (1984/1999) to 

answer the question “How does college affect students?” (1977, p. 4). His research at the 

University of California, Los Angeles drew on more than a decade of longitudinal data 

from a national survey of college students across multiple institutions (Astin, 1977; 

Berger & Milem, 1999). His findings about student interactions with other students and 

the college environment inspired him to define involvement as “the amount of physical 

and psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic experience” (Astin, 

1984/1999, p. 518). Students benefit, socially and educationally, from activities in the 

college environment in direct proportion to the amount of energy they invest in those 

activities. More recent work by Webber et al. (2013) validated Astin’s theory, showing 

that students involved in academic tasks and cocurricular activities exhibit higher GPAs 

and increased satisfaction with their college experience. Strayhorn (2008) demonstrated 

another benefit of involvement: increased social (civic) learning among actively-engaged 

college students.  

Involvement theory (Astin, 1984/1999) connects student success in college to the 

intensity and value of student social interactions and relationships generated across all 

facets of student life. Student success, satisfaction, and learning are nurtured by robust 

levels of student involvement in not only academic pursuits but “the social and tangential 
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aspects” of their college life (Konetes, 2011, p. 34). In fact, student involvement 

principally occurs through the non-academic aspects; they connect through interpersonal 

relationships and build networks that expose them to other perspectives. They benefit the 

most from those activities and interactions in which they invest the most energy and time 

(Astin, 1984/1999). 

Involvement spans all aspects of college life. Since this study concerns a resident 

and distance education experience, it will review the involvement literature in three areas 

where the physical setting may affect student investment of energy: interactions with 

other students and with faculty, formal extracurricular activities and informal social 

interactions, and participation in class discussion (Astin, 1984/1999; Berger & Milem, 

1999; Braxton et al., 2000; Foubert & Grainger, 2006; Konetes, 2011; Rovai et al., 2004). 

Class discussion will be addressed later in the chapter as an outcomes measure. 

Astin (1984/1999) and Rovai et al. (2004) stressed the importance of the social 

dimension of learning which institutions can maximize through a conducive social 

atmosphere. Students who feel more connected to their institution show higher levels of 

satisfaction, which then motivates them to invest additional energy into involvement 

(Braxton et al., 2008; Heiberger & Harper, 2008). Pursuit of social relationships in 

college while developing a sense of community increases learning (Rovai et al., 2004; 

Vermeulen & Schmidt, 2008), especially a sense of professional community (Konetes, 

2011). Students who are more socially involved take ownership of their learning 

(Sidelinger, 2010) but social interactions and activity maximize learning when they 

revolve around intellectually significant topics, between students and with their faculty 

(Astin, 1993; Vermeulen & Schmidt, 2008). 
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However, Rau and Durand (2000) argued that excessive social activity, 

specifically social drinking of alcohol, interferes with a student worldview for college 

success they call an “academic ethic” that involves “diligent, daily, and sober study” (p. 

23). They built their work on Schuman et al. (1985), provoking a rebuttal by Schuman 

(2001) that Rau and Durand’s (2000) focus on social distractions ignored Schuman et 

al.’s (1985) general finding of a weak linkage between the amount of studying and 

grades. 

Astin (1993) found strong correlation between time spent by students in 

extracurricular activities, especially student organizations and clubs, and their 

development of skills in leadership and public speaking. Structured settings for 

extracurricular student interactions intensify the social connections, which in turn 

increases student involvement (Berger & Milem, 1999; Foubert & Grainger, 2006). 

Konetes (2011) believed that involvement fosters “socially generated outcomes” 

through incidental learning that intensifies when students actively seek to collaborate 

with other students (p. 27). These outcomes include social networking, developing 

interpersonal relationships, and team-working skills (also noted by Astin, 1984/1999) and 

additional gains in motivation to learn, cultural awareness, and appreciation of cultural 

diversity (Konetes, 2011). 

Astin (1991) depicted his student involvement theory in a simple model (Figure 1 

in Chapter 1) that shows “how outcomes are affected by educational policies and 

practices” within the environment (p. 39). Commonly referred to as the I-E-O model, it 

provides a framework for the current study, which will be elaborated upon in Chapter 3.  
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Involvement in Distance Learning 

When Astin (1984/1999) formulated his involvement theory, distance learning 

was in its infancy. By its nature, students taking part in distance learning find themselves 

hampered in many facets of involvement in the social sphere of campus (Konetes, 2011; 

Schaeffer & Konetes, 2010). Astin (1984/1999, 1993, 1996) found that living in a 

campus residence and working at a part-time job on campus increased student 

involvement. He believed physical engagement with the context of the college campus 

encouraged the acquisition of cultural artifacts to build a strong sense of community and 

hence, involvement. 

Rovai et al. (2004) worried that students in distance learning do not regularly 

reach the level of community necessary to actuate Astin’s (1984/1999) involvement. 

Unless they meet in a periodic face-to-face cohort, distance students have little 

opportunity to experience the relationships and activities that create a community of 

involvement (Braxton et al., 2000; Rovai et al., 2004). Distance students forego the 

chance to participate in on-site campus organizations and clubs (Foubert & Grainger, 

2006) although Rovai et al. (2004) allowed that students can gain a sense of community 

through online affiliation. 

Beyond the social aspects of involvement, some researchers express concern 

about diminished involvement by distance students with faculty (Jaasma & Koper, 1999; 

Sidelinger, 2010). Astin (1984/1999, 1993) stated that engagement of faculty by 

students—both inside and outside the classroom—contributes to student success. Verbal 

and non-verbal cues communicated by the instructor in the physical classroom establish 

trust and motivation (Jaasma & Koper, 1999) that may not be as effective online. 
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Sidelinger (2010) observed that instructor presence (nonverbal immediacy) influences 

involvement by students in the classroom; cultivating an effective online presence 

requires a deliberate effort by an instructor (Mazzolini & Maddison, 2003). 

Summary 

The inputs-environment-outcomes of Astin’s (1991) model frame the knowledge 

gap highlighted in this literature review. How do Army War College student 

characteristics affect their learning outcomes in graduate-level national security courses 

when they are input into the program format of their USAWC learning environment? 

The senior professional military education delivered by the Army War College 

was nested into the larger context of continuing professional education in the U.S. 

Federal government, the private sector, and with senior PME efforts in NATO. An 

encouraging congruity between the principles of civilian executive education and senior 

PME became apparent. Senior PME was critiqued for its ability to produce strategic 

thinking graduates and how this may conflict with its mission to reinforce a body of 

professional knowledge grounded in doctrine. 

The use of grades and classroom participation as measures of academic 

achievement was examined. Women and non-White Army officer students may face 

different learning experiences between the two programs, viewed through the lens of the 

critical mass of their gender or race/ethnicity amongst their peers in their seminar. 

Finally, the primary interest in this study, the environment issue of learning outcomes 

between face-to-face, distance, and blended learning modalities, was discussed in light of 

the challenges faced by the nontraditional, part-time students in the USAWC distance 

education program.  



 

 

 

62 

Chapter 3: Methods 

 

This chapter provides information about the mixed methods employed to answer 

the four research questions in this study. It begins with an overview of the purpose and 

the questions followed by the research design and its underlying paradigm of 

pragmatism. I explain the mixed methods research design in two sections, where a 

quantitative approach addresses research questions 1, 2, and 3, and a qualitative approach 

answers research question 4. Each section describes the procedures for sampling, data 

collection, data management, and data preparation and analysis. 

Overview 

This mixed methods study, conducted at the U.S. Army War College (USAWC), 

investigated relationships among six independent variables describing its students and 

program formats that may affect the dependent variable, academic performance at 

USAWC. However, the “intellectual preparation of USAWC graduates” called for in the 

commandant’s institutional learning outcome (Kem, 2019, p. 4) cannot be represented by 

a single dependent variable. Instead, I examined academic performance expressed 

through six dependent variables: the grades in the six graduate-level national security 

courses taught in the resident and distance education programs. 

A convergent quantitative-dominant mixed methods design was used, where 

quantitative and qualitative data were collected in parallel, the results were reported, and 

then integrated for analysis (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). This design was intended to 

reveal three USAWC perspectives on academic performance. Quantitative analysis of the 

influence of the independent variables on the dependent variables explored the 

institutional and student perspectives through three research questions. Qualitative data 
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generated by semi-structured interviews answered a fourth research question regarding 

the faculty perspective. The reason for collecting both quantitative and qualitative data 

was to converge the two forms of data to bring greater insight into the problem than 

would be obtained by either type of data separately. 

Four research questions explored the three different USAWC perspectives: 

institutional (questions 1 and 2), student (question 3), and faculty (question 4).  

Research Question 1 

What is the relationship between academic performance in six core courses and 

the program format? 

Research Question 2 

What is the relationship between academic performance in six core courses and 

student characteristics, in both program formats? 

Research Question 3 

How do students understand their attainment of learning outcomes in six core 

courses, in both program formats? 

Research Question 4 

How do faculty who taught in both programs perceive the relationship between 

student characteristics, program format, and academic performance in six core courses? 

The first question addressed a meso-level aspect of the study by comparing the 

course academic outcomes between programs—delivered by face-to-face or online 

learning formats. The remaining three questions focused on the micro-level since they 

examined student characteristics, student self-assessments, and faculty perceptions of 
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student academic outcomes (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The research questions 

involved three groups of participants. 

For questions 1 and 2, I analyzed course outcomes for all U.S. Army officers who 

graduated from the USAWC Class of 2016, in both the distance education program 

(DEP) and the resident education program (REP). For question 3, I examined aggregated 

course survey responses from all students separately in both programs in the Class of 

2016; due to their anonymous nature, these responses cannot be differentiated by military 

Service or civilian affiliation. For question 4, I interviewed a sample of the USAWC 

faculty who had taught in both programs. The Office of Human Research at the U.S. 

Army War College and at the George Washington University approved this study as 

exempt from designation as human subjects research (Appendix C). 

Research Design 

Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) advocated for a mixed methods design when 

there is a need for increased “breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration” that 

may not be achieved by a quantitative or qualitative methodology alone (p. 4). They 

suggested this design for two reasons. First, the quantitative portion explored the 

relationship between variables while the qualitative approach explained the character of 

those relationships. Second, they pointed to researcher suspicions of possible 

contradictory results from quantitative and qualitative data that differing perspectives 

may need to be heard from various levels or actors in an organization. In my study, the 

faculty perspective was intended to “triangulate” or “corroborate” the findings from the 

institutional and student perspectives, as defined by Bryman (2006, p. 105). 
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Patton (1999) proposed four types of triangulation, where methods triangulation 

checks “the consistency of findings generated by different data collection methods” (p. 

1193). I collected data on student characteristics, grades, and survey responses and 

responses from faculty interviews, then learned from Patton’s (1999) “degree of 

convergence” of the results from  “comparative analysis” (p. 1194) by quantitative and 

qualitative methods. Greene et al. (1989) proposed triangulation to balance 

methodological “counteracting biases” (p. 256) while seeking complementarity to 

“measure overlapping but also different facets” for an “enriched, elaborated 

understanding” of a question (p. 258). A simultaneous and independent implementation 

of both methods preserves their vital counterbalancing of biases (Greene et al., 1989). In 

my convergent quantitative-dominant mixed methods study, I conducted both methods 

simultaneously; the data for all four research questions were collected and reported at 

approximately the same time (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  

The quantitative-dominant nature of the study can be expressed symbolically as 

QUAN + qual = explanation of results (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Morse, 1991). In 

Chapter 4, I analyzed the quantitative and qualitative results separately before integrating 

the two sets of results in Chapter 5 using an increasingly popular mixed methods 

technique called a joint display (Guetterman et al., 2015; Haynes-Brown & Fetters, 2021; 

Younas et al., 2021). Figure 2 shows an illustration of the research design.  
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Figure 2 

Convergent Quantitative-Dominant Mixed Methods Design 

 
 

Notes. Coding descriptions adapted from Saldaña (2013). RQ = research question. 

Pragmatism as Research Paradigm 

Paradigms are the world views held by researchers that affect how they value, 

collect, and interpret knowledge, described as “epistemology and ontology” (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2011, p. 39) and “shared belief systems” (Morgan, 2007, p. 50). Thomas 

Kuhn coined the term incommensurability (Kuhn, 1970) to describe a communications 
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barrier between researchers holding paradigms that segregated quantitative (such as post-

positivism) and qualitative (such as constructivism) methodologies. A desire to bridge 

this barrier and employ the optimal methodologies yielding practical results has 

popularized pragmatism as a paradigm underpinning mixed methods research (Creswell 

& Plano Clark, 2011; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Morgan, 2007). For Tashakkori 

and Teddlie (1998), pragmatism “rejects the forced choice between post-positivism and 

constructivism” (p. 22).  

Pragmatism embodies the characteristics of action-oriented discovery and 

abductive explanation of the results to inform further research. One of its foundational 

scholars, William James (1907), argued that any idea should be interpreted by “its 

respective practical consequences” (p. 45). He wanted to know how the truth of an idea 

might change human experience and emphasized that pragmatism evoked “rules for 

action” (James, 1907, p. 46), tracing its etymology to the same Greek root from which 

arises “practice” and “practical” (p. 46). Mixed methods research designs apply 

techniques best suited to generate knowledge within a context—“what works” to present 

a complete view of a problem perhaps not provided by either qualitative or quantitative 

methods (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p. 43). 

This emphasis on practical results has two benefits that Morgan (2007) referred to 

as intersubjectivity and transferability. In my study, the intersubjectivity gained from 

mixed methods enhances understanding of my results regardless of a reader’s paradigm 

or methodological preference. Transferability refers to the extent which other senior PME 

and civilian higher education institutions will see value  in aspects of my work, avoiding 
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the dichotomous argument that knowledge must be “either specific and context-

dependent or universal and generalized” (Morgan, 2007, p. 72). 

Theoretical Framework and Introduction of Variables 

Alexander W. Astin (1984/1999) proposed his involvement theory of student 

development to explain how factors in the college environment affected student 

persistence to graduation. He exhorted university administrators and faculty to view their 

institutional policies and resources in light of how they impact the environment 

experienced by students. Activities (academic and non-academic) that increased “the 

quantity and quality of physical and psychological energy that students invest in the 

college experience” improved their involvement and thus their personal development and 

learning (Astin, 1984/1999, p. 528). As a framework, he formulated his seminal inputs-

environment-outcomes (I-E-O) model (Astin, 1991; see Figure 1) and revalidated it two 

decades later (Astin & Antonio, 2012). 

Astin’s parsimonious I-E-O model guided the current study’s variable selections 

and analysis frames because the USAWC students experience two different environments 

in the distance and resident education programs. Astin’s (1991) model described student 

outcomes (academic performance or learning) as a function of two factors: inputs 

(student characteristics) acted upon by the environment (college experiences). For the 

current study, a modified I-E-O model in Figure 3 served as a theoretical framework to 

describe how the inputs comprising demographic and professional characteristics of 

Army students within the environment of the USAWC (program format) may result in 

different academic outcomes as represented by grades in six core courses (Kem, 2019; 

Rapp, 2015). 
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The inputs and environment (independent variables) were determined 

exogenously while the outcomes (dependent variables) were generated endogenously. I 

wanted to know if it was possible to isolate the influence of two groups of exogenous 

input student characteristics that differ by how the USAWC registrar learns about these 

characteristics. 

Figure 3 

The I-E-O Model for the Army War College 

 

Note. Adapted from Astin (1991). 

The first group, called demographic characteristics, consisted of three variables 

that were self-reported by incoming students to the registrar: gender, race/ethnicity, and 

possession of a previous graduate degree. The second group, called professional 

characteristics, consisted of two variables for incoming students that the registrar receives 
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directly from the Army’s human resource database: Army component and career 

specialty. The remaining exogenous variable, program format, was determined by the 

Army selection process for senior PME students (Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 2017). 

One aspect of the environment was not represented explicitly by a variable but may help 

make sense of the results of the analysis: the character of a student’s involvement implied 

by their full-time or part-time status due to program format. The endogenous variable, 

course grades, was generated by USAWC faculty assessment of student achievement of 

academic outcomes (Kem, 2019; Rapp, 2015). All variables are described in Table 1. The 

remaining sections of this chapter describe the quantitative and qualitative methodologies 

addressing the four research questions. 

Quantitative Approach 

A quantitative approach explored answers to research questions 1 and 2 by 

analyzing the relationships between course grades (outcomes) and student characteristics 

(inputs) and program format (environment). Research question 3 was addressed by 

analyzing student responses on course surveys. All statistical analyses were performed 

with Minitab 19.2 software. The research analysis was conducted on a secure USAWC 

military network and my password-protected personal computer (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). The following sections describe the sampling plan and variable descriptions, 

followed by procedures for data collection, management, preparation, and analysis. This 

section is notably longer for questions 1 and 2 due to their complexity relative to question 

3. 
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Population and Sampling for Questions 1 and 2 

The USAWC Class of 2016 graduated 381 total students from the resident 

education program (abbreviated as REP) and 385 total students from the distance 

education program, or DEP (Rapp, 2015). My first two research questions were restricted 

to U.S. Army officers in the Class of 2016; 219 Army officers graduated from the 

resident program while 326 graduated from the distance program. The remaining students 

from non-Army Services, U.S. Government civilians, and officers from partner nations 

were excluded from these two research questions. This delimitation is explained later in 

this section. 

These students did not interact with me; I only had access to de-identified extant 

data according to a permission letter from the USAWC registrar (Appendix B). No 

sampling plan was required because the study used two complete populations of U.S. 

Army officers, numbering 219 members in the REP and 326 members in the DEP. Since 

they were similar in size and exceeded 30 members, they conformed to a heuristic 

recommended for sample size in most statistical analyses (Kelley & Maxwell, 2010; 

Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012). 

The choice of participants was restrictive by time and identity. The USAWC 

registrar recommended delimiting my study to the Class of 2016 because evaluation 

rubrics were aligned more closely across both programs after the graduation of the Class 

of 2015 (C. Fowler, personal communication, April 11, 2018). 

The two populations under study were delimited as U.S. Army officer graduates 

because of well-defined admission criteria for Army students used by the Department of 

the Army (Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 2017; Rapp, 2015). The records of Army 
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students eligible for senior PME in any venue compete for selection before an Army-

level board, using criteria specified by Army regulations. Their attendance specifically at 

the Army War College was decided by their career manager who attempts to balance 

personal needs of the officer with the staffing requirements of the Army for senior PME 

graduates (Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, 2019a; Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 2017). 

Some officers choose to attend the DEP rather than the REP due to personal 

circumstances; Professor Foxtrot comments in Chapter 4 that diversity of race sometimes 

depends on the availability of a certain officer to dedicate ten months to the REP. 

Excluding from this study their USAWC student colleagues from the sister 

Services of the Marine Corps, Navy, Air Force, and Coast Guard removed a potential 

source of error due to varying Service-specific selection criteria to attend the USAWC 

(Rapp, 2015). Likewise, exclusion from this study of the U.S. government civilian 

students and the international officers reduced possible error due to varying screening 

characteristics used by their agencies or countries for USAWC eligibility (C. Fowler, 

personal communication, April 11, 2018). Table 2 describes the Army students in the 

Class of 2016. 

By Army regulations, these students selected as study participants were normally 

between 43 and 46 years of age, had served in the military for 18 to 23 years, and held 

the rank of lieutenant colonel or colonel (Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 2017; see also 

Kem, 2019; Rapp, 2015). A lieutenant colonel is junior in precedence and authority to a 

colonel, which is the highest Army rank before promotion to general officer. The 

proportion of officers holding these two ranks is nominally equal between the resident 

and distance programs (C. Fowler, personal communication, April 11, 2018). 
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Resident Program (U.S. Army Full-Time Students)  

The Class of 2016 resident program graduated 219 Army students from all three 

Army components. This cohort was comprised of 78% Regular Army and 22% Army 

Reserve and Army National Guard combined (Table 2). Each year, the Department of the 

Army allocates one seat in each of the twenty-five 15-student resident seminars to the 

Army Reserve and to the Army National Guard (C. Fowler, personal communication, 

April 11, 2018). Half of these 50 officers were selected by an Army-level board for the 

Army Reserve seats and half were nominated by each state and territory’s National Guard 

adjutant general then prioritized by the National Guard Bureau (Deputy Chief of Staff G-

3/5/7, 2017; Kem, 2019; Rapp, 2015). All REP students were assigned to Carlisle 

Barracks for the ten-month duration of their senior PME as full-time students (Rapp, 

2015), accompanied by their family if they desired. They could dedicate themselves 

solely to their academic work and their family, with no competing military duties. 

However, not all REP students choose to move their family to Carlisle Barracks. 

The registrar noted that over 20% of the resident Class of 2020 chose to study at Carlisle 

Barracks as “temporary geographic bachelors” (leaving family at a distant previous duty 

station) or “road runners” who commute home each weekend (C. Fowler, personal 

communication, June 3, 2020); the proportions were similar for the REP Class of 2016. 

These students chose a ten-month absence from family, not unlike a one-year combat 

deployment, to avoid the stress on their family of a one-year move with the consequent 

disruption to spouses’ careers and children’s school setting (Hodges, 2012; Kearney, 

2021). These resident students still focused full-time on their academic studies with no 

career distractions, but the experience was tempered by the stress of managing long-
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distance relationships with spouse and children. They balanced academic commitments 

against traveling, when possible, to participate in family celebrations. 

Nearly all students in the resident program persisted through graduation, possibly 

because they had robust access to their faculty for academic mentoring and suffered few 

of the non-academic distractions that J. P. Bean and Metzner (1985) and Rovai (2003) 

warn about for part-time students. The resident Class of 2016 started and graduated a 

total of 381 students across all military Services, civilian agencies, and partner nations. 

However, the Army population of the distance program represented a different 

demographic, which unfortunately contributed to a higher attrition rate. 

Distance Program (U.S. Army Part-Time Students)  

The Class of 2016 distance program graduated 326 Army students from all three 

Army components. This cohort was comprised of 15% Regular Army and 85% Army 

Reserve and Army National Guard combined—almost a reverse image of their resident 

counterparts (Table 2). Most Army students in the USAWC distance program—across all 

three Army components—were not selected for the resident program by the Army board 

(Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, 2019a; Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 2017).  

However, sometimes students from all three Army components who were board-

selected to attend the resident program instead volunteer to enroll in the USAWC 

distance education program (C. Fowler, personal communication, April 11, 2018). They 

frequently praise the flexibility gained as a distance student to cope with competing 

demands for their time (Weston, 2010); McClusky (1963) calls this increasing “power” to 

handle a personal “load” (pp. 15–16). These time demands range from personal issues 

(serious illness or family responsibilities) to professional circumstances (civilian job or a 



 

 

 

75 

combat deployment), according to the chair of the Department of Distance Education 

(also, DDE) (C. K. S. Chun, personal communication, April 1, 2018). These students 

experience the two-year USAWC distance program as part-time students, managing 

several of the challenges described by J. P. Bean and Metzner (1985) in their model of 

nontraditional student attrition and Rovai’s (2003) work on persistence in distance 

learning.  

Each distance cohort also begins with a higher initial enrollment than the 

corresponding resident cohort because of anticipated attrition by the Department of the 

Army (Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 2017). For example, the distance program Class of 

2016 started with about 480 (Army and non-Army) students but attrition through the 

initial four courses in the first year eliminated about 20% of the cohort, leaving only 385 

total graduates who completed the second year of the program (C. Fowler, personal 

communication, April 11, 2018). 

This 20% attrition in the DEP may result from two factors. First, most students in 

both programs begin their USAWC studies under-prepared for graduate-level loads of 

reading, writing, and time management. In their previous tactical-level military positions, 

most USAWC students concentrated on preparing briefings and orders, which is a 

different skill than writing essays and research papers. Since the Class of 2015, all 

incoming REP students (not just Army) take the USAWC Graduate Skills Diagnostic and 

scored, on average, 67.7%, according to the USAWC communicative arts director. The 

Writing Enhancement Program is mandated for low-scoring REP students while the 

follow-on Introduction to Strategic Writing and Discourse course is “open to all [REP] 

students on a space available basis” (Rapp, 2015, p. 26). 
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Before the Class of 2018, DEP students “completed a 500-word diagnostic essay” 

during their DE2300 Orientation course and were offered “faculty advisement for students 

with poor writing skills” (Rapp, 2015, pp. 19, 28). Beginning with that class, DEP students 

now take the Graduate Skills Diagnostic and, accounting for slight differences as the 

GSD has evolved, achieved a mean score of 65.4%, according to the USAWC 

communicative arts director. Even though the GSD scores were similar between the 

programs, the influence of this skill deficiency may be magnified for the part-time 

USAWC distance students as they grapple with other factors competing for their 

academic time (J. P. Bean & Metzner, 1985; McClusky, 1963). 

Second, while most Army students persevere in the USAWC distance program 

even during a combat deployment (A.T. Murray, 2013; Trettin, 2017), some will 

disenroll due to exceeding their personal load (McClusky, 1963). This overload 

accumulates from academic distractions caused by the time demands of their civilian 

employer, or in Segal’s (1986) argument, by the “demands of …loyalty, time, and 

energy” from two intersecting “greedy” institutions: the military and the family (p. 9). 

The faculty interviews for question 4 consistently highlighted the importance of faculty 

engagement to encourage students to persist in the USAWC program, especially the DEP. 

Student-faculty engagement was cited throughout the literature on college student 

development and persistence (see Astin, 1984/1999; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 

1975, 1993). 

Dependent Variables (DV) 

All variables appeared in the form received from the USAWC registrar; they were 

not transformed or aggregated for this study. The six dependent variables were comprised 
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of course grades (Table 1), which were ordinal variables with a continuous underlying 

measure (Kelley & Maxwell, 2010). These were the outcomes from the I-E-O model. 

Faculty used rubrics to award numeric grades ranging along a scale from outstanding 

(five points) to fails to meet standards (one point) with intermediate (+) and (–) 

gradations of 0.33 points (Rapp, 2015). The description of each course can be found in 

Appendix G. For the Class of 2021, the USAWC transitioned its grading structure to the 

more traditional format of “A” to “F” letter grades (Breckenridge, 2020a). 

Independent Variables (IV) 

The six independent variables were segmented into three demographic and two 

professional variables—I-E-O inputs—and one I-E-O environmental variable (Table 1). 

All IVs were categorical. Data management consisted of coding each variable and each 

IV is discussed in its own subsection. Table 2 depicts the representation of each IV in the 

Class of 2016. 

Demographic Variables  

Two demographic IVs—gender and race/ethnicity—were isolated because these 

characteristics have been shown to affect academic performance in college students 

(Etherington, 2018), especially among nontraditional students such as the part-time DEP 

students (J. P. Bean & Metzner, 1985; Berge & Huang, 2004; Cabrera et al., 1993). 

However, the demographic characteristics appeared in different proportions among the 

U.S. Army officers enrolled in the DEP and REP. The third demographic IV—possession 

of a previous graduate degree—was linked to one of the professional variables, career 

specialty.  
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Table 1 

All Variables 

Dependent variables 

Course Title (variable name)  Scale for Course Grades 

Strategic Leadership (SL) 

 

 5.00 Outstanding 

4.67 Outstanding (5-) 

4.33 Exceeds standards (4+) 

4.00 Exceeds standards 

3.67 Exceeds standards (4-) 

3.33 Meets standards (3+) 

3.00 Meets standards 

2.67 Meets standards (3-) 

2.33 Needs improvement (2+) 

2.00 Needs improvement 

1.00 Does not meet standards 
 

Theory of War and Strategy (TWS) 

 

 

National Security Policy and Strategy 

(NSPS) 
 

 

Regional Studies Program (RSP) 

 

 

Theater Strategy & Campaigning (TSC) 
 

 

Defense Management (DM) 
 

 

Independent variables 

 

Demographic variables 

Description (variable name)  Coding 

Degree (DEG)  0 = at least one master’s degreea 

1 = none 

 

Gender (GEN) 

 

 0 = malea 

1 = female 

 

Race/ethnicity (RACE)  0 = Whitea 

1 = non-White 

 

Professional variables 

Description (variable name)  Coding 

Army component (ARMYCOMP)  0 = not Regular Armyb 

1 = Regular Army 

 

Career specialty Operations (CSOPS)c  0 = other three career specialty variables 

1 = Operations 

 

Career specialty Force Sustainment (CSFS)c  0 = other three career specialty variables 

1 = Force Sustainment 

 

Career specialty Special Branches (CSSPEC)c  0 = other three career specialty variables 

1 = Special Branches 
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Career specialty Health Services 

(CSHEALTH)c 

 0 = other three career specialty variables 

1 = Health Services 

 

Career specialty Operations Support 

(CSOPSPT)c 

 omitted dummy variabled 

 

Environment variable 

Description  Coding 

Program format (PROG)  0 = resident 

1 = distance 

 

Notes. Dependent variable (DV) course titles are arranged in order of appearance in the 

resident program curriculum. DV coding and scale adapted from Rapp (2015). 

Independent variable (IV) coding and scale developed for this study. 

 
a Most students in both programs have a graduate degree.  
b Code “Regular Army” is majority in REP while “not Regular Army” is majority in 

DEP; “not Regular Army” combines Army Reserve and Army National Guard. 
c Appendix A explains the composition of the five career specialty (CS) meta-categories. 
d Explained under Career Specialty subheading in this chapter. 

 

 I surmised that professional degrees held by attorneys, chaplains, and medical 

officers might prepare these students differently for their USAWC studies compared to 

the typical master’s degrees in management and military science earned by non-medical 

officers at their rank. The proportion of Army officers in these three career specialties 

differed between the DEP and REP. 

Gender. This categorical IV was dichotomous, coded as 0 = biological male and 

1 = biological female. The definition in Chapter 1 explained the Department of Defense 

policy in place for the Class of 2016 that limited the reporting of gender to biological sex 

(Carter, 2015a). Male was chosen as the reference category because this gender was the 

majority in both USAWC programs; however, this IV appeared in different proportions 

between them.  

The Class of 2016 DEP enrolled twice the number of female students (16.9%) 

compared to the REP (8.7%) (Table 2). The number of female students in the DEP was 
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comparable to their proportion in the Regular Army (16.6%) but lower than their 

presence in the Army Reserve (21.1%) and the Army National Guard (12.4%)(Table 2; 

Office of Army Demographics, 2017, p. 2). Female officer accession into the Operations 

career specialty was limited until 2015, when Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter 

completed the initiative begun by Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta in 2013 to end the 

female direct-combat exclusion rule (Carter, 2015b). 

Consequently, women were under-represented among the lieutenant colonels and 

colonels in the Regular Army who would be enrolled in the resident program—an 

imbalance that should be rectified in perhaps 15 years. The literature review revealed 

how gender can affect college academic performance, in the chilly campus climate for 

women described by Hall and Sandler (1982, 1984, 1986) and the concept of critical 

mass for underrepresented social groups described by Hennessey (2018a), Konrad et al. 

(2008), and Wet (2010). 

 

 

  



 

 

 

81 

Table 2 

Class of 2016 Independent Variables (IV) by Program and Type 

 Demographic IV (%) 

 Distance Education Program  Resident Education Program 

     

male female White 

Non- 

White  male female White 

Non- 

White 

Program (%) 83.1 16.9 75.8 24.2  91.3 8.7 83.6 16.4 

Professional IV (%)          

Army Component          

  Regular Army 14.4 16.4 14.2 16.5  78.5 73.7 78.7 75.0 

  USAR & ARNG 85.6 83.6 85.8 83.5  21.5 26.3 21.3 25.0 

Career Specialty          

  Operations  48.7 23.6 47.8 34.2  55.0 47.4 56.8 41.7 

  Operations Support 11.1 14.6 13.0 7.6  18.0 10.5 15.9 25.0 

  Force Sustainment 23.6 25.5 20.7 34.2  18.5 31.6 18.6 25.0 

  Health Services 8.9 27.3 10.5 16.5  4.5 5.3 5.5 0.0 

  Special Branches 7.8 9.1 8.1 7.6  4.0 5.3 3.3 8.3 

Race vs. Gender (%)          

  White 79.0 60.0 – –  86.0 58.0 – – 

  Non-White 21.0 40.0 – –  14.0 42.0 – – 

Notes. In row Program (%), gender and race entries each sum to 100% horizontally. In 

each column, entries for Army component, Career specialty, and Race vs. Gender each 

sum to 100% vertically. The demographic IV graduate degree is not compared since it 

differs little between programs. NDISTANCE = 326, NRESIDENT = 219. ARNG = Army 

National Guard. USAR = U.S. Army Reserve. 

 

Race/Ethnicity. This categorical IV was dichotomous, coded as 0 = White and 1 

= non-White. White was chosen as the reference category because this race was the 

majority in both USAWC programs (Table 2). Under the non-White category, students 

could self-report their race to the USAWC registrar as American Indian and Alaska 

Native, Asian, Black or African-American, Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander, 

or two or more races, while ethnicity could be reported as Hispanic or Latino (Office of 



 

 

 

82 

Army Demographics, 2017; U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). The proportions of race and 

ethnicity differed between the resident and distance programs.  

For example, the resident Class of 2016 was comprised of 88% Whites, 8% 

African-Americans, 4% Hispanics, 2% Asians, and 1% other/unknown. However, these 

statistics reflected the entire student body, not the Army officers in this study’s delimited 

population. The USAWC DEP had almost twice as many non-White Army students 

(24.2%) compared to the REP (16.4%) (Table 2). The DEP proportions tracked the 

percentages of non-White officers in comparable ranks in the Regular Army and the 

Army Reserve but were twice as large as the proportion of non-White officers in the 

National Guard (12.0%) (Table 2; Office of Army Demographics, 2017). 

However, as Professor Foxtrot observed during his interview for research 

question 4, “diversity of race may be an artifact of an officer’s availability to take a year 

to attend the resident program; sometimes life forced students to enroll in the distance 

program.” The literature review showed that race and ethnicity were considerations for 

academic performance and persistence to graduation in college; see Fries-Britt and 

Turner (2001) and A. E. Lewis et al. (2000). 

Possession of a Previous Graduate Degree. This categorical IV was 

dichotomous, coded as 0 = a master’s degree or higher and 1 = no graduate degree. 

Master’s degree or higher was chosen as the reference variable because only 17% of 

Army students in the USAWC had not progressed beyond the bachelor’s degree. Most 

students had earned one or more master of arts or master of science degrees across a 

diverse range of academic fields: the biological and physical sciences, divinity, 

engineering, the humanities, management, and the social sciences. Less than 1% of 
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USAWC students held research doctorates, while all military attorneys possessed the 

Juris Doctor and military medical, dental, and veterinary officers held professional 

degrees in their fields (Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, 2020; U.S. Department of Education, 

n.d.). 

This student characteristic may affect course grades regardless of education 

program format. Admission to the USAWC programs does not require an entrance test, 

such as the Graduate Record Examination. The centralized Department of the Army 

board selects Regular Army and Army Reserve students for resident PME based on 

“strength of character, competence, and…unshakable commitment” but is also 

admonished to “give particular attention to advanced degrees that meet Army needs” 

(Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, 2019b, p. 5; see also Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, 2006). The 

Army National Guard uses similar criteria (Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 2017; Kem, 

2019; Rapp, 2015). 

Yet possession of a graduate degree earned before attending USAWC may help 

make sense of performance differences between USAWC students—if one accepts the 

scholarship that a degree signals demonstrated readiness for future employment (Arrow, 

1973; Hungerford & Solon, 1987; Spence, 1973; Stiglitz, 1975) and for higher education 

(Krassén, 2014; Zimmerman et al., 2015). 

Professional Variables  

The two professional IVs were Army component and career specialty. They 

manifested in different proportions among DEP and REP students so may have had an 

influence on the results for all four research questions. 
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Army Component. This categorical IV was dichotomous, coded as 0 = not 

Regular Army and 1 = Regular Army. The Regular Army (in common conversation, the 

Active Army or simply the Army) and its supporting Army Reserve are Federal forces 

under the command of the President of the United States. Officers in the Army National 

Guard belong to state military forces under the command of their governor but available 

to support the Regular Army if called upon by the President (U.S. Army, 2019). 

Neither value “Regular Army” or “not Regular Army” was a majority in both 

program formats, so I chose “Regular Army” as the default variable. These students were 

full-time Army officers who should have deep knowledge and diverse experiences in 

their chosen profession because they had no secondary civilian career to distract them. 

Their increased proficiency in the profession of arms may affect their academic 

achievement in one or more courses compared to the non-Regular Army students who 

were overwhelmingly part-time Army officers who also had a civilian career. It is worth 

noting that certain non-Regular Army officers serve full-time on active duty in the 

“Active Guard and Reserve” program to provide the continuity of administration and 

training needed for readiness in Army Reserve and Army National Guard units (U.S. 

Army, 2019a, p. 1-4). 

The Class of 2016 resident program’s Army population was 78% Regular Army 

and 22% Army Reserve and Army National Guard combined. The distance program’s 

Army enrollment was a mirror image: 15% Regular Army and 85% Army Reserve and 

Army National Guard combined (Table 2). This variable influenced the probability that a 

student would attend the full-time USAWC resident program or undertake their senior 

PME as a part-time student in the USAWC distance program. 
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Career Specialty. The career specialty categorical variable was not collapsed 

into a single dichotomous variable but rather was represented by dummy coding among 

five variables (Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012; Statistical Consulting Group, n.d.). After 

describing Army career specialty meta-categories and their proportions between the two 

programs, the scheme for dummy coding and a reference variable will be explained. 

Meta-Categories. Army students serve in one of 39 officer career specialties, 

known as branches or functional areas (Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, n.d., 2019a, 2020). 

For this study, these 39 specialties were clustered into five meta-categories commonly 

used by the Department of the Army and explained in Appendix A. The following 

summary briefly describes each meta-category and lists the approximate percentage of 

Regular Army officers who hold these specialties, both in the force (Deputy Chief of 

Staff G-1, n.d., 2019a, 2020) and historically in the USAWC resident program: 

• Operations (offensive warfare: e.g., infantry, artillery, aviation; 50%) 

• Operations Support (warfare enablers: e.g., intelligence, signal; 20%) 

• Force Sustainment (logistics, human resources, weapons acquisition; 20%) 

• Special Branches (chaplains are experienced ordained ministers under 

ecclesiastical endorsement from their religious denomination, and staff judge 

advocates [“JAGs”] are attorneys admitted to a U.S. state bar; 5%) 

• Health Services (e.g., medical operations planners, physicians, nurses, 

dentists, veterinarians, physical therapists, psychologists; 5%).  

Proportions of Meta-Categories at USAWC. Exact proportions of race/ethnicity 

within career specialties for Army officers in 2016-2017 were difficult to untangle, 

especially at the O5 (lieutenant colonel) and O6 (colonel) ranks who would attend 
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USAWC. The Office of Army Demographics (2017) published “Officer Branch and 

Race/Ethnicity” for the Regular Army in fiscal year 2017 in groupings that matched three 

of this study’s career specialty meta-categories, while combining Special Branches and 

Health Services into a fourth grouping, Other. For large-grained comparison with the 

Class of 2016 demographics in Table 2, the Office of Army Demographics (2017) 

reported the proportion of non-White, Regular Army officers of all ranks as: Operations, 

69%; Operations Support, 76%; Force Sustainment, 83%; and Other, 76% (p. 2). The 

percentage in Other was skewed toward the proportion represented by Health Services 

officers, who were much more numerous than the attorneys and chaplains in Special 

Branches.  

This comparison illustrates the Regular Army’s challenge in retention and 

promotion of non-White officers to the ranks eligible for attendance at USAWC; for 

example, see Briscoe (2013), Butler (1999), Kirby et al. (2000), MLDC (2011), and 

Spears (2017). At the ranks of O5 and O6, the proportion of non-White students in the 

REP had dropped in the three comparable meta-categories to: Operations, 41.7%; 

Operations Support, 25.0%; and Force Sustainment, 25.0% (Table 2). This disparity 

partially explained why a resident program seminar may include only one or two non-

White Army officer-students. 

Different types of Army units were populated by proportions of career specialties 

tailored to that unit’s mission. Because the missions assigned to the Army Reserve 

require certain types of Army units, its officers constitute almost 50% of officer strength 

(across all ranks) in Force Sustainment and Health Services (Talley, 2016). However, the 

proportion of Army Reserve officers in this study’s other three meta-categories was 
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smaller than for Regular Army officers, and this contrast was reflected in the Army 

student populations in both USAWC programs (Office of Army Demographics, 2017; 

Table 2). 

Dummy Coding. The career specialty categorical variable was not collapsed into 

a single dichotomous variable for two reasons. First, these five meta-categories followed 

the practice of Army human resource managers, incorporating 39 individual officer 

specialties (Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, n.d., 2019a, 2020). Second, there could have been  

differentiation in academic achievement based on a student’s career specialty that was 

more fine-grained than simply using the most populous meta-category, Operations, as a 

dichotomous variable. Instead, dummy coding facilitated this potential differentiation 

among k = 5 variables. The regression of the four dummy-coded career specialty 

variables compared each of their mean course grades to the mean of the course grade for 

the omitted k–1 reference dummy variable, which was meta-category Operations Support 

(Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012; Statistical Consulting Group, n.d.). 

Reference Dummy Variable. This meta-category was chosen as the reference 

variable for two reasons. First, officers serving in career specialties within Operations 

Support enrolled in similar proportions in both the DEP and REP (Table 2). Conversely, 

Operations was more prevalent in the REP while Force Sustainment and Health Services 

appeared more frequently in the DEP (Table 2). Second, Operations Support includes 

almost half (16) of the 39 officer career specialties (Appendix A), so it offered a 

diversified base of military expertise against which to compare the grade means of the 

other meta-categories. 
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In comparison, Special Branches only includes two career specialties: attorneys 

and chaplains (Appendix A). Excluding the low-density Special Branches as the 

reference variable might have masked the possibility of collinearity (Lomax & Hahs-

Vaughn, 2012) between two career specialties whose officers possess specialized 

advanced degrees and narrowly focused experience. Furthermore, twice as many 

attorneys and chaplains enrolled in the DEP compared to the REP (Table 2). Note: For 

the remainder of this study, career specialty refers to the five meta-categories of 

Operations, Operations Support, Force Sustainment, Special Branches, and Health 

Services. 

Environment Variable  

The overarching question of this study was “Are all learning outcomes in senior 

PME delivered equally effectively in USAWC courses taught face-to-face and online?” 

Astin (1984/1999) found that two “environmental factors”—living in a campus residence 

and part-time campus employment—were the most critical aspects of involvement for 

college success (pp. 523–524). Students who live and work on campus interact more 

richly with faculty and each other and complete college at a higher rate than do commuter 

students and those holding a full-time job off-campus. 

These two environmental factors of involvement (Astin, 1984/1999) seemed to 

parallel the primary differences in the USAWC environment. The full-time resident 

students lived in student housing on Carlisle Barracks or in the nearby community (Kem, 

2019). They had no other duties except studying, whereas the part-time USAWC distance 

students juggled full-time military and civilian careers. The influence of part-time student 

status has been discussed earlier (J. P. Bean & Metzner, 1985; Rovai, 2003). 
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The remainder of the quantitative approach section discusses data collection, 

management, preparation, and analysis for each research question. 

Research Question 1 Methodology 

This question addressed one aspect of the institutional perspective on academic 

outcomes. “What is the relationship between academic performance in six core courses 

and the program format?” 

Data Collection  

Data on course grades resided in the academic database maintained by the 

USAWC registrar, who only released data files that did not contain personally 

identifiable information.  

Data Management  

Permission to use this data was granted by the USAWC registrar (Appendix B). 

Data Preparation  

The data contained in Excel spreadsheets were converted into Minitab data 

worksheets and checked for consistency and completeness. Descriptive statistics (mean 

and standard deviation) for course grades were calculated and individual value plots and 

histograms constructed to look for outliers (none found). Course grade data from two 

courses required modification. 

Theater Strategy and Campaigning (TSC) was the longest course in the Army 

War College core curriculum. Consequently, the distance program delivered TSC in two 

sequential segments (TSC I and TSC II) to accommodate the schedules of part-time 

students (Rapp, 2015). For this research, a single course grade for TSC in the DEP was 
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calculated as a credit-weighted average of the two segments to allow comparison with its 

REP counterpart. 

Nine students in the resident program had no grade recorded for the Regional 

Studies Program (RSP) course. My investigation revealed they were enrolled in the 

voluntary, competitively selected Carlisle Scholars Program (CSP). These students 

comprised one seminar who compressed all core courses into three intensive months 

while completing a comprehensive research project with multiple public engagements in 

the remaining seven months (Kem, 2019; Rapp, 2015). However, the faculty in the CSP 

did not offer a separate regional studies course. Instead, CSP students chose a regional 

focus to apply to their work in the other five core courses (C. Fowler, personal 

communication, May 27, 2019). Given this embedded regional focus, I replaced each 

missing RSP course grade with the average of that student’s five other core course 

grades. This treatment should not result in loss of fidelity that would affect the data 

analysis. No RSP course grades were missing in the distance education program. 

Data Analysis  

Two approaches examined the differences and the similarities demonstrated by 

the six courses that were delivered by separate modalities. First, two-sample t tests 

compared the means of course grades in each course in one program looking for a 

difference with the means of its counterpart in the other program. Each t test was 

conducted at α = .05 and reported with a 95% confidence interval. The null hypothesis, 

H₀: μ₁ – µ₂ = 0, and alternative hypothesis, HA: μ₁ – µ₂ ≠ 0, answered the question: “Is 

there a difference between the means of the grades for a course in the resident education 

program, μ₁, and in the distance education program, µ₂?” 
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Second, correlation analysis compared the strength of paired-course association 

between programs. The USAWC dean required that “the [core] courses build upon and 

reinforce each other” and “provide continuity of thought and meaning for students 

throughout the year” (Lacquement, 2019b, p. 15). Scatterplots of each pair of course 

variables in the DEP and REP showed positively monotonic relationships, which 

informed my choice of correlation tools. The Pearson product-moment correlation 

measures the strength of the linear association between two continuous variables. 

Spearman’s rank-order correlation measures the strength and direction of the association 

between variables, which can be continuous or categorical (Mukaka, 2012).  

Correlation results using both Pearson and Spearman’s methodologies were 

indistinguishable, so I chose Spearman’s correlation because the USAWC data appeared 

to be monotonic and reasonably linear. Spearman’s coefficient was reported for all 

courses within each program at a 99% confidence interval. 

Research Question 2 Methodology 

This question addressed a second aspect of the institutional perspective on 

academic outcomes. “What is the relationship between academic performance in six core 

courses and student characteristics, in both program formats?” 

Question 2 was explored through hierarchical regression on the IVs (student 

characteristics and the program format) and the DV (course grades). Astin (2005) 

endorsed “blocked, stepwise [also: hierarchical] regression … for identifying and 

understanding both direct and indirect effects and for unraveling connections among and 

between variables and about causal patterns in which experiences combine to shape 

change” (p. 121). 
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Since I was interested in six response variables (course grades) related to 

academic performance, I considered using multivariate analysis of variance. However, 

my primary interest lies in the relationship among the three components of the inputs-

environment-outcomes model, not simply how the course grades as outcomes might be 

connected (where multivariate analysis might be appropriate; see Olejnik, 2010). 

Hierarchical regression allowed me to explore the influence of student characteristics 

with a “[shared] common theoretical ground” by grouping them as demographic and 

professional characteristics (Lomax & Haus, 2012, p. 388). 

Data collection and management for question 2 were identical with question 1. 

Data Preparation  

Missing values for two demographic variables self-reported by students required 

attention. First, eleven Army students in the distance program self-reported to the 

registrar they possessed no graduate degree upon enrollment. Investigation revealed these 

to be students who obviously held professional graduate degrees: Army physicians with a 

Doctor of Medicine or Doctor of Osteopathy and Army attorneys with a Juris Doctor 

(Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, 2019a, 2020; U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). These 

students seemed to have misinterpreted the registrar’s request for this self-reported data 

element as specifically a master’s degree. I coded them as possessing at least one 

graduate degree for this study. No similar confusion over graduate degrees was evident 

in the resident education program. 

Second, 39 Army students self-reported their race/ethnicity to the registrar as 

“unknown”: four REP students (1.8%) and 35 DEP students (10.7%). I examined each 

entry, considering the student’s Army component, gender, and career specialty, and 
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discovered no trend or relationship that argued against coding these 39 students as “not 

White.” I did not consider that this choice would skew the results of my study for two 

reasons. First, research shows that multiracial students tend to choose “unknown” on their 

college applications if they were otherwise limited to single-race categories (Gray, 2011; 

Harper, 2016); the USAWC does not offer a choice to select multiple races or ethnicities. 

Second, these 39 students comprised less than 7% of this study’s populations, which was 

smaller than the proportions of non-White Army officers in the Regular Army, Army 

Reserve, and National Guard found in Table 2. 

Power and Effect Size  

The size of the two populations of U.S. Army officers could affect statistical 

power, which has two components: sensitivity to small deviations from a null hypothesis 

and effect size (Murphy, 2010). One way to enhance sensitivity is to decrease the 

standard error by increasing its denominator, the sample size (Murphy, 2010); this 

study’s use of populations (rather than samples) with more than 30 members each should 

enhance its power. 

For effect size, Kelley and Maxwell (2010) recommend its estimation using the 

“adjusted coefficient of correlation, R2
A” (p. 284); Lomax and Hahs-Vaughn (2012) use 

the term coefficient of determination. The maximum value of R2
A explains the most 

variance in the predicted response that can be attributed to the regressor variables “in the 

population regression equation” (emphasis added; Kelley & Maxwell, 2010, p. 284). This 

study used population regression coefficients instead of predicting them based on sample 

regression coefficients, lending extra credence to R2
A as a measure of effect size. The 

common interpretation using Cohen’s standards were that for a small effect R2
A

 = 0.01, a 
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medium effect R2
A

 = 0.06, and a large effect R2
A

 = 0.14 (Cumming & Fidler, 2010; 

Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012, pp. 13–14).  

However, studying a population rather than a sample does not guarantee its 

models will eliminate errors or will include all significant variables. The population of 

Army officers could be considered a sample of at least two larger USAWC populations in 

the Class of 2016: all military officer students and the entire student body. As such, there 

may be unknown variables—with interactions—that may arise from the characteristics of 

these unstudied students or from their interaction with the USAWC environment that 

might influence the Army-officer models. 

Data Analysis  

A description of multiple linear regression and the five assumptions necessary for 

its validity begins this section. The tests for those assumptions using the current data are 

presented and the handling of outlier data points addressed. Finally, the regression 

models are described in Figure 4. 

Multiple Linear Regression  

The DVs and IVs appeared to meet the criteria for modeling with multiple linear 

regression (Kutner et al., 2004; Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012). Linear regression is a 

methodology to show a relationship between one variable (known as the dependent or 

response variable, Y) and another variable (known as the independent or predictor 

variable, X). It finds the straight line that minimizes the differences between actual values 

of Y and predicted values of Y; this difference is called a residual. A simple linear 

regression model, involving one predictor X, can be written as equation (1): 

 𝑌𝑖 = β0 + β1𝑋 + ε𝑖              (1) 
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where β0 is a constant and y-intercept of the regression line; β1 is the regression 

coefficient and slope of the regression line; and εi describes the error between predicted 

values of Y and their unobservable true value (Kutner et al., 2004; Lomax & Hahs-

Vaughn, 2012). Multiple linear regression involves more than one predictor variable, 

such as in equation (2): 

𝑌𝑖 = β0 + β1𝑋1𝑖 + 𝛽2𝑋2𝑖 + ε𝑖            (2) 

If the model is specified correctly, the regression coefficients explain the effect of each 

predictor variable on the response variable when the other predictor variables in the 

model are held constant (Kelley & Maxwell, 2010). For example, in equation (2), the 

coefficient β1 measures the relationship between X1 and Y when X2 is held constant. Since 

research question 2 hypothesized that student characteristics may interact to influence 

course grades, the regression model may include interaction terms such as 𝑋1𝑖𝑋2𝑖 in 

equation (3) (Kutner et al., 2004; Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012): 

𝑌𝑖 = β0 + β1𝑋1𝑖 + β2𝑋2𝑖 + β3𝑋1𝑖𝑋2𝑖 + ε𝑖           (3) 

Validating Model Assumptions  

Multiple linear regression is valid when five assumptions are satisfied. Four 

assumptions were shared with simple (one predictor variable) linear regression and 

concern the error term, εi. They can be remembered by the mnemonic L-I-N-E (Kutner et 

al., 2004; Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012). The fifth assumption warns against improperly 

using a regression model for predictions. 

Linearity. The errors, εi, were random with a mean of zero. In other words, a 

linear relationship exists between the values of Xi and the observed values of Yi. I 

checked this assumption by plotting the residuals (difference between predicted and 



 

 

 

96 

actual values of Yi) against the fitted values, Ŷi. A random pattern of residuals indicated 

linearity. A violation of this assumption might have indicated the need to transform a 

variable to use linear regression (Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012).  

Independence. The errors, εi, were not highly correlated. Although each USAWC 

student was nested within a seminar taught by three dedicated faculty instructors, this 

should not violate the independence of errors assumption for two reasons. First, the 

grades should not be influenced by possible bias from one instructor since three faculty 

members in each REP seminar taught and evaluated the six different core courses. In the 

DEP, at least two different faculty taught online core courses over a DEP student’s two-

year journey. In both programs, most students were likely to encounter additional core-

course faculty since their RSP course was taught by an instructor with regional expertise 

(Kem, 2019; Rapp, 2015). Second, all data were reported based on an individual student; 

I did not know their seminar number or the identities of their faculty (see Appendix B). 

Normality. The distribution of the errors, εi, at each set of values for Xi was 

normal. I checked this assumption by creating a histogram and normal probability plot of 

the residuals for each Xi (Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012). The IVs exhibited normal 

distribution that was right-skewed (positive skewness). 

Equal Variance. The errors, εi, displayed constant variances for all values of Xi, a 

condition also known as “homoscedasticity” (Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012, p. 20). A 

scatterplot of the residuals against each Xi revealed an approximately constant vertical 

spread across the plot to validate equal variance (Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012). The 

largest and smallest values of the DV did not differ by a large value—a possible indicator 

of heteroscedasticity—so I did not expect a violation (Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012). 
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Linear regression is reasonably robust regarding unequal error variances (Lomax & 

Hahs-Vaughn, 2012). 

Fixed Xi Values. The regression equation was only valid for those values of Xi 

used in the model. Interpolating values of Yi from values of Xi that lie between actual 

observed Xi values is usually acceptable. However, extrapolating beyond the range of 

predictor values is not recommended (Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012). I did not intend to 

make predictions using this study’s models. 

Rather, I considered this study to be “exploratory research” (Kelley & Maxwell, 

2010, p. 283) since the proposed variables did not arise from a single theory to be 

analyzed through “confirmatory research” (Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012, p. 389). 

Exploratory research involves repeatedly testing combinations of independent variables 

in search of a satisfactory model. The independent variables in this study were generated 

from my experience, a literature review, and curiosity to test hypotheses—not from an 

existing theory. Kelley and Maxwell (2010) caution that “the process of test-retest” 

allows only approximate determination of probability values and confidence intervals (p. 

283). 

Finally, I was vigilant for data points on the residuals plots that might have been 

influential. Outliers “more than two or three standard deviations from the mean” could 

have acted to pull the regression line toward them (Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012, p. 

339). A visual scan of the IVs for the Class of 2016 did not reveal any influential points. 

Before eliminating an outlier discovered from residual plots, I would have exercised 

judgment within the range of the variables since an outlier might have signaled important 

information requiring further investigation. The presence of outliers could have suggested 
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that a variable requires a transformation to “achieve linearity” (Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 

2012, p. 342). 

Conducting Multiple Linear Regression  

For each core course, I used the same IVs to create the models. Since all 

independent variables were categorical, I did not standardize the variables nor did I 

calculate beta weights for them (Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012). Regressions were 

performed at the α = .05 significance level.  

For each core course, I employed hierarchical regression where I built successive 

“setwise” regression models (Kelley & Maxwell, 2010, p. 287) by introducing variables 

grouped into separate blocks that “share some common theoretical ground” (Lomax & 

Hahs-Vaughn, 2012, p. 388), rather than using a data-driven variable selection method. 

Following Astin (2005), I wanted to see the separate influence of two types of inputs on 

outcomes—considering and ignoring environmental moderation. In Figure 4, I regressed 

demographic variables against course grades, with and without considering the program 

format, to create Models 1 and 2. Then I regressed professional variables against course 

grades, again with and without the program format, to create Models 3 and 4. Finally, I 

combined demographic, professional, and environmental variables into a full Model 5.  
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Figure 4 

Hierarchical Regression Modeling of Course Grades 

Note. Figure does not show addition of the Strategic Leadership grade to final model for 

subsequent courses. 

Each model included interaction terms and its incremental improvement was 

gauged by the change in value of the adjusted coefficient of correlation, R2
A. Admittedly, 

the additional variability explanation derived from the block rather than individual 

regressors. I tested three-way interactions for all courses but produced no significant 

third-order model terms; the final models were regressed with only two-way interactions.  

Five Regression Models 

Regression produced five models for each of the six courses in the USAWC core 

curriculum. The dependent variable, Y, represents the grade for one course (Y = SL, 

TWS, NSPS, RSP, TSC, DM).  

Model 1 (Demographic). This model included the three demographic variables: 

previous graduate degree (DEG; 0 = at least one master’s degree), gender (GEN; 0 = 

male), and race/ethnicity (RACE; 0 = White), plus three potential second-order 

interaction terms, in Equation (5).  

𝐸(𝑌) = 𝐵0 + 𝐵1𝐷𝐸𝐺 + 𝐵2𝐺𝐸𝑁 + 𝐵3𝑅𝐴𝐶𝐸 +  ∑ 𝐵𝑖𝑗𝑋𝑖𝑋𝑗
3
𝑖,𝑗=1,𝑖≠𝑗                      (5)  
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Model 2 (Demographic + Program). The Model 1 regression was run again 

adding program format (PROG; 0 = distance), plus six potential second-order interaction 

terms, in Equation (6). 

𝐸(𝑌) = 𝐵0 + 𝐵1𝐷𝐸𝐺 + 𝐵2𝐺𝐸𝑁 + 𝐵3𝑅𝐴𝐶𝐸 + 𝐵4𝑃𝑅𝑂𝐺 + ∑ 𝐵𝑖𝑗𝑋𝑖𝑋𝑗
6
𝑖,𝑗=1,𝑖≠𝑗      (6) 

Model 3 (Professional). This model started with five professional variables: 

Army component (ARMYCOMP; 0 = not Regular Army), and the four career specialty 

meta-categories Operations (CSOPS), Force Sustainment (CSFS), Special Branches 

(CSSPEC), and Health Services (CSHEALTH), plus ten potential second-order interaction 

terms, in Equation (7).  

𝐸(𝑌) = 𝐵0 + 𝐵1𝐴𝑅𝑀𝑌𝐶𝑂𝑀𝑃 + 𝐵2𝐶𝑆𝑂𝑃𝑆 + 𝐵3𝐶𝑆𝐹𝑆 + 𝐵4𝐶𝑆𝑆𝑃𝐸𝐶 +

𝐵5𝐶𝑆𝐻𝐸𝐴𝐿𝑇𝐻 +  ∑ 𝐵𝑖𝑗𝑋𝑖𝑋𝑗
10
𝑖,𝑗=1,𝑖≠𝑗  

                                                                                (7) 

Model 4 (Professional + Program). The Model 3 regression was run again 

adding program format (PROG), plus 15 potential second-order interaction terms, in 

Equation (8). 

𝐸(𝑌) = 𝐵0 + 𝐵1𝐴𝑅𝑀𝑌𝐶𝑂𝑀𝑃 + 𝐵2𝐶𝑆𝑂𝑃𝑆 + 𝐵3𝐶𝑆𝐹𝑆 + 𝐵4𝐶𝑆𝑆𝑃𝐸𝐶 +

𝐵5𝐶𝑆𝐻𝐸𝐴𝐿𝑇𝐻 + 𝐵6𝑃𝑅𝑂𝐺 +  ∑ 𝐵𝑖𝑗𝑋𝑖𝑋𝑗
15
𝑖,𝑗=1,𝑖≠𝑗                        (8) 

Model 5 (Full). Finally, the full model incorporated all eight demographic and 

professional variables and program format, plus 36 potential second-order interaction 

terms, shown in Equation (9). 

𝐸(𝑌) = 𝐵0 + 𝐵1𝐷𝐸𝐺 + 𝐵2𝐺𝐸𝑁 + 𝐵3𝑅𝐴𝐶𝐸 + 𝐵4𝐴𝑅𝑀𝑌𝐶𝑂𝑀𝑃 + 𝐵5𝐶𝑆𝑂𝑃𝑆 +

𝐵6𝐶𝑆𝐹𝑆 + 𝐵7𝐶𝑆𝑆𝑃𝐸𝐶 + 𝐵8𝐶𝑆𝐻𝐸𝐴𝐿𝑇𝐻 + 𝐵9𝑃𝑅𝑂𝐺 +  ∑ 𝐵𝑖𝑗𝑋𝑖𝑋𝑗
36
𝑖,𝑗=1                     (9) 
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Addition of SL Grade as an Independent Variable 

However, analysis of the adjusted coefficients of determination (R2
A) in Equation 

(9) for each course showed that regression explained the largest amount of variance for 

the first course SL (R2
A = 0.215), followed in the sequence of the resident curriculum by 

TWS (0.130), NSPS (0.087), RSP (0.068), TSC (0.087), and DM (0.141). The 

discrepancy in the magnitude of R2
A between courses suggested that the model might be 

underspecified. This suspicion was supported by a trend in the correlation analysis in 

question 1 between the SL grade and grades in the five subsequent courses, within both 

programs. This trend in correlation strength was not replicated, for example, between the 

second course, TWS, and its subsequent four courses. In the spirit of exploratory research 

(Kelley & Maxwell, 2010), since SL was the initial course in both programs, its 

manifestation of the highest R2
A prompted the question, “Does a student’s level of 

performance in the Strategic Leadership course predict their success in subsequent 

courses?”  

This question was especially pertinent because student attrition in the first year of 

the DEP averaged about 20% of the cohort, according to the USAWC registrar (C. 

Fowler, personal communication, April 11, 2018) and the chair of DDE (C. K. S. Chun, 

personal communication, April 1, 2017). If the SL course grade were a predictor of 

student success, it could be a valuable signal for academic intervention by the institution. 

Consequently, I added the SL grades in both programs to the full model for the other five 

courses, as a continuous variable. The influence of the SL grade was significant in every 

subsequent course at the p ≤ .01 level. The explanation of variance increased to 
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approximately the same level for all courses: SL (R2
A = 0.215), TWS (0.284), NSPS 

(0.197), RSP (0.139), TSC (0.223), and DM (0.244). 

Final Model for TWS, NSPS, RSP, TSC, and DM  

The adjusted final model for five courses incorporated all eight demographic and 

professional variables and program format—shown in Equation (9)—and the Strategic 

Leadership grade (SL), plus 45 potential second-order interaction terms, to yield Equation 

(10). 

𝐸(𝑌) = 𝐵0 + 𝐵1𝐷𝐸𝐺 + 𝐵2𝐺𝐸𝑁 + 𝐵3𝑅𝐴𝐶𝐸 + 𝐵4𝐴𝑅𝑀𝑌𝐶𝑂𝑀𝑃 + 𝐵5𝐶𝑆𝑂𝑃𝑆 +

𝐵6𝐶𝑆𝐹𝑆 + 𝐵7𝐶𝑆𝑆𝑃𝐸𝐶 + 𝐵8𝐶𝑆𝐻𝐸𝐴𝐿𝑇𝐻 + 𝐵9𝑃𝑅𝑂𝐺 + 𝐵10𝑆𝐿 + ∑ 𝐵𝑖𝑗𝑋𝑖𝑋𝑗
45
𝑖,𝑗=1       (10) 

The hypothesis testing was done at the p ≤ .05 level, and the final models in 

Chapter 4 display the  coefficients that were significant at p ≤ .01, p ≤ .05, and p ≤ .10, to 

show the influence of IVs in different blocks.  

Multicollinearity was evidenced for several courses by elevated variance inflation 

factors (VIF) for interaction terms and the individual variables. Lomax and Hahs-Vaughn 

(2012) warn that “the largest VIF should be less than 10 to satisfy this assumption [of 

non-collinearity]” (p. 385). Removal of several interaction terms eliminated 

multicollinearity. 

Methodological Approach for Research Question 3 

This question addressed the student perspective on academic outcomes. “How do 

students understand their attainment of learning outcomes in six core courses, in both 

program formats?” 
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Data Collection  

I obtained student responses from extant USAWC student course surveys 

administered in both programs by the USAWC Office of Institutional Assessment (OIA). 

The course survey data resided on the OIA internal portal, available to any faculty 

member. While questions 1 and 2 analyzed quantitative data only from U.S. Army 

officers, the survey responses in question 3 were generated by all students in the Class of 

2016. Even though they include non-Army officers, civilians, and international officers, 

insights from the surveys should be applicable to this study since U.S. Army officers 

comprise 57% of the resident students and 85% of the distance students. The OIA reports 

the confidence intervals on the responses for the DEP surveys (p = .000, 95% CI [2.11, 

4.11]) and for REP surveys (p = .000, 95% CI [3.54, 6.03]). 

Using five-point Likert scales, students assessed their own knowledge of course 

topics before and after each course and described how well they felt prepared to apply 

that knowledge in the future. Students in the DEP and the REP answered the following 

survey questions: 

1. Answer these two questions as 1) Great amount; 2) Good amount; 3) Moderate 

amount; 4) Very little; or 5) None at all. 

(A) “My pre-course knowledge level of course topics, concepts, and subject 

matter was” 

(B) “My post-course knowledge level of course topics, concepts, and subject 

matter was”   

2. Answer this question as 1) Strongly agree; 2) Agree; 3) Neither; 4) Disagree; or 5)  
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Strongly disagree – “I have developed a sufficient understanding of course 

material so that I can apply it in later work.” 

Pre-course and post-course knowledge were reported as “great amount” and 

“good amount” responses collapsed. Understanding to apply was reported as “strongly 

agree” and “agree” responses collapsed. 

Data Management 

The principal measures of rigor in survey instruments are validity and reliability 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Heale & Twycross, 2015; National Business Research 

Institute, n.d.). Knapp and Mueller (2010) describe validity of an instrument as it 

measures “what it is designed to measure” (p. 340). Three ways to approach validity are: 

1) content (does a survey measure all aspects of a criterion?); 2) concurrent or criterion 

(is the survey correlated with another simultaneous instrument?); and 3) construct (is a 

theory-based survey consistent with the theory?) (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Knapp & 

Mueller, 2010; National Business Research Institute, n.d.).  

Creswell and Creswell (2018) define reliability as “consistency or repeatability of 

an instrument” from time to time and form to form (p. 154). Internal consistency 

(measured by Cronbach’s alpha) is how well a test measures its intended object, or the 

extent to which “items on an instrument behave in the same way” (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018, p. 154). A second measure, test-retest reliability, checks for stability of a scale over 

repeated administrations (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Knapp & Mueller, 2010). I 

consulted with the two previous OIA directors (in the position 2001–2014 and 2014–

2019, respectively) regarding measures of reliability and validity of the surveys. 
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For the USAWC course surveys, neither OIA director could confirm existence of 

reliability indices, especially Cronbach’s alpha, but my examination of these surveys in 

both programs from 2010 through 2016 found that they consistently incorporated the 

same sets of questions. Both OIA directors mentioned that all USAWC surveys met the 

standard set by the Middle States Commission on Higher Education as an effective 

measure of institutional assessment (MSCHE, 2006), and that USAWC surveys were 

administered, and responses were collected, in a consistent, standardized fashion over the 

years. The directors confirmed that the average response rate on these course surveys was 

45% since 1989 (but did not provide a confidence interval for that value). I calculated the 

mean response rates across the six core courses for the Class of 2016 at 71% for the DEP 

and 59% for the REP. The lower rate in the REP most likely results from survey fatigue 

because OIA administered an additional five surveys during the ten-month curriculum, 

while OIA surveys in the DEP were spread across two years.  

Since the USAWC surveys do not assess students against some “gold standard” or 

a theoretical construct, then construct and criterion/concurrent validity do not seem to be 

confirmed (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Knapp & Mueller, 2010; National Business 

Research Institute, n.d.). Evidence of content validity arises from “expert judgments of 

the representativeness of items with respect to [the intended] knowledge” (Knapp & 

Mueller, 2010, p. 340); such judgment is also referred to as common-sense face validity 

(Heale & Twycross, 2015; National Business Research Institute, n.d.). For expert 

judgment on the survey questions, one OIA director invoked a biannual comparison with 

surveys administered by other U.S. PME institutions but offered no further refinement of 

that comparison. The director stated that the USAWC commandant, provost, and dean 
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“approve the survey questions and review the results each year for appropriateness to 

assess program effectiveness” (A. Waggener, personal communication, June 3, 2019). 

Creswell and Creswell (2018) and Knapp and Mueller (2010) stress that any 

instrument is valid only within the context of the intended population or setting. The 

second OIA director confirmed that “the surveys are intended for USAWC institutional 

assessment and curriculum improvement but were not intended to be generalizable to 

student populations outside the USAWC” (D. Dworak, personal communication, May 27, 

2019). 

I consider that the reliability and validity of the end-of-course surveys were 

sufficient to judge the student perspectives on their achievement of learning in the 

USAWC. I recognize that the lack of rigorous institutional assessment of the surveys 

limits their use to context for—not correlation of—the quantitative results. 

Data Preparation  

The individual responses on the survey were not released by the Office of 

Institutional Assessment; I accessed only aggregate percentages with accompanying 

descriptive statistics. A note of caution applies to comparing the descriptive statistics and 

interpreting the results of the t tests using aggregate data. Information on variability was 

lost when moving from the micro-level (individual) to the macro-level (aggregate). 

Making an inference about individual behavior based on aggregate data is rarely accurate 

because of the “ecological fallacy” described by Freedman (2001, p. 4027). He draws his 

concept from Robinson (1950) who stated that an ecological correlation (about a “group 

of persons”) cannot substitute for an individual correlation (for an “indivisible unit, a 

person”) (p. 351). 
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These statistics were entered into Minitab data worksheets and checked for 

consistency and completeness. No data required modification. 

Data Analysis  

I analyzed the means to answer four questions: 

1. Is there a difference in the means of “pre-course knowledge” in REP and DEP? 

2. Is there a difference in the means of “post-course knowledge” in REP and 

DEP? 

3. Is there a difference in the means of “increase in knowledge” in REP and DEP? 

4. Is there a difference in the means of “understanding to apply knowledge” in 

REP and DEP? 

For each question, I used t tests to assess the validity of the null hypothesis, H₀: μ₁ 

– µ₂ = 0, against the alternative hypothesis, HA: μ₁ – µ₂ ≠ 0, where μ₁ = means of survey 

responses in the REP and µ₂ = means of survey responses in the DEP. 

In summary, the institutional perspective on outcomes was investigated for 

influence of only the environment (programs) on course grades using t tests and 

correlation analysis and by considering student characteristics and program using 

multiple linear regression. The student perspective was examined through course survey 

responses. The qualitative approach to study the faculty perspective will be addressed in 

the final section. 

Qualitative Approach 

To help make sense of the quantitative results for the first three research 

questions, I employed a qualitative methodology to answer the fourth research question: 

“How do faculty who taught in both programs perceive the relationship between student 
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characteristics, program format, and academic performance in six core courses?” I hoped 

to acquire “a wider and deeper picture from all angles” that Fielding (2012) terms 

“analytic density” (p. 128). My goal was to capture the faculty perspective on academic 

outcomes between the USAWC resident and distance programs, which were taught by 

similar but separate faculties. However, the restricted viewpoints of faculty who have 

experience teaching in only one program would not allow them to assess the differences 

inherent in the two cohorts of USAWC students experiencing the I-E-O model. Instead, I 

conducted in-depth semi-structured interviews with all available USAWC professors who 

had held appointments in both programs. 

Creswell (2013) and Fontana and Frey (1994) use semi-structured to refer to the 

practice of each participant answering the same set of questions, all formulated to invite 

open-ended responses. Triangulation of student and faculty perspectives should 

strengthen trustworthiness of the answers to research questions 3 and 4 (Bryman, 2006; 

Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Greene et al., 1989; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). Therefore, 

two questions in the faculty interviews were the same questions that the students 

answered in their course surveys. Qualitative triangulation was discussed earlier in 

Chapter 3. The methodology for question 4 begins with a description of the USAWC 

faculty population and the sampling plan. The procedures for data collection, 

management, preparation, and analysis conclude this section. 

Population and Sampling 

My population of interest was the faculties of both USAWC programs. For my 

study, I needed a sample that met one criterion: professors who have taught core courses 

in both programs, thus able to offer a perspective encompassing student learning in both 
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formats. I chose my sample size as six, which incorporated all dual-program faculty 

actively teaching within the last 20 years (I am the seventh qualified candidate). Such 

deliberate sample selection is sometimes labeled convenience sampling since it is not a 

statistically random selection of participants from which generalizable results might 

emerge. Creswell (2013) and Maxwell (2013) argue for the term purposeful sampling.  

Creswell (2013) describes all qualitative data collection as “purposefully 

sampling” to find people “who can best inform the researcher about the problem” (p. 

147) and deepens quality assurance since it is based on a “criterion” (p. 158). Maxwell 

(2013) codifies five goals of purposeful sample selection: 1) representativeness of people 

and settings; 2) heterogeneity among the population’s interesting dimensions; 3) 

deliberate selection of relevant individuals; 4) illumination of differences in responses 

among people and settings; and 5) a productive relationship with the researcher that 

yields the “best data” (pp. 98–99). Maxwell (2013) cautions that the researcher must 

consider the bias inherent in a purposeful sample. 

The leaders of each military Service, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, collectively 

declared the criticality to PME of recruiting and retention of “top-notch faculty” who 

were “rewarded for teaching excellence” (Milley et al., 2020, p. 8). The USAWC faculty 

of civilian professors and military officers from the five military Services held the 

familiar academic ranks of lecturer, assistant professor, associate professor, and 

professor. They worked in three teaching departments in the resident program and a 

consolidated faculty in the distance program. In addition to the core curriculum, both 

faculties offered electives courses and supervised student research projects, although 
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these opportunities were more plentiful for the resident students because of their available 

time as full-time students (Kem, 2019). 

Despite the existence of separate resident and distance program faculties, their 

collaboration was robust. Course directors coordinated lesson and course development 

within the college’s curriculum committee and attended all DEP and REP course reviews 

presented to the dean and provost (Lacquement, 2015, 2019; Ryan, 2020). Faculty shared 

expertise between their respective Regional Studies Program courses and taught a 

growing number of electives incorporating both distance and resident students. Adjunct 

faculty played vital roles in both USAWC programs. Like the permanent faculty, their 

expertise was employed in both Regional Studies Program courses and to teach 

specialized electives in both programs (Lacquement, 2015, 2019; Ryan, 2020). 

The resident departments were anchored loosely to the components of Secretary 

of War Elihu Root’s inaugural charge to the Army War College in 1901: study on three 

“great problems of national defense, military science, and responsible command” (Kem, 

2019, p. 3; see also Rapp, 2015, p. 1). The resident faculty in the Department of 

Command, Leadership, and Management (DCLM) taught Strategic Leadership (SL) and 

Defense Management (DM). The faculty in the Department of National Security and 

Strategy (DNSS) taught Theory of War and Strategy (TWS), National Security Policy 

and Strategy (NSPS), and Regional Studies Program (RSP). The Department of Military 

Strategy, Planning, and Operations (DMSPO) faculty taught Theater Strategy and 

Campaigning (TSC).  

In academic year 2020, three courses were realigned only in the resident program. 

TWS was renamed War, Policy, & National Security I; NSPS became War, Policy, & 
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National Security II; and TSC expanded to Military Strategy & Campaigning (Kem, 

2019; Lacquement, 2019). 

The Department of Distance Education (DDE) asked its faculty to focus on one of 

the two years within the distance program. The First Year Program faculty taught the SL, 

TWS, NSPS, and RSP courses. The Second Year Program faculty taught the DM and 

TSC courses—the latter course occurring in two sequential phases because of its volume 

of learning outcomes—and the program-unique course, Contemporary & Future Security 

Issues (Kem, 2019; see also Rapp, 2015). A description of the military and civilian 

faculties (permanent and adjunct) in both programs may highlight aspects that inform 

their interview responses. 

Military Faculty  

The military faculty in both programs held the same rank as their students, 

lieutenant colonel and colonel, and held a minimum of a master’s degree. They 

contributed invaluable currency in operational experience and deep expertise in a wide 

range of career specialties within their Service. Each officer was screened centrally by 

their Service before joining the faculty and normally taught for three years before 

returning to the force. However, teaching tours may be curtailed after as little as one year 

when an officer is required elsewhere by their military Service. The resident faculty 

included visiting instructors from partner nations on two-year tours who typically were 

USAWC graduates. Current visiting international faculty came from Brazil, Chile, 

Germany, and Spain, and were paired with a U.S. faculty member for teaching (Kem, 

2019). 



 

 

 

112 

In 2019, about 30% of the military faculty held a terminal degree (Kem, 2019). 

The Army provided the opportunity for one or two USAWC students or faculty each year 

(based on projected vacancies across the four departments) to complete a fully-funded 

doctoral program with two years of courses at a civilian university. These doctoral 

candidates returned to the USAWC to complete their dissertation supervised by their 

university’s committee, then taught and did research at the USAWC for the remaining six 

years of their Army career (Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, n.d.; U.S. Army War College, 

n.d.).  

Military Adjunct Faculty. Half of the military faculty in DDE were Regular 

Army officers or Army Reserve and Army National Guard officers on active-duty status, 

while the remainder were traditional part-time Army Reserve officers assigned as adjunct 

faculty instructors (C. K. S. Chun, personal communication, April 1, 2018). These Army 

Reserve adjuncts met the same faculty qualifications, and they performed their monthly 

Reserve drills at home by evaluating their students’ essays and group projects and 

guiding their online forum discussions. 

Since twelve weekends per year of Reserve drills did not provide enough hours 

for a full-time faculty position, two Army Reserve adjunct officers normally shared the 

teaching duties for one 16-person distance seminar (C. K. S. Chun, personal 

communication, April 1, 2018; Rapp, 2015). These part-time Army Reserve faculty 

provided valuable perspective on the “load” challenges facing the part-time distance 

program students, since their USAWC adjunct faculty job competed for time with their 

own civilian career (McClusky, 1963). 
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Civilian Faculty  

The civilian positions in all departments required certain academic disciplines 

linked to their course focus; in 2019, about 66% of all civilian faculty held a terminal 

degree in fields such as economics, education, history, international relations, 

organizational psychology, and political science (Kem, 2019). The positions were open to 

qualified candidates from civilian academia, former military officers, and government 

civilians, and successful hires often taught and did research at USAWC for twenty years. 

Each department needed a unique mix of academic and practitioner expertise. 

Three-fourths of DNSS faculty held doctorates in a department that has a higher 

proportion of civilian faculty than DMSPO, which had a greater number of retired 

officers expert in military planning and operations but still with half holding terminal 

degrees (Kem, 2019). Visiting faculty on two- or three-year tours from civilian 

universities and other U.S. government organizations (primarily the Department of State, 

the U.S. Agency for International Development, and U.S. intelligence agencies) provided 

unique expertise and arranged for specialized guest speakers to address the USAWC 

students (Kem, 2019). 

Civilian Adjunct Faculty. In addition to the Army Reserve adjunct faculty, the 

distance program could not have functioned without its approximately 20 civilian adjunct 

instructors. Most were former senior PME faculty and retired military officers; in 2019, 

four of them held doctorates (Kem, 2019), a proportion similar to those teaching the 

Class of 2016 (Rapp, 2015). Funding levels allowed DDE civilian adjuncts to carry a 

USAWC teaching load four times greater than their DDE Army Reserve adjunct 

counterparts. By contrast, the Army Reserve officers were allocated only enough training 
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hours by the Department of the Army to teach half-time (hence two per seminar). 

However, the USAWC paid each civilian adjunct to instruct two 16-person seminars—

with the same expectations for advising, facilitating dialog, and evaluating student 

outcomes (C. K. S. Chun, personal communication, April 1, 2018). From my perspective, 

the civilian adjuncts had a deeper knowledge of the curriculum and richer teaching 

experience, on average, than the transient, full-time military faculty assigned to DDE. 

Data Collection 

I invited each faculty volunteer to participate in one in-depth, semi-structured 

interview lasting approximately one hour. Two interviews were conducted by phone 

while the other four occurred in-person in two different conference rooms in the USAWC 

academic building. All interviews were recorded and transcribed using Otter software 

(https://otter.ai/). I took field notes by hand to clarify the transcriptions. 

Researcher Bias  

Clarifying researcher bias arising from experiences and values must be 

acknowledged before the conduct of a study (Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 2013). 

Identifying bias allows the researcher to hold in suspension any assumptions that might 

mute new perspectives from the current study. Creswell (2013) terms this “reflexivity” 

(p. 216) while Maxwell (2013) prefers “subjectivity” (p. 124). I acknowledge that my 

interpretation of faculty interview responses may be affected by my bias arising from my 

three experiences with senior PME.  

First, as a student in the Army War College resident Class of 2007, I was exposed 

to the objective measurement (Astin, 1991) of my learning through grades on my papers 

and seminar work contributions. Second, during my last five years on active duty as a 
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Regular Army colonel, I served on the faculty in the Department of Distance Education 

(DDE) for the distance Classes of 2009–2014 as seminar faculty instructor and student 

advisor, research project advisor, and one year each as course director for the online TSC 

and DM courses. As DDE faculty, I evaluated student papers and seminar contributions 

within an online forum, blended with face-to-face, video seminar meetings in each 

distance course and two 10-day summer resident sessions at Carlisle Barracks. 

Finally, during the resident Classes of 2015–2022, I have held a civilian faculty 

appointment performing the same roles in the resident Department of Military Strategy, 

Planning, and Operations (DMSPO) teaching the TSC course. My twelve years of 

evaluating USAWC student writing showed me that despite attempting to increase 

objectivity by using rubrics, the differentiation between grade increments devolves to my 

subjective judgment. That judgment could have been affected by my perceptions of the 

intensity of a student’s efforts to improve their writing rather than the quality of their 

work. Students who make the effort to contact me with questions at different stages of a 

writing assignment, or note they have consulted a USAWC writing coach, may bias me 

toward weighting effort over quality. 

Each year in DMSPO, I have taught a six-week USAWC elective on energy and 

national security simultaneously to a resident and distance section, whose students 

collaborate in the online discussion forum (Ryan, 2020). The dual-format elective 

experience renewed my appreciation for (and potential bias toward) the demonstration of 

the USAWC institutional learning outcome by the part-time students in the distance 

program. 
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Characteristics of the Participants  

The six interview participants can be described as male colonels who retired from 

the Regular Army after 30 years of service in the career meta-specialty Operations. Five 

of these faculty members were White and one was non-White. They all held at least one 

master’s degree (most had two) and four participants earned doctorates while on active 

duty, including the non-White person. While on active duty, five participants graduated 

from the USAWC resident program while the sixth was a USAWC Fellow at a civilian 

university.  

All participants had taught at least three years in one program while on active 

duty in the Army, and subsequently taught between three and fourteen years as civilian 

faculty in the other program. Two of the participants taught in both programs 

simultaneously after competing for their civilian appointment: in an elective, in the 

Regional Studies Program, or by sharing the teaching of a core course in tandem with its 

primary faculty instructor. Two participants had retired from teaching at USAWC as 

civilians while the remaining four were still active members of the USAWC faculty. The 

six faculty members were identified by a pseudonym corresponding to one of the first six 

letters of the military phonetic alphabet (Alfa, Bravo, Charlie, Delta, Echo, and Foxtrot). 

Accessing the Setting  

I considered how to connect with the respondents, what Fontana and Frey (1994) 

call “getting in” to their milieu (p. 366). In my study, the potential participants were 

current or recent faculty at the USAWC, so I visited them in their office in the USAWC 

academic building on Carlisle Barracks or contacted them via phone at their home. 
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Understanding the Language and Culture of the Respondents  

This criterion by Fontana and Frey (1994) presented no obstacle since my 

language and culture differed little from that of the respondents: retired Army officer who 

was thoroughly grounded in the Army War College faculty experience. The conduct of 

the interview involved little discomfort for either party. 

Building Trust and Establishing Rapport  

These criteria from Fontana and Frey (1994) were designed to allay suspicions of 

respondents about the motives of an unfamiliar interviewer. However, I shared an 

academic persona and rapport with the colleagues who made up my study’s potential 

respondents. A frank approach when explaining the study and requesting their 

participation was sufficient, when coupled with institutional review board considerations 

of informed consent. A combined invitation to participate and informed consent form can 

be found in Appendix D. 

Instrumentation  

An interview guide can be found in Appendix E (Creswell, 2013; Kvale, 2001). 

Data Management 

I obtained the informed consent of faculty who volunteered for semi-structured 

interviews after discussion of: terms of their participation; their right to stop the interview 

at any time; risks to their confidentiality and privacy; possible benefits of the research; 

and dissemination of the data (Creswell, 2013; see also Appendix D). I obtained the 

participants’ permission to audio-record the interview; the audio files and all records 

were stored on an encrypted hard-drive. The participants’ privacy was protected with 

pseudonyms, while their confidentiality was safeguarded by ensuring that references to 
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their remarks in the finished study were non-specific so that a knowledgeable reader 

would be unable to identify the participant (Creswell, 2013; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Data Preparation and Analysis 

Otter software generates a simultaneous written transcript while recording an 

interview. I reviewed each transcript, correcting errors against the audio recording and 

my field notes. I inserted spaces between questions and responses to increase readability, 

and “pre-coded” by highlighting interesting phrases (Saldaña, 2013, p. 19). 

The transcripts were coded by hand and checked against the coding produced by 

NVivo software (https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-

software/home). I followed Saldaña’s (2016) method of two cycles of coding. In the first 

cycle, I applied structural coding, which Saldaña (2016) calls appropriate for studies 

involving semi-structured interviews with multiple participants. Structural coding 

“initially categorizes the data corpus to examine comparable segments’ commonalities, 

differences, and relationships” (p. 84). This alerted me to expand my attention in 

subsequent interviews. 

In the second cycle, I employed focused coding (Saldaña, 2016) to generate major 

categories. Since these may not exhibit “sharp boundaries,” repeated focused coding 

sought “categorical aggregation” (Creswell, 2013, p. 199; Saldaña, 2016, p. 213). Four 

themes emerged from the categories, which I examined for connections to the USAWC 

inputs-environment-outcomes model (Figure 2) while taking care not to “force” data to fit 

an “extant theory” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 217). A list of proposed codes that might have 

arisen from the interviews, based on my experience, can be found in Appendix F.  
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I looked for saturation according to two models suggested by Saunders et al. 

(2018). When I began “to hear the same comments again and again” and the participant’s 

point of view seemed clear, I had reached data saturation for an interview. Inductive 

thematic saturation was achieved for my analysis once new codes or categories ceased to 

emerge from the transcripts. 

Accuracy and Reliability  

Creswell and Creswell (2018) propose “validation strategies” (p. 250) to “enhance 

the researcher’s ability to assess the accuracy of the [qualitative] data and convince 

readers of that accuracy” (p. 200; see also Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 2013). Rich 

(abundant) thick (detailed) descriptions allow readers to decide on the transferability of 

my findings. I wrote memos to compare my initial observations on each interview’s 

transcript against my codes I proposed in Appendix F. Memoing signaled candidate 

codes that might emerge from subsequent interviews while alerting me to listen for 

subjects and viewpoints that might be absent. I employed member checking by showing 

pertinent parts of the final product (not the raw results) to the participants so they could 

ascertain if their answers were represented accurately. I acknowledged my researcher 

bias earlier in Chapter 3. 

Creswell and Creswell (2018) advocate for reliability through intercoder 

agreement, which signals “stability of responses” among multiple reviewers of the 

interview results (Creswell, 2013, p. 253). A committee member with expertise in 

qualitative methodology provided initial critique of my proposed codes. Additional 

intercoder agreement was sought from one USAWC colleague teaching in the resident 

program and another teaching in the distance program.  
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These interviews expressed a representation of faculty perspectives on senior 

PME via face-to-face and online learning, in what Creswell (2013) terms a “case within a 

… system, bounded by time and place” (p. 97). Their responses revealed unique 

perspectives on the interactions between student inputs and learning outcomes in both 

aspects of the USAWC environment. 

Summary 

The purpose of this convergent quantitative-dominant mixed methods study was 

to investigate the relationships among variables that may affect academic performance 

across six graduate-level national security courses taught in both the USAWC resident 

and distance education programs. Astin’s (1991) I-E-O model of student development 

was adapted to input student characteristics into the USAWC environment to produce the 

outcome of academic performance (measured as course grades). The environment was 

characterized by program format with its implied student time status. 

The t tests and correlation analyses in question 1 and the t tests conducted to 

answer question 3 about survey responses established a sense of the environmental 

influence. The models generated by hierarchical regression in question 2 explored the 

inputs of student characteristics. Using data for all U.S. Army officers who graduated in 

the Class of 2016, their academic performance was represented by the dependent variable 

of their grade in each of the six core courses, in both the distance and resident programs. 

The independent variables were their demographic characteristics of gender, previous 

graduate degree, and race/ethnicity; their professional characteristics of Army component 

and four career specialty meta-categories; and the environmental characteristic of 
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program format. For the last five courses, the SL course grade was incorporated as an 

additional independent variable. 

The qualitative component of this study answered question 4, where the faculty 

perspective emerged through responses to semi-structured interviews with participants 

selected as a purposeful sample. This perspective will be integrated in Chapter 4 with the 

quantitative results to provide context.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

 

The answers to the four research questions address three perspectives on student 

academic achievement in the distance (DEP) and resident education programs (REP) at 

the U.S. Army War College. Research questions 1 and 2 examine the institutional 

perspective expressed through course grades. Research question 3 gauges the student 

perspective from their responses on formal course surveys. Research question 4 seeks to 

understand the faculty perspective through semi-structured in-depth interviews with 

faculty who have taught in both programs. The detailed study results are discussed in 

separate sections for each research question. 

The results are summarized at the end of the chapter. The courses, in order as they 

occur in the resident curriculum, are Strategic Leadership (SL), Theory of War and 

Strategy (TWS), National Security Policy and Strategy (NSPS), Regional Studies 

Program (RSP), Theater Strategy and Campaigning (TSC), and Defense Management 

(DM). Before discussing research questions 1 and 2, an overview of course grades will 

inform understanding of their results. 

Overview of Course Grades 

Both research questions 1 and 2 use course grade as the dependent variable—the 

measurement of academic achievement in both the resident and distance programs. The 

population taking the six courses consists of the 326 U.S. Army students in the DEP and 

the 219 U.S. Army students in the REP of the USAWC Class of 2016. Course grade as a 

measure of academic achievement does not account for the course’s relative proportion of 

the curriculum (or the number of credits).  



 

 

 

123 

I also wanted to explore the possible aggregate influence of student characteristics 

and program format simultaneously across the core curriculum. While not a primary 

research question, I considered if credit weights might explain more robustly the 

influence of inputs and environment on academic outcomes. Although not recorded on 

the USAWC transcript, the registrar calculates a grade point average (GPA) for a 

numerical ranking of all students from which to “recognize students as Distinguished 

Graduates” (Rapp, 2015, p. 20). However, the registrar’s GPA includes elective courses, 

which are not part of my study of the six core courses. Therefore, I calculated core-course 

GPAs based on 25 credits, for the Army students in 1) the DEP, 2) the REP, and 3) as a 

composite of both programs. Table 3 displays standard deviation for all course grades and 

the three GPAs. 

Table 3 

Descriptive Statistics for Course Grades and Grade Point Averages 

 Course or Grade Point Average (GPA) 

 
SL 

(DEP) 

SL 

(REP) 

TWS 

(DEP) 

TWS 

(REP) 

NSPS 

(DEP) 

NSPS 

(REP) 

 

SD 

 

0.286 

 

0.436 

 

0.328 

 

0.410 

 

0.364 

 

0.437 

 

 

 

RSP 

(DEP) 

RSP 

(REP) 

TSC 

(DEP) 

TSC 

(REP) 

DM 

(DEP) 

DM 

(REP) 

 

SD 

 

0.341 

 

0.454 

 

0.417 

 

0.474 

 

0.408 

 

0.402 

 

 

 

GPA 

(DEP) 

GPA 

(REP) 

GPA 

(composite)   

 

SD 0.257 0.347 

 

0.301 

 

  

Notes. Courses presented in order of the resident curriculum, left to right. DEP = distance 

education program. REP = resident education program. NDEP = 326, NREP = 219. Divisor 

for GPA is 25 total credits in six core courses. 



 

 

 

124 

The student grades range from marginally passing (2.67), incrementing by 0.33 

points to the highest possible grade, outstanding (5.00). For questions 2 and 3, I use the 

term fractions of grade increments to quantify intensity of influence of a variable on 

grade. For ease of understanding, they are: one-quarter (0.08 points); one-half (0.16 

points); and three-quarters (0.24 points). 

The standard deviation for course grades in Table 4 is lower for the DEP courses, 

except for the nearly identical values for DM. Smaller standard deviations may indicate 

greater calibration in grading among the DEP faculty compared to their REP 

counterparts. The delta in standard deviations between grades in paired DEP-REP courses 

differs by one order of magnitude. The smallest delta (SD = 0.057) occurs between the 

DEP and REP versions of TSC while the highest delta (SD = 0.15) is seen between the 

DEP and REP versions of SL. This range may be related to course sequencing as 

explained in Table 4. The influence of GPA will be explored in questions 1 and 2. 

Table 4 

Mean Grades, in Course Sequence 

Distance Program  Resident Program 

Course M Course M 

    

1. SL 3.174 1. SL 3.503 

2. NSPS* 3.290 2. TWS* 3.414 

3. TWS* 3.221 3. NSPS* 3.461 

4. RSP 3.289 4. RSP 3.438 

5. DM† 3.417 5. TSC† 3.545 

6. TSC† 3.663 6. DM† 3.647 

 

Notes. Adapted from Rapp (2015). 

*,† show courses whose sequence differs between the two programs. 

Table 4 shows that the DEP and REP delivered the same courses to the Class of 

2016 but reversed the order of presentation in two cases: NSPS/TWS and DM/TSC. This 
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is not an unusual occurrence at USAWC, as shown in that year’s curriculum guidance 

from the dean: “The DEP curriculum will meet the same [Program Learning Outcomes] 

PLOs as the REP curriculum, although the sequence [emphasis added] and method of 

presentation will differ for web-based delivery” (Lacquement, 2015, p. 9). 

Research Question 1 

Research question 1 asks, “What is the relationship between academic performance 

in six core courses and the program format?” I used two approaches to examine the 

differences and the similarities exhibited by these courses delivered by separate 

modalities. For differences, two-sample t tests compared the mean grades in each course 

in one program to the mean of its counterpart in the other program (Table 5). For 

example, is there a statistically significant difference between the mean course grades of 

SL in the DEP and SL in the REP? For similarities, correlation analysis revealed the 

direction and strength of pairwise association between programs—the effect size (Table 

5). For example, were the grades for SL and DM correlated to the same degree in the 

DEP and in the REP? 

Differences Between Programs 

Table 5 shows the results of two different t tests. First, the mean of each course 

grade was compared between the DEP and REP. Second, the grade point average (GPA) 

was compared between programs. 

Between Course Grades  

For each course, the null hypothesis, H₀: μ₁ – µ₂ = 0, and alternative hypothesis, 

HA: μ₁ – µ₂ ≠ 0, answer the question: “Is there a difference between the means of the 

grades for a course in the resident education program, μ₁, and in the distance education 
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program, µ₂?” The results of the t tests were the same for all six courses, suggesting that 

sufficient evidence was found to reject H₀ at α ≤ .05 (see Table 5). 

Table 5 

Comparing Mean Course Grades and Grade Point Averages Between Programs 

Variable μ₁ – µ₂ 95% CI t-value df p-value 

Course 

  SL 

 

-0.329 [-0.395, -0.264] 

 

-9.84 

 

342 

 

.000 

 

  TWS -0.192 [-0.257, -0.127] -5.79 396 .000 

 

  NSPS -0.171 [-0.241, -0.101] -4.79 408 .000 

 

  RSP -0.150 [-0.220, -0.079] -4.15 377 .000 

 

  TSC  0.119 [0.041, 0.196]   3.01 426 .003 

 

  DM -0.230 [-0.299, -0.161] -6.51 472 .000 

 

Grade point 

average 

 0.105 [0.054, 0.156]   4.07 543 .000 

 

Notes. Courses presented in order of the resident curriculum. NDISTANCE = 326, NRESIDENT 

= 219. α = .05. resident = μ₁ and distance = µ₂. 

 

REP students earned higher grades than did DEP students in five of the six 

courses; TSC was the exception. The largest difference between grade means occurred in 

SL (the first course delivered in both programs), where the REP grades were higher by 

0.329 points than the DEP grades; this is a full grade increment of 0.33 points, as 

described in Table 1. The smallest difference between grade means occurred in TSC, 

where the DEP grades were higher by over one-quarter grade increment. 

Between Grade Point Averages  

The null hypothesis, H₀: μ₁ – µ₂ = 0, and alternative hypothesis, HA: μ₁ – µ₂ ≠ 0, 

answer the question: “Is there a difference between the mean GPA for the students in the 

resident education programs, μ₁, and the distance education program, µ₂?” The results of 
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the t tests suggested that sufficient evidence was found to reject H₀ at α ≤ .05 (see Table 

6). From the institution’s perspective, these two measures of student academic outcomes 

in senior PME were affected significantly by the delivery modality, an aspect of the 

USAWC environment in the I-E-O model.  

Similarities Between Programs 

A correlation analysis revealed that the REP showed stronger association between 

courses than was evident in the DEP, with some values almost twice as large as their 

corresponding DEP course pair (Table 6). Grades in the REP showed Spearman’s 

coefficient ranging from moderate correlation (rs = .413) to strong correlation (rs = .717) 

between courses. The DEP course grades displayed Spearman’s coefficient ranging from 

very weak (rs = .147) to moderate (rs = .503). The TSC-DM correlation was the strongest 

in both programs: REP (rs = .503) and DEP (rs = .598).  

The trend in the strength of correlation between SL and the other five courses is 

the same for both programs. Spearman’s rank for SL is highest with SL-TWS, then 

declines at SL-NSPS, and declines further at SL-RSP. The rank then increases at SL-TSC 

and declines finally at SL-DM. Recognition of this pattern after seeing the regression 

results for research question 2 started an inquiry about the effect of SL grades on the 

grades in the other courses. 
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Table 6 

Spearman’s Rank Correlation of Course Grades in Both Programs 

 Distance Program  Resident Program 

Course pair  rs 99% CI  rs 99% CI 

SL-TWS  .355 [.219, .476]  .578 [.438, .690] 

SL-NSPS  .269 [.129, .398]  .527 [.379, .649] 

SL-RSP  .147 [.003, .284]  .458 [.301, .591] 

SL-TSC  .219 [.078, .352]  .620 [.488, .724] 

SL-DM  .203 [.061, .337]  .560 [.417, .676] 

TWS-NSPS  .367 [.232, .487]  .717 [.608, .800] 

TWS-RSP  .275 [.135, .404]  .495 [.342, .622] 

TWS-TSC  .255 [.114, .385]  .479 [.324, .608] 

TWS-DM  .311 [.174, .437]  .518 [.369, .641] 

NSPS-RSP  .329 [.192, .453]  .459 [.302, .591] 

NSPS-TSC  .367 [.233, .488]  .492 [.339, .619] 

NSPS-DM  .340 [.204, .464]  .446 [.288, .581] 

RSP-TSC  .313 [.175, .439]  .458 [.301, .591] 

RSP-DM  .319 [.182, .444]  .413 [.252, .553] 

TSC-DM  .503 [.380, .607]  .598 [.462, .707] 

Notes. Courses presented in order of the resident curriculum. rs = Spearman’s rank 

coefficient. 

 

Research Question 1 Summary 

The answer to research question 1 has two conclusions. First, t tests show that, at 

α = .05, the course grades and the grade point averages differ between the DEP and the 
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REP. Second, the grades in the REP show Spearman’s correlations almost twice as strong 

as their counterpart courses in the DEP. 

Research Question 2 

To answer research question 2, “What is the relationship between academic 

performance in six core courses and student characteristics, in different program 

formats?”, I used hierarchical regression analyses to determine the amount of variance 

explained in course grades. The results are presented in Tables 8 through 13 in the course 

sequence for the resident curriculum: Strategic Leadership (SL), Theory of War and 

Strategy (TWS), National Security Policy and Strategy (NSPS), Regional Studies 

Program (RSP), Theater Strategy and Campaigning (TSC), and Defense Management 

(DM). 

Each of the five models in the hierarchical regression tested second-order 

interactions. Model 1 contained the three demographic variables: gender, race/ethnicity, 

and possession of a previous graduate degree. Model 2 added to model 1 the 

environmental variable, program format. Model 3 consisted of the five professional 

variables: Army component and the career meta-specialties Operations, Force 

Sustainment, Health Services, and Special Branches. Model 4 added the program variable 

to model 3. 

The final model combined models 2 and 4 for all courses, with an additional 

action for the last five courses. To test whether academic performance in the first course, 

Strategic Leadership, influenced student performance in subsequent courses, the SL grade 

was added as a predictor to the final models for TWS, NSPS, RSP, TSC, and DM. 

Finally, the main findings for question 2 are summarized. 
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Strategic Leadership (SL) 

Table 7 shows the coefficients and p values for the hierarchical regression 

analysis in predicting the grade for Strategic Leadership, so only t values are reported for 

regression coefficients in the text. The first model consisted of the demographic 

variables. This set of predictors did not account for a significant amount of variance in 

the course grade, R2
A = 0.03, F(3, 541) = 5.86,  p < .001. Examination of the partial 

regression coefficients indicated that degree, t(541) = -2.71, and race, t(541) = -3.66, 

were significant in this explanation. 

The addition of program format in model 2 accounted for a significant amount of 

the variance in SL grade that was not explained by demographic variables, R2
A = 0.18, 

F(3, 541) = 41.93,  p < .001. Examination of the partial regression coefficients indicated 

that program, t(541) = 10.38, and the interaction of program with race, t(541) = -2.21, 

significantly contributed to explaining the variance in the SL course grade. 

To test the influence of professional variables on the SL course grade, model 3 

began with regression on Army component and the four career specialties. This set of 

predictors accounted for nearly the same amount of variance in the course grade as did 

the program variable in model 2, R2
A = 0.17, F(3, 541) = 23.18,  p < .001. Examination of 

the partial regression coefficients indicated that Army component, t(541) = 5.57; Special 

Branches, t(541) = 2.52; and the interaction of Army component with Operations, t(541) 

= 2.26, significantly contributed to explaining the variance in the SL course grade. 

The addition of program format in model 4 accounted for an additional amount of 

the variance in SL grade that was not explained by professional variables, R2
A = 0.21, 

F(3, 541) = 29.19,  p < .001. Examination of the partial regression coefficients indicated 
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that program, t(541) = 5.20; Army component, t(541) = 2.64; Special Branches, t(541) = 

2.29; and the interaction of Army component with Operations, t(541) = 1.85, 

significantly contributed to explaining the variance in the SL course grade. 

Table 7 

Hierarchical Regression for Grade in Strategic Leadership Course 

   

At entry into 

model  Final model 

Variable Interaction R2 b SE b SE 

Model 1 Demographic  .03     

   Degreea     -.12*** .04 ‒ ‒ 

   Gendera   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Racea     -.17*** .05 ‒ ‒ 

 Deg × Race  .19* .10 ‒ ‒ 

Model 2 Demographic + Program  .18     

   Degreea   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Gendera   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Racea   -.03 .05 -.01** .04 

   Programa      .36*** .03   .22*** .04 

 Prog × Race  -.17** .08 ‒ ‒ 

Model 3 Professional  .17     

   Army Component (AC)a      .26*** .05 ‒ ‒ 

   Operations (OPS)   .02 .04 ‒ ‒ 

   Force Sustainment (FS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Special Branches (SB)   .20** .08 ‒ ‒ 

   Health Services (HS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

 AC × OPS   .15** .06 ‒ ‒ 

 AC × SB  -.20 .13 -.19 .13 

Model 4 Professional + Program  .21     

   Army Component (AC)a       .12*** .05    .18*** .04 

   Operations (OPS)   .01 .04 ‒ ‒ 

   Force Sustainment (FS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Special Branches (SB)     .14** .06   .19*** .08 

   Health Services (HS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Programa       .21*** .04   .22*** .04 

 AC × OPS  .11* .06 ‒ ‒ 

Final Model  .21     

Notes. Final model is represented by entries in the right-hand column and the final row; a 

dash denotes a term absent from a model. b = regression coefficient. SE = standard error. 
aDegree (minimum one master’s = 1), gender (male = 1), race (non-White = 1), Army 

component (Regular Army = 1), program (resident = 1). 

* p ≤ .10. ** p ≤ .05. *** p ≤ .01. 
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When all nine variables were included in the regression, the final model shown in 

Table 7 accounted for 21% of the variance in the grade for the Strategic Leadership 

course. This is considered a large effect size by the conventions of Cohen (Cumming & 

Fidler, 2010; Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012). Four variables significantly contributed to 

explaining this variance: race, t(541) = -2.54; Army component, t(541) = 4.39; Special 

Branches, t(541) = 2.57; and program, t(541) = 5.48. A non-White student would see a 

small decrease of one-quarter grade increment. The grades of officers in the Regular 

Army increased by one-half increment and officers in Special Branches (chaplains and 

attorneys) saw the same amount of increase. The most significant influence on the 

Strategic Leadership grade was produced by studying in the resident program, which 

added almost three-quarters grade increment, in the final model. 

Theory of War and Strategy (TWS) 

Table 8 shows the coefficients and p values for the hierarchical regression 

analysis in predicting the grade for Theory of War and Strategy, so only t values are 

reported for regression coefficients in the text. Model 1 consisted of the three 

demographic variables. This set of predictors did not account for a significant amount of 

variance in the course grade, R2
A = 0.02, F(1, 543) = 13.66,  p < .001. Examination of the 

partial regression coefficients indicated that race, t(543) = -3.70, significantly contributed 

to this explanation. 

The addition of program format in model 2 accounted for a significant amount of 

the variance in TWS grade that was not explained by demographic variables, R2
A = 0.08, 

F(2, 542) = 23.90,  p < .001. Examination of the partial regression coefficients indicated 
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that program, t(542) = 5.77, and race, t(542) = -3.25, significantly contributed to 

explaining the variance in the SL course grade. 

To test the influence of professional variables on the TWS course grade, model 3 

began with regression on Army component and the four career specialties. This set of 

predictors accounted for more variance in course grade, R2
A = 0.11, F(6, 538) = 11.99,  p 

< .001. Examination of the partial regression coefficients indicated that Army component, 

t(538) = 7.45; Operations, t(538) = 2.16; Special Branches, t(538) = 3.52; the interaction 

of Army component with Force Sustainment, t(538) = -2.38; and the interaction of Army 

component with Special Branches, t(538) = -2.42, significantly contributed to explaining 

the variance in the TWS course grade. 

The addition of program format in model 4 did not explain more variance in TWS 

grade beyond the professional variables, R2
A = 0.11, F(7, 537) = 10.93,  p < .05. The 

contribution of Operations disappeared while that of Army component decreased. 

Examination of the partial regression coefficients indicated that program, t(537) = 2.77; 

Army component, t(537) = 4.06; Special Branches, t(537) = 3.18; the interaction of 

program with Force Sustainment, t(537) = -2.38; and the interaction of Army component 

with Special Branches, t(537) = -1.90, significantly contributed to explaining the variance 

in the TWS course grade. 

When all nine variables and the Strategic Leadership course grade were included 

in the regression, the final model shown in Table 8 accounted for 28% of the variance in 

the grade for the Theory of War and Strategy course, F(7, 537) = 31.84,  p < .001. This is 

considered a large effect size by the conventions of Cohen (Cumming & Fidler, 2010; 

Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012). Five variables significantly contributed to explaining this 
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variance: SL grade, t(537) = 11.15;  race, t(537) = -2.46; Army component, t(537) = 3.08; 

Special Branches, t(537) = 2.23; and the interaction of Army component with Force 

Sustainment, t(537) = -1.69. 

Table 8 

Hierarchical Regression for Grade in Theory of War and Strategy Course 

   

At entry into 

model Final model 

Variable Interaction R2 b SE b SE 

Model 1 Demographic  .02     

   Degreea   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Gendera   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Racea   -.14*** .04 ‒ ‒ 

Model 2 Demographic + Program  .08   ‒ ‒ 

   Degreea   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Gendera   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Racea    -.12*** .04 -.08* .03 

   Programa      .18*** .03 ‒ ‒ 

Model 3 Professional  .11     

   Army Component (AC)a       .27*** .04 ‒ ‒ 

   Operations (OPS)      .08** .04 ‒ ‒ 

   Force Sustainment (FS)   .03 .05 ‒ ‒ 

   Special Branches (SB)      .30*** .08 ‒ ‒ 

   Health Services (HS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

 AC × FS    -.19** .08 ‒ ‒ 

 AC × SB    -.32** .13 ‒ ‒ 

Model 4 Professional + Program  .11     

   Army Component (AC)a        .17*** .04 .11*** .04 

   Operations (OPS)   .06 .04 ‒ ‒ 

   Force Sustainment (FS)   .02 .05 -.12* .07 

   Special Branches (SB)      .26*** .08 .16** .07 

   Health Services (HS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Programa      .12*** .04 ‒ ‒ 

 AC × SB  -.25* .13 -.19 .12 

 Prog × FS  -.18** .08 ‒ ‒ 

Final Model  .28     

   Strategic Leadership grade     .43*** .04 

Notes. Final model is represented by entries in the right-hand column and the final row; a 

dash denotes a term absent from a model. b = regression coefficient. SE = standard error. 
aDegree (minimum one master’s = 1), gender (male = 1), race (non-White = 1), Army 

component (Regular Army = 1), program (resident = 1). 

* p < .10. ** p < .05. *** p < .01. 
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The most significant influence on the Theory of War and Strategy grade came 

from the student’s performance in the Strategic Leadership course, which added 1.31 

grade increments. A non-White student saw a small decrease of one-quarter grade 

increment. The grades of officers in the Regular Army increased by slightly more than 

one-quarter increment and officers in Special Branches (chaplains and attorneys) saw 

over one-half increment increase. The interaction term showed a weak negative influence 

on the grade of a non-Regular Army officer in the career field of Force Sustainment. 

Degree, gender, and program were not significant in explaining the TWS grade in the 

final model. 

National Security Policy and Strategy (NSPS) 

Table 9 shows the coefficients and p values for the hierarchical regression 

analysis in predicting the grade for National Security Policy & Strategy, so only t values 

are reported for regression coefficients in the text. Model 1 consisted of the three 

demographic variables. This set of predictors did not account for a significant amount of 

variance in the course grade, R2
A = 0.009, F(1, 543) = 5.90,  p < .05. Examination of the 

partial regression coefficients indicated that race, t(543) = -2.43, significantly contributed 

to explaining this variance. 

The addition of program format in model 2 accounted for a significant amount of 

the variance in NSPS grade that was not explained by demographic variables, R2
A = 

0.047, F(2, 542) = 14.43,  p < .001. Examination of the partial regression coefficients 

indicated that program, t(542) = 4.77, and race, t(542) = -2.02, significantly contributed 

to this explanation. 
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To test the influence of professional variables on the NSPS course grade, model 3 

began with regression on Army component and the four career specialties. This set of 

predictors accounted for more variance in course grade, R2
A = 0.078, F(5, 538) = 10.18,  

p < .001. Examination of the partial regression coefficients indicated that Army 

component, t(538) = 6.06; Force Sustainment, t(538) = -2.34; Special Branches, t(538) = 

2.48; Health Services, t(538) = -2.11; and the interaction of Army component with 

Special Branches, t(538) = -1.95, significantly contributed to explaining the variance in 

the NSPS course grade. 

The addition of program format in model 4 did not explain more variance in 

NSPS grade beyond the professional variables, R2
A = 0.078, F(5, 538) = 10.18,  p < .001. 

The same five variables were significant to the same extent as in model 3. 

When all nine variables and the Strategic Leadership course grade were included 

in the regression, the final model shown in Table 9 accounted for 20% of the variance in 

the grade for the National Security Policy and Strategy course, F(4, 540) = 34.26,  p < 

.001. This is considered a large effect size by the conventions of Cohen (Cumming & 

Fidler, 2010; Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012). Four variables significantly contributed to 

explaining this variance: SL grade, t(540) = 9.28; Army component, t(540) = 2.08; Force 

Sustainment, t(540) = -2.25; and Health Services, t(540) = -2.00. 

The most significant influence on the National Security Policy and Strategy grade 

came from the student’s performance in the Strategic Leadership course, which added 

1.22 grade increments. The grades of officers in the Regular Army increased by almost 

one-quarter increment. However, officers in Force Sustainment and Health Services saw 
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their grades decrease by about one-half increment. Degree, gender, and program were not 

significant in explaining the NSPS grade in the final model. 

Table 9 

Hierarchical Regression for Grade in National Security Policy and Strategy Course 

   

At entry into 

model Final model 

Variable Interaction R2 b SE b SE 

Model 1 Demographic  .0089     

   Degreea   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Gendera   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Racea    -.10** .04 ‒ ‒ 

Model 2 Demographic + Program  .048     

   Degreea   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Gendera   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Racea   -.08** .04 ‒ ‒ 

   Programa      .16*** .03 ‒ ‒ 

Model 3 Professional  .078     

   Army Component (AC)a      .21*** .04 ‒ ‒ 

   Operations (OPS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Force Sustainment (FS)   -.10** .04 ‒ ‒ 

   Special Branches (SB)    .21** .08 ‒ ‒ 

   Health Services (HS)   -.13** .06 ‒ ‒ 

 AC × SB  -.28* .14 ‒ ‒ 

Model 4 Professional + Program  .078     

   Army Component (AC)a       .21*** .04 .07** .03 

   Operations (OPS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Force Sustainment (FS)   -.10** .04 -.09** .04 

   Special Branches (SB)     .21** .08 ‒ ‒ 

   Health Services (HS)   -.13** .06 -.11** .06 

   Programa   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

 AC × SB  -.28* .14 ‒ ‒ 

Final Model  .20   ‒ ‒ 

   Strategic Leadership grade        .40*** .04 

Notes. Final model is represented by entries in the right-hand column and the final row; a 

dash denotes a term absent from a model. b = regression coefficient. SE = standard error. 
aDegree (minimum one master’s = 1), gender (male = 1), race (non-White = 1), Army 

component (Regular Army = 1), program (resident = 1). 

* p < .10. ** p < .05. *** p < .01. 

 

Regional Studies Program (RSP) 

Table 10 shows the coefficients and p values for the hierarchical regression 

analysis in predicting the grade for the Regional Studies Program course, so only t values 
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are reported for regression coefficients in the text. Model 1 consisted of the three 

demographic variables. This set of predictors did not account for a significant amount of 

variance in the course grade, R2
A = 0.014, F(2, 542) = 4.91,  p < .01. Examination of the 

partial regression coefficients indicated that degree, t(542) = -2.63, and race, t(542) = -

1.74, significantly contributed to this explanation. 

The addition of program format in model 2 accounted for a significant amount of 

the variance in RSP grade that was not explained by demographic variables, R2
A = 0.047, 

F(3, 541) = 10.09,  p < .001. Examination of the partial regression coefficients indicated 

that degree, t(541) = -0.19; program, t(541) = 4.74; and the interaction between these 

variables, t(541) = -2.72, significantly contributed to explaining the variance in the RSP 

course grade. 

To test the influence of professional variables on the RSP course grade, model 3 

began with regression on Army component and the four career specialties. This set of 

predictors accounted for more variance in course grade, R2
A = 0.062, F(2, 542) = 18.95,  

p < .001. Examination of the partial regression coefficients indicated that Army 

component, t(542) = 5.31, and Force Sustainment, t(542) = -2.59, significantly 

contributed to explaining the variance in the RSP course grade. 

The addition of program format in model 4 did not explain more variance in RSP 

grade beyond the professional variables, R2
A = 0.062, F(2, 542) = 18.95,  p < .001. The 

same two variables were significant to the same extent as in model 3. 

When all nine variables and the Strategic Leadership course grade were included 

in the regression, the final model shown in Table 10 accounted for 14% of the variance in 

the grade for the Regional Studies Program course, F(3, 541) = 30.29,  p < .001. This is 
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considered a large effect size by the conventions of Cohen (Cumming & Fidler, 2010; 

Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012). Three variables significantly contributed to explaining 

this variance: SL grade, t(541) = 7.04; Army component, t(541) = 2.43; and Force 

Sustainment, t(541) = -2.29. 

Table 10 

Hierarchical Regression for Grade in Regional Studies Program Course 

   

At entry into 

model Final model 

Variable Interaction R2 b SE b SE 

Model 1 Demographic  .014     

   Degreea   -.11*** .04 ‒ ‒ 

   Gendera   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Racea   -.07* .04 ‒ ‒ 

Model 2 Demographic + Program  .048     

   Degreea   -.009 .05 ‒ ‒ 

   Gendera   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Racea   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Programa     .18*** .04 ‒ ‒ 

 Prog × Deg   -.25*** .09   

Model 3 Professional  .062     

   Army Component (AC)a    .18*** .03 ‒ ‒ 

   Operations (OPS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Force Sustainment (FS)   -.10*** .04 ‒ ‒ 

   Special Branches (SB)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Health Services (HS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

Model 4 Professional + Program  .062     

   Army Component (AC)a   .18*** .03 .09** .04 

   Operations (OPS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Force Sustainment (FS)   -.10*** .04 -.09** .04 

   Special Branches (SB)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Health Services (HS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Programa   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

Final Model  .14     

   Strategic Leadership grade     .31*** .04 

Notes. Final model is represented by entries in the right-hand column and the final row; a 

dash denotes a term absent from a model. b = regression coefficient. SE = standard error. 
aDegree (minimum one master’s = 1), gender (male = 1), race (non-White = 1), Army 

component (Regular Army = 1), program (resident = 1). 

* p < .10. ** p < .05. *** p < .01. 
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The most significant influence on the Regional Studies Program grade came from 

the student’s performance in the Strategic Leadership course, which added 0.94 grade 

increments. The grades of officers in the Regular Army increased by slightly more than 

one-quarter increment. However, officers in Force Sustainment saw their grades decrease 

by the same amount. No demographic variables or the program format were significant in 

explaining the RSP grade in the final model. 

Theater Strategy and Campaigning (TSC) 

TSC joins SL as a course where program format is strongly significant in the final 

model. However, TSC shows a negative influence on grade while SL shows a positive 

influence as result of program. TSC is the only course where regression shows that a 

student in the distance program achieved a higher average course grade compared to a 

resident student. 

Table 11 shows the coefficients and p values for the hierarchical regression 

analysis in predicting the grade for Theater Strategy and Campaigning, so only t values 

are reported for regression coefficients in the text. Model 1 consisted of the three 

demographic variables. This set of predictors did not account for a significant amount of 

variance in the course grade, R2
A = 0.0081, F(2, 542) = 3.21,  p < .05. Examination of the 

partial regression coefficients indicated that degree, t(542) = -1.73, and race, t(542) = -

1.88, significantly contributed to this explanation. 

The addition of program format in model 2 accounted for an additional amount of 

the variance in TSC grade that was not explained by demographic variables, R2
A = 0.049, 

F(5, 539) = 6.59,  p < .001. Examination of the partial regression coefficients indicated 
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that program, t(539) = -2.25, and the interaction between program and degree, t(539) = -

3.12, significantly contributed to explaining the variance in the TSC course grade. 

Table 11 

Hierarchical Regression for Grade in Theater Strategy and Campaigning Course 

   

At entry into 

model Final model 

Variable Interaction R2 b SE b SE 

Model 1 Demographic  .0081     

   Degreea   -.08* .05 ‒ ‒ 

   Gendera   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Racea   -.09* .05 ‒ ‒ 

Model 2 Demographic + Program  .049     

   Degreea   -.04 .05 -.10** .04 

   Gendera   -.08 .06 ‒ ‒ 

   Racea   -.08 .05 ‒ ‒ 

   Programa    -.10** .04 ‒ ‒ 

 Prog × Deg  -.33*** .10   

Model 3 Professional  .0038     

   Army Component (AC)a   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Operations (OPS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Force Sustainment (FS)   -.08* .05 ‒ ‒ 

   Special Branches (SB)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Health Services (HS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

Model 4 Professional + Program  .075     

   Army Component (AC)a   .09 .07 .15*** .05 

   Operations (OPS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Force Sustainment (FS)   -.08* .05 ‒ ‒ 

   Special Branches (SB)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Health Services (HS)   -.42*** .07 -.16*** .06 

   Programa   ‒ ‒ -.41*** .05 

 Prog × AC   .31*** .10 ‒ ‒ 

Final Model  .21     

   Strategic Leadership grade     .50*** .05 

Notes. Final model is represented by entries in the right-hand column and the final row; a 

dash denotes a term absent from a model. b = regression coefficient. SE = standard error. 
aDegree (minimum one master’s = 1), gender (male = 1), race (non-White = 1), Army 

component (Regular Army = 1), program (resident = 1). 

* p < .10. ** p < .05. *** p < .01. 

 

To test the influence of professional variables on the TSC course grade, model 3 

began with regression on Army component and the four career specialties. This set of 

predictors accounted for a small amount of variance in course grade, R2
A = 0.0038, F(1, 
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543) = 3.07,  p < .10. Examination of partial regression coefficients indicated that only 

Force Sustainment, t(543) = -1.75, significantly contributed to explaining this variance. 

The addition of program format in model 4 explained more variance in the TSC 

grade by a factor of twenty beyond the professional variables, R2
A = 0.075, F(1, 543) = 

3.07,  p < .10. Examination of the partial regression coefficients indicated that program, 

t(543) = -6.36; Force Sustainment, t(543) = -1.73; and the interaction between Army 

component and program, t(543) = 3.11, significantly contributed to explaining this 

variance. 

When all nine variables and the Strategic Leadership course grade were included 

in the regression, the final model shown in Table 11 accounted for 21% of the variance in 

the grade for the Theater Strategy and Campaigning course, F(5, 539) = 30.63,  p < .001. 

This is considered a large effect size by the conventions of Cohen (Lomax & Hahs-

Vaughn, 2012). Five variables significantly contributed to explaining this variance: SL 

grade, t(539) = 10.32; program, t(539) = -8.64; Army component, t(539) = 3.25; Health 

Services, t(539) = -2.70; and degree, t(539) = -2.27. 

The most significant influence on the Theater Strategy and Campaigning grade 

came from the student’s performance in the Strategic Leadership course, which added 

1.52 grade increments—the largest SL contribution to any average course grade. The next 

most significant variable—program—showed a negative influence of 1.25 grade 

increments, an unexpected result since the TSC application exercises would seem to be 

more effective conducted in a resident setting. The grades of officers in the Regular 

Army increased by one-half increment. However, officers in Health Services saw their 

grades decrease by the same amount. The lack of a graduate degree decreased the TSC 
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grade by about one-quarter increment. Neither gender nor race were significant in 

explaining the TSC grade in the final model. 

Defense Management (DM) 

Table 12 shows the coefficients and p values for the hierarchical regression 

analysis in predicting the grade for Defense Management, so only t values are reported 

for regression coefficients in the text. Model 1 consisted of the three demographic 

variables. This DM model was the only model among all six courses where gender 

appeared as significant, although not strongly. This set of predictors did not account for a 

significant amount of variance in the course grade, R2
A = 0.036, F(3, 541) = 6.66,  p < 

.001. Examination of the partial regression coefficients indicated that degree, t(541) = -

3.53; gender, t(541) = -1.69; and race, t(541) = -2.05, significantly contributed to this 

explanation. 

The addition of program format in model 2 accounted for an additional amount of 

the variance in DM grade that was not explained by demographic variables, R2
A = 0.094, 

F(4, 540) = 15.16,  p < .001. Examination of the partial regression coefficients indicated 

that program, t(540) = 6.50, and the interaction between program and degree, t(540) = -

2.93, significantly contributed to explaining the variance in the DM course grade. 

To test the influence of professional variables on the DM course grade, model 3 

began with regression on Army component and the four career specialties. This set of 

predictors accounted for a significant amount of variance in course grade, R2
A = 0.13, 

F(4, 540) = 21.11,  p < .001. Examination of the partial regression coefficients indicated 

Army component, t(540) = 4.06, and the interaction between Army component and 

Operations, t(540) = 2.60, significantly contributed to explaining this variance. 
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The addition of program format in model 4 did not explain more variance in DM 

grade beyond the professional variables, R2
A = 0.13, F(4, 540) = 21.11,  p < .001. The 

same two variables were significant to the same extent as in model 3. 

Table 12 

Hierarchical Regression for Grade in Defense Management Course 

   

At entry into 

model Final model 

Variable Interaction R2 b SE b SE 

Model 1 Demographic  .036     

   Degreea      -.15*** .04 ‒ ‒ 

   Gendera   -.09* .05 ‒ ‒ 

   Racea     -.09** .05 ‒ ‒ 

Model 2 Demographic + Program  .094     

   Degreea   -.02 .05 -.08** .04 

   Gendera   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Racea   -.07 .04 ‒ ‒ 

   Programa      .26*** .10 ‒ ‒ 

 Prog × Deg    -.28*** .10   

Model 3 Professional  .13     

   Army Component (AC)a      .19*** .05 ‒ ‒ 

   Operations (OPS)   .03 .04 ‒ ‒ 

   Force Sustainment (FS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Special Branches (SB)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Health Services (HS)   -.09 .06 ‒ ‒ 

 AC × OPS     .18*** .07   

       

Model 4 Professional + Program  .13     

   Army Component (AC)a       .19*** .05 .09* .05 

   Operations (OPS)   .03 .04 ‒ ‒ 

   Force Sustainment (FS)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Special Branches (SB)   ‒ ‒ ‒ ‒ 

   Health Services (HS)   -.09 .06 -.10* .06 

   Programa       .18*** .07 ‒ ‒ 

 AC × OPS      .19*** .05 .12* .06 

Final Model  .24     

   Strategic Leadership grade     .39*** .04 

Notes. Final model is represented by entries in the right-hand column and the final row; a 

dash denotes a term absent from a model. b = regression coefficient. SE = standard error. 
aDegree (minimum one master’s = 1), gender (male = 1), race (non-White = 1), Army 

component (Regular Army = 1), program (resident = 1). 

* p < .10 ** p < .05. *** p < .01. 
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When all nine variables and the Strategic Leadership course grade were included 

in the regression, the final model shown in Table 12 accounted for 24% of the variance in 

the grade for the Defense Management course, F(6, 538) = 29.49,  p < .001.  

This is considered a large effect size by the conventions of Cohen (Cumming & 

Fidler, 2010; Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012). Five variables significantly contributed to 

explaining this variance. The SL grade, t(538) = 8.75, and degree, t(538) = -2.02, had a 

strong influence while Army component, t(538) = 1.85; Health Services, t(538) = -1.76; 

and the interaction between Army component and Operations, t(538) = 1.82, were less 

significant. The most significant influence on the Defense Management grade came from 

the student’s performance in the Strategic Leadership course, which added 1.18 grade 

increments. 

The lack of a graduate degree decreased the DM grade by about one-quarter 

increment and was the only input variable significant at p < .05. The following three terms 

appeared only at p < .10. A Regular Army officer earned an additional one-quarter grade 

increment and the interaction term added that amount again for a Regular Army officer 

serving in the Operations career specialty. However, officers in Health Services saw their 

grades decrease by about one-quarter increment. Gender, race, and program were not 

significant in explaining the DM grade in the final model. 

Research Question 2 Summary  

The Grade in the First Course, Strategic Leadership, Was the Most Significant 

Predictor of the Grade in Subsequent Courses  

Table 13 shows the influence of SL grades on other courses in two ways. First, it 

doubled or tripled the models’ capability to explain the variance in the course grades (R2
A 
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and ω2). Second, its regression coefficient (b) added between 0.311 to 0.501 grade points 

to the course grade. For example, an additional 0.501 grade points for TSC would be 

equivalent to increasing a student’s grade from 3.00 “meets standards” to 3.50 “meets 

standards plus.” More importantly, it could be the difference in a student passing a 

course, raising a grade of 2.67 “marginally meets standards” to 3.17, the range of “meets 

standards.” 

Table 13 

Influence of SL Grade on Subsequent Course Grades 

Course R2
A without SL R2

A with SL ω2 b 

  SL* (0.215) (0.215) – – 

  TWS 0.130 0.284 0.261 0.431 

  NSPS 0.081 0.197 0.183 0.402 

  RSP 0.068 0.139 0.123 0.311 

  TSC 0.081 0.214 0.103 0.501 

  DM 0.141 0.239 0.194 0.388 

Notes. * Reference only. Courses presented in order of the resident curriculum. R2
A = 

adjusted R2 (omnibus effect size). ω2 = effect size for component. b = regression 

coefficient (grade points; see Table 1). 

 

Demographic Variables  

Gender is not significant in Model 4 for any course. Lack of a graduate degree 

reduces the TSC and DM grades on average by about one-quarter increment (p ≤ .05). 

Race has the same negative influence for non-White students in TWS. Race also interacts 

with program to reduce a non-White resident student’s SL grade on average by one-half 

increment (p ≤ .05). 
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Professional Variables  

These are Army component and the career meta-specialties of Operations, Force 

Sustainment, Special Branches, and Health Services. The specialty Operations Support is 

the omitted reference variable when I dummy coded the categorical career specialties. 

Therefore, all values should be interpreted implicitly as “in comparison to Operations 

Support, [career specialty X] influenced the grade … .” 

Army Component Exerts a Strong Positive Influence in Four Courses. A 

Regular Army officer could expect to gain on average from one-quarter to one-half grade 

increment in every course except DM, in both programs, at p ≤ .05 and p ≤ .01. 

The Largest Career Specialty, Operations, Is Not Significant in Any Course. 

This is unexpected, since officers in this career specialty constitute just over 50% of both 

the resident and distance Classes of 2016, according to the USAWC registrar. 

The Smallest Career Specialty, Special Branches, Has Significant Positive 

Influence in Two Early Courses. Chaplains and attorneys experience an increase of 

over one-half grade increment in SL (p ≤ .01) and TWS (p ≤ .05) on average. 

The Career Specialties of Force Sustainment and Health Services Have Only 

Negative Influences. Lower grades were earned on average by logistics and personnel 

officers in NSPS (p ≤ .05) and RSP (p ≤ .05) and by medical officers in NSPS (p ≤ .05) 

and TSC (p ≤ .01). 

Environmental Variable  

The program format differentiates between the face-to-face learning in the 

resident education program and the mostly on-line learning in the distance education 

program. 
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Program Format Has a Strongly Negative Influence for TSC. This a 

surprising outcome. Distance students must collaborate asynchronously on their military 

planning exercises, yet they received a TSC grade on average one-and-one-quarter 

increments higher than their resident program counterparts. The resident students 

collaborated face-to-face in their planning sessions, using similar scenarios but with 

access to faculty and each other in real time. 

Program Format Has a Strongly Positive Influence for SL. A resident student 

received an additional three-quarters grade increment on average in this foundational 

course—whose influence appears in all subsequent courses. 

Research question 3 marks the transition from the institutional macro perspective 

on academic outcomes in the first two questions to how students perceive their USAWC 

learning at the micro level. 

Research Question 3 

Research question 3 asks, “How do students understand their attainment of 

learning outcomes in six core courses, in the resident and distance programs?” This study 

used two-sample t tests to analyze the aggregate responses to two questions from extant 

USAWC student surveys administered in both programs. All responses use a five-point 

Likert scale. 

1. Answer these two questions as 1) Great amount; 2) Good amount; 3) Moderate 

amount; 4) Very little; or 5) None at all. 

(A) “My pre-course knowledge level of course topics, concepts, and subject 

matter was:” 
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(B) “My post-course knowledge level of course topics, concepts, and subject 

matter was:”   

2. Answer this question as 1) Strongly agree; 2) Agree; 3) Neither; 4) Disagree; or 

5) Strongly disagree. “I have developed a sufficient understanding of course 

material so that I can apply it in later work.” 

The OIA descriptive statistics for the aggregate responses are in Table 14 and the 

t test results are in Table 15.  

I considered the limitations on making inferences about individual behavior based 

on aggregate data (Freedman, 1999; Robinson, 1950) when making the following 

observations about Table 14. REP students seemed to assess their pre-course knowledge 

levels across all courses, on average, at a rate almost twice as high (41.33%) as their DEP 

counterparts (26.33%). However, this gap seems to narrow when the students rate their 

average post-course knowledge: a 4% gap separates the REP level (93.17%) from the 

DEP level (89%). Students in both programs apparently felt equally confident, on 

average, that they understood this new knowledge well enough to apply it after 

graduation (REP, 95.17 % vs DEP, 94.17%). Despite a wide difference in average self-

assessment of pre-course knowledge, students in both programs apparently believed that 

they benefited equally well from these six USAWC courses. The last statement is 

supported by the results of t tests shown in Table 15, recognizing the limitation of 

aggregate data. 
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Table 14 

Descriptive Statistics for Student Course Surveys 

 Knowledge assessment,% (program) 

 Pre- 

course 

(DEP) 

Pre- 

course 

(REP) 

Post- 

course 

(DEP) 

Post-

course 

(REP) 

Understand 

to Apply 

(DEP) 

Understand 

to Apply 

(REP) 

 

M 

 

41.33 

 

26.33 

 

93.17 

 

88.33 

 

94.17 

 

95.17 

 

SD 16.88    5.32    5.98    5.79    7.05    1.94 

       

Notes. NDEP = 326, NREP = 219. All surveys used five-point Likert scales. Knowledge is 

reported as “great amount” and “good amount” responses collapsed. Understanding is 

reported as “strongly agree” and “agree” responses collapsed. 

 

Two-sample t tests assessed the validity of the null hypothesis, H₀: μ₁ – µ₂ = 0, 

against the alternative hypothesis, HA: μ₁ – µ₂ ≠ 0, where μ₁ = means of survey responses 

in the REP and µ₂ = means of survey responses in the DEP, for four questions:  

1. Is there a difference in the means of “pre-course knowledge” in REP and DEP? 

2. Is there a difference in the means of “post-course knowledge” in REP and 

DEP? 

3. Is there a difference in the means of “increase in knowledge” in REP and DEP? 

4. Is there a difference in the means of “understanding to apply knowledge” in 

REP and DEP? 

 The results in Table 15 were the same for all four questions: insufficient evidence 

was found to reject H₀ at p ≤ .05. There is no significant difference between the means of 

the survey responses across the six courses, between programs. Students in both 

programs, on average, were confident that they would be able to put their knowledge to 
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Table 15 

Student Self-Assessment on Course Surveys 

Survey question μ₁ – µ₂ 95% CI t-value df p-value 

 

Pre-course 

knowledge  

 

 

–15.00 

 

[–33.58, 3.58] 

 

–2.08 

 

5 

 

.093 

Post-course 

knowledge 

–4.83 [–12.52, 2.85] –1.42 9 .188 

 

 

Increase in 

knowledge 

 

10.17 

 

[–2.54, 22.87] 

 

   1.85 

 

8 

 

.102 

 

 

Understand well 

enough to apply 

 

 

1.00 

 

[–6.68, 8.68] 

 

    0.33 

 

5 

 

.751 

Notes. H₀: μ₁ – µ₂ = 0. HA: μ₁ – µ₂ ≠ 0. REP = μ₁. DEP = µ₂. α = .05. 

 

use after graduation from USAWC. This analysis of aggregate data to describe individual 

responses cannot be considered a significant conclusion. However, it is supported by the 

perceptions of faculty interviewees under research question 4. 

Research Question 4 

Research question 4 was the qualitative portion of this convergent quantitative-

dominant mixed methods study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Through semi-structured 

interviews of six faculty instructors who have taught in both programs, this question 

asked, “How do instructors who taught in both programs perceive student characteristics, 

learning experiences, and outcomes in six core courses, in both program formats?” The 

qualitative research in question 4 was not generated by the results from the first three 

questions; the data was collected simultaneously while the quantitative analysis was 

performed on extant data. This design by Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) gave me a 
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way to make sense of the character of the relationships between the quantitative variables 

and to capture an unexplored but crucial perspective. 

The faculty perspective on academic achievement was intended to “triangulate” or 

“corroborate” (Bryman, 2006, p. 105) the findings from the student perspective expressed 

in the course surveys. The quantitative results were weighted more heavily in my analysis 

than the qualitative results because they map directly to components of the I-E-O model 

while the faculty responses provide supplemental context that sometimes differs from the 

quantitative results. 

To reinforce the triangulation advocated by Bryman (2006), one of the faculty 

interview questions was taken from the student surveys in research questions 3: “How 

well do you think students understood the course material so they could apply it in later 

work?” 

Development of Codes 

Before I conducted any interviews, I developed seven proposed codes (Appendix 

F) as a “start list” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 58) to provide initial structure for my 

coding. My experience as a dual-program faculty member since 2009 informed my initial 

choices, to which I added detail from the literature. 

Acculturation  

Did the interviewees discuss different capabilities, “jointness,” and institutional 

culture among the military Services, through the role of PME (Davis, 2017; Waggener, 

2015)? Did they mention differences among Army components and among career 

specialty meta-categories? Did they talk about experience with female officers newly 
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accessed into previously closed Army career specialties in Operations, such as infantry, 

armor, and special forces (Carter, 2015b)? 

Attitude  

Did they assess student satisfaction with their USAWC experience as adult 

learners (Knowles et al., 1973/2005)? Did they feel that students were transformed 

intellectually (Mezirow, 2000)? 

Identity  

What did they consider salient aspects of a student’s identity? Did they address 

the variables explored in question 2: Army component, career specialty, gender, 

race/ethnicity, graduate degree? Did they consider roles, such as parent or spouse, which 

might decrease a student’s margin for coping with their USAWC work (McClusky, 

1963)? Did they discuss the intersectionality of these identities (Abes et al., 2007)? Did 

they see maturation in a student’s professional identity (Galvin, 2015)? 

Professional Proficiency  

How did they assess students’ comfort with aspects of the USAWC curriculum? 

How did they respond when asked the student survey questions replicated from question 

3? What degree of importance did they attribute to student assignments, overseas tours 

and deployments, and civilian careers of students in the Army Reserve or Army National 

Guard? Did they talk about assessments of the USAWC curriculum by alumni (Office of 

Institutional Assessment, 2017) or general officers employing alumni (Office of 

Institutional Assessment, 2018)? 
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Seminar Dialog  

How did they characterize the tone, content, and psychological safety in seminar 

dialog (Galvin et al., 2020; Meinhart, 2018), for different student identities (Hall & 

Sandler, 1982; Hennessey, 2018) whether in the physical classroom (Caddell, 2011; 

Dallimore et al., 2004; A. Foster, 2014), synchronous video interactions, or online 

discussion forum (Enger, 2006; Gunawardena & Jung, 2014; Jaasma & Koper, 1999).  

Time Management  

What distractors from academic work did they believe the students encountered: 

civilian job, military job, family, medical or emotional issues, or academic skills deficits? 

Did they talk about the challenges of being a part-time student (J. P. Bean & Metzner, 

1985; Mastre & Roberts, 2018)? Did they talk about students withdrawing from USAWC 

(Rovai, 2003; Tinto, 1975, 1993)? 

Writing Ability  

How did participants characterize students’ ability to write argumentative essays 

and short position papers—as opposed to PowerPoint briefings and emails? 

These initial codes captured the contours of my first interview with Professor 

Alfa. I was mindful of the warning by Miles and Huberman (1994) that codes require 

revision for three reasons as I consulted my interview notes and the coding of my second 

interview with Professor Bravo. First, Miles and Huberman (1994) warn that some codes 

may “not work or decay” (p. 61). This fate applied to two of my initial codes. 

Faculty responses on females, Army component, and career specialties that I 

envisioned fitting into the code Acculturation seemed more appropriately divided 

between the codes Identity and Professional Proficiency; I redistributed these responses 
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and eliminated Acculturation. It also became apparent that the code Time Management 

did not capture the kernel of faculty concerns. I intended it to capture techniques 

employed by students to manage the academic and non-academic aspects of their life. 

Instead, faculty conveyed that the full-time or part-time student status embodied the load 

in McClusky’s (1963) theory of margin. Student time was their primary differentiator 

between the two programs. Consequently, I relabeled this code as Time Status. 

Second, Miles and Huberman (1994) warned that codes might “flourish” and gain 

undifferentiated “bulk” (p. 61). My fourth interview question, intended as an icebreaker 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 191) was, “Please tell me approximately how often and 

for how long you interacted with your students, and where did that interaction take 

place?” However, this question functioned more like a “content” question (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018, p. 191), eliciting substantive ideas. 

The codes Seminar Dialog and Writing Ability accumulated these faculty ideas on 

a range of physical and virtual classroom dynamics, faculty coaching students on 

development while evaluating their academic work, and networking activities between 

students. For example, all participants emphasized faculty-student interactions as critical 

for retention in the DEP—where non-academic stressors increased students’ load 

(McClusky, 1963)—but deemed them critical for personal development in both 

programs. Faculty pointed to the advantage afforded the REP students by daily, in-person 

social and academic interactions, whereas the DEP students connected electronically each 

week and in-person during the two 10-day summer resident sessions. To parse these ideas 

more effectively, I renamed the codes from Seminar Dialog and Writing Ability to 
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Faculty-Student Interactions and Student-Student Interactions and rebalanced their 

contents.  

Third, according to Miles and Huberman (1994), new codes will “emerge 

progressively” as more data is collected (p. 62). Responses I collected under the code 

Professional Proficiency did not convey my original idea of success as USAWC 

graduates, so it morphed into three new codes. Faculty answers conveyed a sense of equal 

proficiency in graduates of both programs, which I gathered under a new code Balanced 

Outcomes. Faculty thoughts on preparedness for the USAWC curriculum expanded into a 

discussion that aligned with my blocks of input variables to the regression models for 

course grades. They downplayed the salience of demographic markers (gender, 

race/ethnicity) while underscoring the role of professional characteristics (Army 

component, career specialty). I represented them with a new code Diversity. 

Finally, I gathered faculty remarks on the changes in self-awareness and cognition 

under a third new code Professional Growth. I connected this faculty attribution of 

maturation to Mezirow’s (2000) transformative learning theory, as students were 

presented with his disorienting dilemma from their peers’ experiential perspectives. 

Reflection guided by the faculty facilitator helped the students add these new frameworks 

to their own experiential knowledge. Taylor (2006), P. Wolfe (2006), and Zull (2006) 

discuss this phenomenon so vital to learning, where new information is cemented into 

long-term memory by anchoring it on previous knowledge. This self-reflection is the 

essence of Professional Growth.  

These three new codes allowed extraction of larger themes that I could use to 

integrate my qualitative results with my quantitative findings. Saldaña (2016, p. 205) 
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advised doing this by “add[ing] the verb ‘is’ to a code” to form “complete sentences that 

elaborate on the researcher’s interpretations of participants’ meanings in more nuanced 

ways” (p. 181). The four themes, with their underlying first-cycle and second-cycle codes 

(Saldaña, 2016), appear in Table 16 and are developed from faculty responses in four 

separate sections.  
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Table 16 

Question 4: Themes and Codes from Faculty Interviews 

Themes Second cycle codes First cycle codes 

1. Student time 

is the primary 

influence on 

academic 

performance. 

Time Status 

 

 

Students have varying motivations to learn 

 

DEP students: part-time students; effort split 

between USAWC, civilian job, military job 

 

REP students: full-time students; military job is 

“student” 

 

2. REP students 

enjoy richer 

interactions 

with faculty 

and fellow 

students. 

Faculty-Student Interactions 

 

• Faculty have differing 

opportunities to interact 

with students based on 

program. 

 

• Feedback constraints 

affect grades based on 

program 

 

Student-Student Interactions 

 

• Students have differing 

opportunities to connect 

with peers based on 

program. 

REP faculty interactions with students: 

frequent; impromptu; proximity; 

observe/mentor in real time; more social 

interactions 

 

DEP faculty interactions with students: weekly 

emails; written feedback is norm; distance and 

time limits; students reluctant to ask for help 

All faculty: engagement key to student success 

 

REP papers: more formative feedback – 

more time, email submission is flexible. DEP 

papers: formative feedback harder – less time, 

submission in Blackboard forces summative 

 

REP students interact: daily, in seminar and 

socially; strong academic/social connections 

 

DEP students interact: weekly, in discussion 

forum; social contacts via email, summer 

resident phases; intermittent academic/social 

connections 

 

3. All students 

are equally 

competent after 

graduation 

Balanced Outcomes 

 

Professional Growth 

 

“Not much difference between programs” 

 

“The USAWC ‘product’ is standard” 

 

“We actually helped them connect the dots”  

 

Writing proficiency increases equally 

 

All students gain professional humility 

 

Women and non-White students gain 

confidence in seminar 
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“I put [the female artillery officer] in charge of 

a group because … I knew she had the skills” 

  

4. Only 

professional 

variables (not 

demographics) 

influence 

academic 

performance. 

Diversity 

 

• Experiential diversity, not 

gender or race, is a 

significant influence. 

 

• Regular Army and 

“combat arms” have 

advantages. 

“Diversity of thought rather than diversity of 

skin color” 

 

“Diversity of race may be an artifact of an 

officer’s availability to take a year to attend the 

resident program” 

 

National Guard DEP students bring geographic 

diversity 

 

Reserve component civilian jobs bring diverse 

experience 

 

“Component and the career specialty played a 

much more important role than gender, race or 

ethnicity…” 

 

Concern that chaplains and attorneys would be 

disadvantaged because of their experience 

 

Health Services officers disadvantaged by 

“narrow military expertise” 

 

No mention of graduate degree 

 

Notes. Adapted from Miles and Huberman (1994) and Saldaña (2016). DEP and REP = 

distance and resident education programs. 

 

Student Time Is the Primary Influence on Academic Performance 

Time status of students is a central issue in faculty perceptions of student 

academic outcomes. Regular Army officers are more likely to be able to devote ten 

months to resident senior PME, as evidenced by their 80% proportion in the USAWC 

resident program Class of 2016 (see Table 2). Moving to Carlisle Barracks is simply their 

next Army assignment, this time as full-time students. Meanwhile, all students in the 

USAWC distance program—regardless of Army component—must fit their studies 

around their civilian job and military responsibilities for two years. All DEP students are 

part-time, nontraditional students (J. P. Bean & Metzner, 1985). 



 

 

 

160 

Faculty were sensitive to competitors for student time in both programs to do 

academic work: family, medical and emotional issues; academic skills deficits; and 

civilian and military jobs—all additions to students’ load (McClusky, 1963). Professor 

Foxtrot observed that: “students really aren’t different, but DEP students had other things 

competing for their time. Some of them are members of the U.S. House of 

Representatives and Senate.” Professor Delta summarized, “In the resident program, it’s 

more focused. Your full-time work is your school. So, it’s not necessarily the [DEP 

students’] academic ability but perhaps their decision on what’s priority for their time” if 

they are having academic difficulties. He continues, “I’ve got one [DDE] student that’s 

got a critically ill son, that I can’t believe he’s still able to engage with the program.” 

Attrition in the distance program averages about 20% of each cohort in the first 

year, according to the USAWC registrar (C. Fowler, personal communication, April 11, 

2018) and the chair of DDE (C. K. S. Chun, personal communication, April 1, 2017). 

Faculty attribute the attrition to student time status, not their academic abilities. Professor 

Delta observes: “Most of our attrition is, as you know, based on folks that for different 

reasons just decide not to keep plowing through the two-year marathon.” Professor 

Foxtrot states: “The attrition in the distance program wasn’t so much a factor of what 

they were doing academically as it was what they were doing outside the War College 

classroom.” He previews a common faculty observation that will emerge in Theme 2: 

“You didn’t see a lot of attrition in the resident program only because they could get a lot 

more help a lot sooner…with faculty looking at them every day.” 

Professor Echo observes the DEP students are “pressed for time” whereas for the 

resident students “this is their full-time job, and their focus is on doing coursework. [It’s] 
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a sideline for the [DEP] students.” Professor Delta admits, “Sometimes we kinda 

overlook the inconvenience of late at night or on weekends trying to get our distance 

requirements done.” To repeat Professor Bravo, “Good grief, they [REP students] get so 

much more time.” The competition for student time reflects the characteristics of part-

time, nontraditional students studied by J. P. Bean and Metzner (1985), Metzner and 

Bean (1987), and Rovai (2003). 

REP Students Enjoy Richer Interactions with Faculty and Fellow Students 

 REP students enjoy the benefit of being full-time students with daily exposure to 

faculty and student peers. 

Faculty-Student Interactions  

Faculty have differing opportunities to interact with students based on program. 

Breckenridge (2020b) codifies the USAWC expectation that faculty offer formative 

feedback in addition to summative assessment via grades. The USAWC academic 

programs guide mandates a minimum formal advisement schedule for the resident 

program, where “feedback sessions between students and their faculty advisers occur 

within the first 60 days of school, prior to winter recess, prior to spring recess, and during 

the last month of school” (Rapp, 2015, p. 19). For the DEP, the programs guide 

acknowledges equivalent advisement through the written feedback faculty instructors 

give for papers and online discussion forums during each course, while “advisement for 

students with poor writing skills is also available” (Rapp, 2015, p. 19). This feedback in the 

DEP accommodates the predominantly written nature of this program format; however, Rapp 

(2015) recognizes that faculty provide in-person advising during the summer resident 

courses. 
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The faculty interviewees believe attrition and success in both programs depend 

largely on faculty engagement. Their willingness to spend extra time with students 

having trouble with academics, and often with their personal lives, makes a difference. 

Engagement plays a more acute role in the distance program where the academic 

structure is not as immediate and student networks are not as rich as those in the resident 

program; this aspect will be discussed in the code on student interactions. Rapp (2015) 

mandates “at any time, a [DEP] student can contact a course author, faculty instructor, or 

staff member for advice” (p. 19). Faculty engagement as a critical aspect of college 

student retention and success is abundant in the literature (Astin, 1984/1999, 1996; Kuh, 

2009; Mayhew et al., 2016; Tinto, 1975, 1993). 

Professor Echo identifies two inadvertent, subconscious obstacles to a DEP 

student asking for help. First, he acknowledges “additional distance between the student 

and professor. They don’t often know us personally so they can also be a little bit more 

reluctant to ask for help.” This distance would arise mostly in the first year of the 

distance program, before students have socialized with the faculty (and each other) face-

to-face during the first summer resident course. Second, Professor Echo opines that 

asking for advice may run counter to the DEP students’ military identity: 

They’re Type A folks who have done really well [in the Army], which is what 

brought them to this course. There’s little doubt in their mind that they have the 

capabilities to succeed, so they will float that first paper often without asking [for 

formative feedback]. If they do get a ‘no go,’ then they’re more likely to reach out 

to you. 
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Professor Alfa reinforces this challenge and points out that proximity has an 

effect: “[In the resident program], you can really tell if somebody’s struggling, and you 

can provide them with that extra help that they might need, whereas we can’t always tell 

when our [DEP] guys are struggling.” His frustration is apparent when he says, “getting 

[DEP students] to call you when they have problems [is a challenge], often they don’t, 

they just suffer in silence, and you don’t know how they’re doing until all of a sudden 

they have a problem.”  

To counter this student reluctance, all interviewees pointed to the DEP formal 

mentoring plan instituted for students who encounter difficulties transitioning to their 

new role of graduate student during the first year of the program. Professor Echo 

described how designated faculty contact at-risk students, saying “we’ve identified some 

problems in your earlier writing so please, please reach out to me early on developing 

outlines [for papers].” 

A tension between views on faculty engagement arose concerning time. Professor 

Foxtrot layered faculty preparation onto the urgency of engagement in the DEP, such that 

faculty “have to really learn your craft because when a distance student calls, they need 

an answer right then to stay on time for an assignment. With resident students, you have 

more time to research an answer, consult with a faculty colleague.” However, Professor 

Echo thought that the asynchronous nature of the DEP gave faculty a time advantage over 

resident instructors in responding to a student question. “Because you have that time 

delay, if [DEP students] are confused about a reading or what the synthesis of the 

readings looks like, you can … get them either some additional tailored readings, or a 

thoughtful response on how they might think about the issue.” 
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Professor Foxtrot reinforced the advantage of proximity enjoyed by resident 

faculty—“[it’s] easier to pull a [REP] student into your office to highlight behaviors to 

change or skills to strengthen”—in contrast to arranging an impromptu phone call with an 

at-risk distance student on the other side of the globe. He pointed out a unique advantage 

of attendance at any senior PME venue: “This is probably one of the last times that 

they’ll ever have a chance to sit down and talk with a peer” who will critique their 

thinking and self-awareness “without an evaluation attached to it.” 

The faculty described their routines to monitor student academic and personal 

progress. In the REP, the daily and weekly interactions with students in the seminar room 

and during non-academic events (mandated and voluntary sport competitions, formal and 

informal social activities) provided nearly continuous observation. Professor Delta noted 

the dual nature of resident lessons conducted “off-site” where a seminar with its faculty 

would mix “work and social team building during breakfast or lunch.” 

DEP faculty use weekly emails and synchronous video sessions to help their 

students “keep pace, emphasize key points, and note key due-outs,” according to 

Professor Delta. He explained that these interactive sessions must be repeated over 

several days and times to accommodate students in time zones ranged across the United 

States and around the world.  

Professor Alfa explained his philosophy on faculty engagement. In the discussion 

forum, he comments on every student’s primary post and comments on response posts 

when he needs to make a “course correction” or highlight a point for the entire seminar’s 

learning. He felt his comments make the connections between student comments, much 

as a faculty member facilitating a resident seminar dialog. The asynchronous nature of 
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the forum increases DEP faculty time commitment. Compared to three hours per REP 

lesson four times per week, most DEP forums are active for about ten days with at least 

two forums per course (Ryan, 2020, enclosure 7). Professor Alfa said he spends about six 

hours per day in the discussion forum, perhaps 15 minutes at a time, seven days per 

week; “if the students are talking, I need to be part of the dialog.” Similar engagement 

rhythms for DEP forums were described by Professors Charlie and Delta.  

Finally, all faculty note that they tailored their engagement with students in both 

programs based on student desires; some want more frequent faculty interaction for a 

range of reasons, such as academic reassurance, shared interests, or advice on a future 

job. 

Student-Student Interactions  

Students have differing opportunities to connect with peers based on program. 

Proximity and time enrich student-student interactions to build the critical quality of trust. 

Trust repeatedly appears in official guidance on senior PME (CJCS, 2015, 2020; Milley 

et al., 2020; Rapp, 2015). PME educators are charged with fostering the development of 

trust through “joint acculturation” in a setting “where diverse groups come into 

continuous direct contact” (CJCS, 2020, p. GL-4). When institutions attempt to force 

inter-service trust, the results seem to depend on proximity. While J. H. Poole (2007) and 

Ruth (2007) report increased trust amongst students in two PME resident programs, 

Davis (2017) could not validate this result in a PME setting that included resident, hybrid, 

and online venues. Waggener (2015) believes that PME achieves the joint acculturation 

demanded by the landmark reforms of U.S. Representative Isaac “Ike” Skelton (U.S. 

Congress, 1989), but Currie (2010) argues that trust between active and reserve 
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component students in a resident senior PME college suffers from cultural 

misperceptions. 

Professor Foxtrot observed that trust accumulated readily for resident students 

who “were really able to piggyback on each other’s knowledge… [because they] had 

access 24-7 to people who they think may have some knowledge of that particular topic.” 

He thought distance students did not enjoy such a robust knowledge network within the 

seminar until “they got to know someone during the first resident course” after 

completing the first year of studies. Professor Echo reiterated the diminished opportunity 

for distance education students to collaborate, describing the program as “a two-sided 

fight for them” between time constraints and the remote format. “They don’t have the 

automatic connections with fellow students to help build those informal networks where 

they can rely on each other, where they can debate the course material.” 

Whether it is the daily contact that resident program students enjoy over ten 

months or the intensive interactions distance students experience during their two 2-week 

sessions together in residence, the physical contact between students seems important to 

faculty. DEP students are not completely at a disadvantage. Professor Delta was 

convinced that all USAWC students “learn to work within a trusted group … facilitated 

by an FI” where the shared experience teaches them to “leverage each other’s expertise.”  

Galvin et al. (2020) described in a USAWC faculty paper the expectations for 

how student-student and student-faculty interactions create a seminar environment 

conducive to learning and professional development. However, their commendation of 

the seminar format is not endorsed by Kuwalich et al. (2016), whose study of graduate-

school cohorts warned of “conflict,” “formation of cliques,” and “competition rather than 
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collaboration” (p. 4), a finding echoed by McCarthy et al. (2005). Professor Foxtrot 

reinforces Galvin et al.’s (2020) positive emphasis on seminar interactions but with a 

surprising contrast: 

It took me a lot longer to get close to my students in the resident program than it 

did in the distance program. In probably the first couple of days, [the distance 

students] have already bonded in seminar; you don’t see that in the resident 

program. 

He attributes this to the distance students’ collective realization of their mutual challenge: 

“They all come in with the same goal in mind: they have to try to get through the 

program and they gel quickly in the seminar.” This intentionality is reflected in Theme 1, 

where the distance students’ focused attitude toward, and limited time for, learning may 

influence them to compensate for the distributed nature of their cohort by establishing 

trust through rapid bonding. Perhaps the resident students take a more circumspect 

approach to cohort forming since they know they have more contact hours over more 

days to do so. 

Feedback Constraints Affect Grades Based On Program 

 The faculty agreed it is more difficult to gauge development of DEP student 

application skills with only four weeks of face-to-face, in-residence contact over two 

years (Rapp, 2015). Because faculty interact with REP students more frequently over the 

ten months students spend at Carlisle Barracks, the growth in their skills is thus easier to 

track. This code emerged from how the faculty categorized the influence of each 

program’s structure on formative and summative feedback. 
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The USAWC guidance on student assessment has been revised recently to codify 

faculty desires in both programs to offer formative feedback on summative assessment 

instruments. A new policy memo encourages students to submit paper outlines by email 

but dissuades them from expecting detailed reviews of entire paper drafts (Breckenridge, 

2020b). Professor Delta illustrates why this policy change was needed to acknowledge 

and regularize the prevalent faculty attitude toward formative feedback: 

When I taught in the REP, I’d try to err on the side of kicking [a paper] back [to 

the student] to have a more productive learning experience. It’s better to identify 

some potential writing problems early and have a frank conversation with the 

student about “You wouldn’t accept this from your subordinates when you were 

the commander. So, why should I accept that from you?” 

Professor Echo captures a tension existing between the two programs until now—

not simply one of philosophy, but also influenced by the mechanics of student submission 

of papers between the programs: 

There’s no opportunity really for a distance instructor to go back informally and 

say, “Oh, why don’t you change this?” Once [the student] submit[s] the paper, it’s 

in the online system and it’s evaluated based on that submission. On the resident 

side, they’ll, you know, send the paper via email to their professor and if it’s not 

up to standards, the professor will just kick it back, with “No, why don’t you 

rethink this, you need to change this, you need to clarify that” and then they 

resubmit it and it’s a go. Whereas on the distance side, boom, if you get a no go, 

you get a no go, and that’s logged on the record. 
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Professor Bravo indicates DEP faculty were not opposed to formative feedback, 

despite the mechanistic constraint: “We were not going to review a whole draft paper, but 

I have looked at really detailed outlines.” 

The participants offered that the faculty-student interaction through formative 

feedback involved a consideration of the time available for the student to revise and 

resubmit a paper. REP students had more flexibility to expend the extra time since they 

only faced competing curriculum requirements, without additional job demands. 

Professor Delta offers, “I think the median grades [on papers] of the distance [program] 

are overall lower; a three is a more normal grade.” He thought this stemmed from time 

constraints on the average DEP student rather than cognitive ability: “they are going to 

make sure they meet the requirement [instead of] trying to achieve a higher grade.” 

Professor Delta continues with his perception of a philosophical difference in 

assessments between the similar but not identical faculties of the DEP and REP: “I would 

say that we’re more apt to fail somebody on a paper in the distance program than [they] 

are in the resident program.” His perception matches Professor Echo’s experience that 

resident faculty urged a student to revise and resubmit a weakly-written paper before 

evaluating it for a grade. This first-time failure rate of DEP papers is quantified at about 

20% by Professors Echo and Bravo. Professor Foxtrot observed that “competition from 

civilian jobs or other issues that did not allow extensive reworking of assignments to stay 

on a graduation timeline” was the principal reason for attrition among DEP students, not 

their “academic ability.” They may not have sufficient life margin to write a paper again 

without increasing their mental/emotional load in another part of their life (McClusky, 
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1963). Choosing between time demands is consistent with observations on part-time 

students by J. P. Bean and Metzner (1985), Metzner and Bean (1987), and Rovai (2003). 

Professor Delta stresses the important role of written requirements in the DEP 

“because I don’t have the benefit of being in seminar [as I did] with my resident students, 

where there is conversation that I can observe and engage in to get a very good 

appreciation to assess them against the learning outcomes.” He said that his assessment of 

REP students was additive of daily seminar dialogue, verbal briefings, and papers. 

Professor Charlie believed that the DEP structure’s emphasis on assessing outcomes 

through written products encouraged faculty objectivity: 

I felt that I had a stronger, more objective take on student performance and 

outcomes … in DDE. When you’re doing stuff online, it’s in writing. … you can 

see each student meeting learning objectives. [In the resident program] the heavy 

reliance on participation in class daily is too subjective for me, even when I 

attempted to every day determine who participated—even with a rubric. 

But Professor Delta cautions that rubrics can drive the evaluation of student 

learning to overdetermination in both programs; faculty judgment must be paramount: 

There’s no one right way because if we’re asking them questions at the [Bloom’s 

taxonomy] synthesis or evaluate level, it’s all about “what’s your idea?”, 

supporting it and then convincing me your logic is sound. There is room [for] 

rubrics but those higher levels we’re trying to leverage are much more subjective. 

All Students Are Equally Competent After Graduation 

The USAWC commandant mandates “Whether enrolled in the Resident or Distance 

Education Program, the War College experience offers students the potential for significant 

professional and personal growth” (Rapp, 2015, p. i). The faculty were adamant that 
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students from both programs, on average, graduate from USAWC with the same 

proficiency in curriculum outcomes. 

Balanced Outcomes  

“The distance education curriculum parallels the resident curriculum,” according to 

the commandant (Rapp, 2015, p. 37). Professor Delta: “I think overall, there’s probably 

more similarities than differences across the programs.” Professor Bravo: “At the end of 

the day … I feel good about the graduates of both programs.” Professor Foxtrot: “The 

USAWC ‘product’ is standard.” Professor Delta focuses this new competence onto 

strategic thinking, where students recognize “I’ve gotta do it differently because of my 

new job at a new level…be mindful of the broader context, think through my biases and 

communicate more effectively.” All faculty participants observed that all USAWC 

graduates increase their writing proficiency because of practicing this skill with feedback 

from faculty. 

Their comments delineate differences in emphasis but not competence. Professor 

Alfa thinks “we in [the DEP] do certain things better than the resident program because 

we dig deeper. I think our student outcomes are probably just as good as what you’ll find 

in [resident] SL and TWS and NSPS…certainly no worse.” Professor Echo reasons that 

the resident students “have a higher potential for actually applying the course material in 

NSPS because more of them will be assigned as advisors to senior leaders whereas the 

Reserve students in DEP don’t have as many of those opportunities.” However, the 

regression results for research question 2 offer mixed support for their opinions. The 

models show that the face-to-face experience was a significant influence only for the SL 

and TSC courses; TWS and NSPS grades were not program-dependent. 



 

 

 

172 

Professor Charlie provides the most balanced observation. He had to “work harder 

in the DEP” to overcome a lower level of expertise among the students in “theater 

strategy” and “campaign planning” in the TSC course; he attributed this decreased 

knowledge to “a gap for the reserve component” between their PME in these topics at 

command and staff college (R. B. Brown, 2016) and the intense coverage they encounter 

in senior PME at the Army War College. The nature of the mission areas of the Army 

Reserve and the Army National Guard does not demand this theater-level expertise of 

every officer in every career specialty (Grass, 2016; Talley, 2016; U.S. Army, 2019a). 

The majority of the Army’s officers in Health Services are assigned to the Army Reserve 

(Talley, 2016), where their part-time status may explain their lower degree of preparation 

for USAWC studies discussed in Theme 4. Conversely, Professor Charlie felt he had to 

“work harder in the REP” to find expertise in “civil military relations, homeland security, 

homeland defense, and defense support of civil authorities”—skills and missions that 

predominate in the Army National Guard and the Army Reserve (Grass, 2016; Talley, 

2016; U.S. Army, 2019a). 

Professor Foxtrot observed “DEP students may be stronger in doctrine because of 

its emphasis in their papers.” However, he thought he could better gauge resident 

students’ relative, continuing learning because he interacted with them, in person, more 

frequently. He used the words “see” and “experience” to describe his detection of 

nuanced changes in their thinking and self-awareness beyond evidence in their writing. 

Professor Bravo voiced unease about level of competence expressed as grades: 

“My instinct is the resident course is going to come out better.” But he reinforces the 

importance of Theme 1 regarding student time and Theme 2 about faculty-student 
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interactions: “Why is that? Good grief, they [REP students] get so much more time. 

You’re talking to them every day. It’s hard for us to get that much contact time [in 

DDE].” 

Professional Growth  

The faculty assert that the outcomes attained by students in both programs depend 

more on their desire to learn than on student characteristics. Professor Bravo named 

“student drive” as key to success in either program, referring to the quotation by General 

J. F. C. Fuller that adorns every seminar room in the USAWC academic building. Fuller 

was cited earlier in this study exhorting an audience of British officers to embrace their 

military educational experience, and Fuller’s message is appropriate to this interview 

code: “During your course here no one is going to compel you to work, for the simple 

reason that a[n officer] who requires to be driven is not worth the driving” (Fuller, 1936, 

pp. 417–418). 

Two professors explicitly stated that student goals play a large role in their 

USAWC success, regardless of program. Those goals involve judgement on the best use 

of the finite resource of student time (Theme 1), according to Professor Charlie, which 

drives “how much work a student wants to put into the course.” Dedication to a goal may 

offset the findings of Schuman et al. (1985), who argued that the amount of effort 

devoted to studying is not strongly linked to higher college grades. A third professor 

offered that the same percentage of students exists in both programs who just want to get 

by rather than strive for maximum professional development. Finally, Professor Delta 

connected student motivation to andragogy (Knowles et al., 1973/2005): 
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It’s truly the adult learning model. If we’ve done a good job [as faculty], it’s 

interesting enough that they’re going to not just [meet] the objectives but perhaps 

go a little bit deeper in areas that they need or are interested in. 

Faculty comments on gains in student confidence produced two initial codes that 

applied to the students as a group and to individuals from an underrepresented identity. 

The first code concerned development of humility among typical USAWC students in a 

seminar, while the second code addressed self-confidence in a student who might be the 

only member of a seminar with a particular demographic or professional characteristic. 

The group code emerged regardless of program and the discussion format. The individual 

code was noted by two professors within the dynamic of face-to-face discussion in their 

REP seminars, but it could manifest in the DEP online and resident courses. 

Group Professional Growth. The seminar experience is designed to help 

USAWC students enhance three attributes the Army expects its leaders to exhibit: 

confidence, empathy, and humility (U.S. Army, 2019b). Confidence develops from 

“professional competence and a realistic appraisal of one’s abilities,” both of which are 

enriched and tested by senior PME (U.S. Army, 2019b, p. 3-2). A humble Army leader is 

a “willing learner” who will increase “self-awareness” by accepting “others’ input and 

feedback”—exactly the intent of USAWC seminar dialog (U.S. Army, 2019b, p. 2-11). 

The appreciation for other viewpoints demanded in seminar builds empathy in a USAWC 

student, which prepares them to “interact with others” with “enhance[d] cultural 

understanding” in the complex post-USAWC environment populated by civilian officials 

and officers from sister Services and partner and competitor nations (U.S. Army, 2019b, 

p. 2-8). 
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Professor Delta noted that the USAWC experience forced a “transformation” in 

the typical student who may be “driven, sometimes very opinionated, very sure of their 

abilities,” sometimes becoming “the loud, boisterous folks that are going to dominate [a 

conversation].” As they became “mindful there are other views and perspectives that 

might be important,” he watched them grow “more deliberate in their thinking, more 

measured in their confidence…more reserved and much better listeners.” He attributed 

this transformation (Mezirow, 2000) to students feeling comfortable and trusting within 

their seminar to “be a little bit vulnerable to each other” so their humility and self-

recognition of biases flowered as they were “called out by your peers when you’re 

wrong.” Fassinger (1996) and Abdullah et al. (2012) found that student interactions build 

trust in a class to a greater degree than faculty actions. This trust establishes the 

psychological comfort that Comeaux (1995) stated as crucial to both online and face-to-

face discussion experiences. 

Professor Alfa noted the humility development was strong in the TSC course 

where “most students were overconfident [in TSC] from their staff college experience 

and [were surprised] when forced to apply that material at the strategic level.” The 

USAWC commandant says the curriculum “helps students adjust their intellectual focus 

from the tactical and operational levels, where the bulk of their experience resides, to the 

strategic level of war...[through] critical thinking and complex problem-solving” (Rapp, 

2015, p. i). Professor Foxtrot’s observations encapsulate perceptions from all 

interviewees. He echoes the USAWC commandant’s purpose (Rapp, 2015) when he says, 

“Students from both programs had tactical knowledge but did not know how it fit into 

strategic application.” After decades working in tactical military organizations where 
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they developed deep expertise, new USAWC students “didn’t always know how it fit into 

the overall scheme of things” at the institutional or strategic levels of the Department of 

Defense. Professor Foxtrot noted that students brought into seminar their experience from 

“the field, combat and institutional, sometimes more doctrinal”; faculty helped them 

“connect [this experience] to new learning from the USAWC.” The neuroscience of 

learning has demonstrated the necessity of anchoring new ideas onto previous experience 

(Taylor, 2006; P. Wolfe, 2006; Zull, 2006). 

Professor Foxtrot watched USAWC students realize the linkages between actors 

in the complex, adaptive system that is national security, hearing them say: “‘That’s why 

this happened like this! Now I understand what was going on over here.’ So, they were 

able to start putting some pieces together that they couldn’t put together before. We 

actually helped them connect the dots.” He described this outcome as irrespective of 

student characteristics (inputs) or program format (environment). 

Individual Professional Growth. The issue of isolation of the sole member of 

one social group within a seminar drew the attention of Professors Bravo and Delta, who 

were concerned about Reserve Component officers and women students in the REP. As 

noted throughout this study, most USAWC resident program seminars are populated 

predominantly with White male officers in the Regular Army who hold the Operations 

career meta-specialty. 

Professor Bravo observed that since a REP seminar normally includes only one 

student each from the Army Reserve and Army National Guard, “this means they might 

feel more isolated or quiet at the start of the year.” He described them “not as less 

confident, but maybe not as overconfident.” His thoughts evoke the literature on 
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tokenism, which studies the phenomenon of a person from an underrepresented group 

being expected to offer the singular, representative perspective of that group when they 

are the only group member in a situation (Garces & Jayakumar, 2014; Wet, 2010). 

Konrad et al. (2008) noted that a critical mass of at least three minority-group members 

(in this case, women) on a corporate board transforms their characterization by the 

majority group from “risk of tokenism” to “normalization” (p. 174). Joecks et al. (2013) 

discovered that corporate boards that include a critical mass of over 30% women 

generated a higher return on equity than groups with less than 30% women. 

Johnson-Freese (2013b) and Johnson-Freese et al. (2014) cited the dampening 

effect on women’s class participation caused by their small numbers enrolled across 

senior PME institutions. Hennessey (2018a) advocated to USAWC leaders to experiment 

with critical mass by slating no fewer than three women in each seminar. Students might 

find themselves in the sole-representative situation in a seminar in either USAWC 

program, since the demographic and professional variables differ extensively (see Table 

2). 

Another input to seminar dynamics, intersectionality, could arise when a student 

claims more than one social identity, perhaps linking this study’s demographic and 

professional variables in different combinations: a Black woman in the Army Reserve, 

for example. Social identity has been defined as membership in one group explicitly 

compared to another (Tajfel & Turner, 2004) or inclusive of both group membership and 

role (Deaux, 1993). In her seminal work, Crenshaw (1989) coined the term 

intersectionality as she argued that “a single-axis framework” to examine discrimination 

“marginalizes those who are multiply-burdened” by identities in the non-dominant sex 
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and race (p. 140). Jones and McEwen (2000) and Abes et al. (2007) argued that context 

may cause one of several social identities to become salient. Galvin and Allen (2021) 

framed intersectionality as paradoxes, where identities may be in tension despite their 

connections. Any of these identity constructs could provoke an unhealthy dynamic in the 

seminar unless the trust and cohesion allow all students to “be a little bit vulnerable to 

each other” (in Professor Delta’s words) as they explore unfamiliar PME issues together. 

Professor Foxtrot typifies faculty beliefs that all students must have a chance to 

grow professionally to achieve the institutional learning outcome (Rapp, 2015). He 

noticed that a female artillery officer in his seminar was “was very quiet and felt like she 

could not compete with the guys in the seminar. So, I put her in charge of a group 

[working on a lesson project] because I wanted her to evolve. I knew she had the skills.” 

A year later, he received an email from her saying “thanks for being a great mentor. You 

helped me to engage men and say, ‘Hey, just because you’re a guy doesn’t mean that 

you’re the smartest person in the room.” Professor Foxtrot’s action is not uncommon in 

face-to-face USAWC seminars. 

The USAWC dean stresses the importance of small-group work to achieve 

experiential learning in seminar (Lacquement, 2015; Ryan, 2020). The role of small-

group leaders for in-class projects may not be assigned by the instructor, if there is no 

summative assessment in that lesson. As the intra-seminar groups gather to work on a 

task, the role of temporary leader may be conferred on a student by the group according 

to expectation states theory (Berger et al., 1998; Berger et al., 2014; Ridgeway & Berger, 

1986). In groups that are collectively oriented to accomplish a task, this theory shows 

how some group members may anticipate that a particular individual will make a more 
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valuable contribution and consequently will nominate them as leader or defer to their 

voiced opinions. 

USAWC faculty instructors are careful to ensure that students from the Army’s 

majority group—a White male in the Operations specialty from the Regular Army—are 

not the exclusive voice heard in the seminar. However, Professor Foxtrot stated that only 

the immediacy of interactions with students in the resident program allowed him to 

recognize and address his female student’s developmental opportunity in real time. The 

asynchronous interactions with the DEP students might not have triggered his attention 

because of the structured nature of the online discussion. 

Professional Variables Have Greater Influence on Academic Performance 

The code that generated this theme, Diversity, had two components. Faculty 

highlighted experiential diversity over that based on gender or race/ethnicity or 

educational credentials. The participants stated that only a student’s Army component 

and career specialty contributed to student achievement while enhancing the diversity of 

perspectives in the seminar. 

Experiential Diversity, Not Gender or Race, is a Significant Influence  

All faculty emphasized the educational power of diverse perspectives within any 

seminar. Professor Delta reinforced the role of USAWC faculty as facilitators, rather than 

lecturers: “As great as I think I am as a faculty instructor, I can’t bring it like a mix of 

students who are all contributing their experience to the ‘mosh pit,’ as I call it.” Professor 

Foxtrot reminds his students in both programs that regardless of the issue, “somebody in 

the seminar has some experience and knows something about it.” Professor Alfa said he 

looked for “diversity of thought rather than diversity of skin color.” Professor Foxtrot 
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connected a student’s race/ethnicity with their time status, observing, “Diversity of race 

may be an artifact of an officer’s availability to take a year to attend the resident program; 

sometimes life forced students to enroll in the distance program.” Professor Charlie’s 

perception was partially supported by the final regression models in question 2: “I think 

the component and the career specialty played a much more important role than gender, 

race or ethnicity… those are the things I think that made a difference in seminar and 

assessments.” Tables 8 through 13 show that Army component or at least one career 

specialty appeared as a predictor in every final course model. However, a non-White 

student would experience a slight decrease (one-quarter grade increment) in Strategic 

Leadership and Theory of War and Strategy. 

Professor Echo coupled the geographic diversity of the DEP students—“they 

come from all stretches of the country since they are often National Guard”—with a more 

varied seminar population—“not mostly White male combat arms”—to conclude: 

I always found the discussion to be a bit more wide-ranging, I daresay even 

enlightening, in the distance seminar. There seemed to be a lesser amount of ‘war 

stories’ and a more natural flow to the strategic level for discussions in NSPS, 

particularly during the summer resident courses. 

His final phrase emphasizes the rich nature of the face-to-face seminar experience 

the DEP students enjoy twice in two years, compared to daily interactions in the REP 

(Rapp, 2015). 

Despite its educational distraction, the expertise engendered by a civilian career 

these students often brought to bear on their USAWC studies was seen as adding a 

valuable perspective. Professor Echo appeared to link this “profession not necessarily 
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related to their military job” to an appreciation for non-military aspects of the instruments 

of national power: “they’ll have a business background, for example, so they’ve got a lot 

better sense of economic impacts on national security.” Professor Delta thought civilian 

job experience gives a Reserve officer “a broader aperture for thinking through 

possibilities.” 

Regular Army and “Combat Arms” Have Advantages  

Diversity, in both program formats, seemed to decompose to Army component 

and career specialty in faculty perceptions. These professional variables from question 2 

appeared differently in both programs and they contribute differently to the diversity of 

experience which enhances the seminar learning experience.  

Army component is salient because Regular Army officers can dedicate more time 

to professional development by practicing their military craft (U.S. Army, 2019a), which 

is their full-time job. This greater professional acumen should manifest as a higher level 

of readiness for senior PME. The citizen-soldiers in the Army Reserve and National 

Guard usually must balance competing demands from their civilian job as they perform 

their military duties and deepen their expertise (Grass, 2016; Talley, 2016).  

Professor Bravo attributed the nature of the military environment experienced by 

National Guard officers to an early development of senior leader competencies. He 

commented that the National Guard officer serving as one of his first seminar chairs was 

soon leading his student peers by “using skills like indirect approach, building consensus, 

using humor when things get to a rough spot. He’s pretty masterful about pulling this 

off.” This innate proficiency in competencies taught in the SL course motivated Professor 

Bravo to seek a National Guard officer as his seminar chair in subsequent years. He 
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believed their vital peer leadership qualities derived from their experience with “the 

political nature of the state level, where to be successful [National Guard officers] have to 

use these skills because they don’t have that directive authority with civilians in state 

government.” 

Career specialty is salient because the faculty perceived its importance in 

developing the expertise relevant to the curriculum students would encounter at the 

USAWC. The prevalence of the Operations career meta-specialty in both programs was 

called out by Professors Bravo, Charlie, Delta, and Echo. Professor Bravo made an 

interesting differentiation with his thought that infantry officers in the DEP were more 

likely to come from the Army National Guard so they might have different deployment 

experiences than their Regular Army infantry counterparts who predominate in the REP. 

Even though they have “done their share of time in combat in Iraq and Afghanistan,” the 

National Guard officers gained expertise in peace-support operations in “Bosnia, Kosovo, 

the Sinai” that provided “different military and cultural perspectives” to their resident and 

distance seminars, according to Professor Bravo. However, contrary to faculty belief in 

the advantage to officers in Operations, that largest of career specialties was not a 

significant predictor in any final course model. 

The career specialties Health Services and Special Branches were perceived by 

faculty to contribute to lower readiness for USAWC studies because of these officers’ 

narrow technical focus compared to the wider competencies of the military profession 

required by other specialties. Professor Foxtrot said these students may take longer to 

adjust to the curriculum due to their “narrow military expertise” and worried specifically 

that chaplains, who “don’t have warfighting in their DNA,” may be less comfortable with 
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the TSC course that is suffused with military operational art. However, his concern is not 

supported by the regression results in research question 2. 

Tables 8 through 13 show that Special Branches does not have a negative 

influence on any course grade. Being a lawyer or a chaplain resulted in higher grades in 

SL and TWS in both programs. Professor Foxtrot’s fears were confirmed, however, for 

Health Services officers, who did experience a negative influence on their grade in NSPS, 

TSC, and DM, regardless of program. 

The disparity in seats in the USAWC resident program reserved by the Army staff 

for students in Health Services and Special Branches (Deputy Chief of Staff G-3/5/7, 

2017) was a common point with all interviewees. They worried about the resulting 

concentration of these career specialties in the DEP where interactions with both faculty 

and students from other career specialties are not as frequent and robust. They thought 

the doctors, nurses, lawyers, and chaplains would be deprived of professional enrichment 

offered by the wider experience of their seminar colleagues. As shown in Theme 2, these 

interactions play a critical role in faculty perceptions of the program format. 

Chapter 4 Summary 

This chapter reported the findings of this mixed methods study. The answers to 

the four research questions, interpreted using the I-E-O model (Figure 2), were presented, 

followed by three principal quantitative findings that will be integrated with the 

qualitative results and analyzed in Chapter 5. 
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Findings for Each Question 

1. In Question 1, grades in the resident program were higher on average than 

grades in the distance program, with one exception. The grades between resident courses 

were correlated twice as strongly as the same distance courses. 

2. Question 2 regression models indicated that the student inputs most significant 

in predicting outcomes were professional (not demographic) characteristics, with two 

exceptions.  

3. Question 2 revealed a new regression variable, the Strategic Leadership course 

grade, as the most influential predictor (see Table 16 for effect sizes) of performance in 

the subsequent five courses. 

4. In Question 3, graduates of both programs were equally confident in their 

ability to apply their USAWC learning in future assignments. 

5. Faculty perspectives in Question 4 centered on the effects of the USAWC 

environment, program format. They insisted that student time was the primary factor 

affecting outcomes and that professional characteristics were salient compared to 

demographic characteristics. 

Principal Quantitative Findings 

Three principal findings corresponded to the three components of the I-E-O model. 

1. Environment: Program was a significant predictor of grades in two courses: 

Strategic Leadership in the resident program and Theater Strategy and 

Campaigning in the distance program. 
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2. Inputs: Professional, not demographic, variables were significant predictors of 

grades. Army component and Special Branches were positive influences while 

Force Sustainment and Health Services were negative influences. 

3. Outcomes: The grade in the first course in both programs, Strategic 

Leadership, was the most significant predictor of the grade in the subsequent 

five courses. 
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Chapter 5: Analysis and Conclusions 

 

This convergent quantitative-dominant mixed methods study compared the 

effectiveness of the distance (DEP) and resident education programs (REP) at the U.S. 

Army War College in delivering student academic performance. Alexander Astin’s 

(1991) inputs-environment-outcomes model representing the effects of the college 

environment on student development provided the theoretical framework. The I-E-O 

model allowed me to make sense of how the environments of the DEP and REP interact 

with inputs comprising characteristics of Army students to produce different academic 

outcomes (measured by grades in USAWC courses). 

The research paradigm of pragmatism bridged the barrier between post-positivism 

and constructivism, fostering the combination of quantitative and qualitative 

methodologies used to answer this study’s four research questions 

Research question 1 “What is the relationship between academic performance in 

six core courses and the program format?” was addressed by t tests and correlation 

analysis. Research question 2 “What is the relationship between academic performance in 

six core courses and student characteristics, in both program formats?” was analyzed with 

multiple linear regression to understand the quantitative I-E-O relationships. Research 

question 3 “How do students understand their attainment of learning outcomes in six core 

courses, in both program formats?” used t tests to compare aggregate student responses 

on extant formal course surveys, in both programs. Since these survey results reflected 

aggregate data, they provided context rather than correlation for the results for questions 

1 and 2.  
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Finally, the qualitative research question 4 asked, “How do faculty who taught in 

both programs perceive the relationship between student characteristics, program format, 

and academic performance in six core courses?” This perspective emerged from semi-

structured interviews with faculty who had taught in both programs. This chapter will 

integrate and analyze the quantitative and qualitative findings before offering conclusions 

and recommendations for policy and practice in higher education and senior professional 

military education. 

Integrated Findings 

Both strands of this convergent quantitative-dominant mixed methods study have 

been analyzed separately. To merge them for integration, I used a joint display, a popular 

technique in mixed methods research (Guetterman et al., 2015; for a recent example at 

George Washington University, see Fox, 2021). A joint display can juxtapose findings 

from different methodological approaches to illuminate areas of validation and 

divergence (Guetterman et al., 2015; Younas et al., 2021). Haynes-Brown and Fetters 

(2021) advocate for incorporating theory into the joint display’s design to help structure 

the analysis. Joint displays commonly use colors, graphs, and other visual features to 

highlight trends in the data and contrasts between findings. 

The joint display in Figure 5 arrays the components of the I-E-O model on the left 

side, as a framework for side-by-side comparison of quantitative and qualitative findings 

from this study. An interpretation column on the right displays inferences drawn from the 

comparison (Haynes-Brown & Fetters, 2021). The joint display uses color to show 

agreement and contrasts between the quantitative and qualitative components, a best 

practice recommended by Haynes-Brown & Fetters (2021). As a reminder, SL = Strategic  
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Figure 5 

Joint Display for Integration of Quantitative and Qualitative Findings 

I-E-O Model 

Component 

Quantitative Finding 

(regression) 

Qualitative Finding 

(interviews) 
Interpretation 

Environment Principal finding: 

Program is a significant 

predictor of grades in only 2 

courses: 

 

(+) SL in REP 

(+) TSC in DEP 

(○) other 4 courses 

 

Faculty believe grades are 

generally higher in REP, 

specifically TSC, contrary 

to quantitative results: 

(+) TSC in REP 

(○) other 5 courses 

Faculty 

attribute 

program 

influence to 

student time 

status (theme 

1) and richness 

of faculty-

student 

interactions 

(theme 2). 

Inputs Professional, not demographic, 

variables are significant 

predictors of grades: 

 

 

(+) Army component 

(○) Operations 

(+) Special Branches 

(−) Force Sustainment 

(−) Health Services 

 

Faculty do not believe 

gender or race are 

significant (theme 4). 

Their perceptions of 

Operations and Special 

Branches are not aligned 

with models: 

(+) Army component 

(+) Operations 

(−) Special Branches 

(○) Force Sustainment 

(−) Health Services 

 

Faculty sense 

of Operations 

and Special 

Branches 

career 

specialties as 

markers for 

USAWC 

success may 

reflect Army 

institutional 

cultural biases. 

Outcomes 
SL grade is the most significant predictor of the 

grade in subsequent courses.* 

 

  

 

 

Qualitative Finding 

Faculty do not identify SL 

grade influence. They 

believe both programs 

produce graduates equally 

competent in strategic leader 

skills (theme 3). 

 

Interpretation 

SL grade influence may 

depend on several factors for 

each course. 

Notes. I-E-O model adapted from Astin (1991). DEP, REP = distance, resident education 

programs. 

(+) = increased grades. (−) = decreased grades. (○) = no influence, or silence, on grades. 

*Graph shows REP course sequence, but increments are same for both programs. 
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Leadership, TWS = Theory of War and Strategy, NSPS = National Security Policy & 

Strategy, RSP = Regional Studies Program, TSC = Theater Strategy and Campaigning, 

and DM = Defense Management. 

 1) For the environment, the principal finding is that program is a significant 

predictor of grades in two courses, Strategic Leadership and Theater Strategy and 

Campaigning. 

2) For inputs, regression showed that professional, not demographic, variables are 

significant predictors of grades. 

3) For outcomes, the Strategic Leadership grade is the most significant predictor 

of the grade in subsequent courses. 

Each finding will be analyzed separately, using the I-E-O model and appropriate 

literature. The chapter concludes with limitations of the study and implications for 

professional military education and its analog in civilian higher education, executive 

education. Recommendations are offered for further research.  

The analysis is set within the narrative of the Army War College curriculum, 

created by the USAWC dean to connect the purpose of the core courses for new students 

and faculty for the Class of 2016. Lacquement (2015, enclosure 4, p. 4-1) crafted a “story 

line to stitch together the main components of the curriculum” in his curriculum guidance 

to course directors [emphasis added to highlight course names]:  

Strategic Leadership builds the level of intellectual discourse and analysis that 

students need to master as strategic leaders of large organizations and as thinkers 

dealing with complex, ambiguous, and profoundly important national security 

issues. Theory of War and Strategy provides a “superstructure” or “scaffolding” 
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of how to understand the instrumental use of war/violence across time and around 

the world to serve the ends of various collectives of human society (tribes, cities, 

nation-states, civilizations, and other organized groups). This links to National 

Security Policy and Strategy where the focus is on how the United States 

develops policy and strategy with its particular set of actors, interests, and rules in 

the contemporary international environment. Flowing from the insights of U.S. 

national policy …, the students are then challenged [in Theater Strategy and 

Campaigning] to understand and analyze the manner in which policy and 

strategy apply at the theater level, to include an understanding of the varied 

regional contexts [through the Regional Studies Program] that affect … the 

development of theater strategy and plans. Defense Management focuses on the 

processes and institutions that … resource the defense establishment (particularly 

Army) contributions to national security. In general terms, TWS and NSPS 

concentrate on the ENDS of strategy while TSC and DM concentrate on the 

military WAYS and MEANS that serve strategic ends. (Lacquement, 2015, 

enclosure 4, pp. 4-1–4-3) 

Secretary of War Elihu Root inaugurated the Army War College in 1901 “not to promote 

war, but to preserve peace by intelligent and adequate preparation to repel aggression. . . . 

To study and confer on the great problems of national defense, of military science, and of 

responsible command” (Lacquement, 2015, enclosure 4, p. 4-1). This study’s first finding 

shows that the War College holds to Root’s vision in both the resident and distance 

education programs. It aligns with the environment in the I-E-O model. 
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Program Is a Significant Predictor of Grades in Two Courses  

The principal finding addresses the purpose of this study: Do the distance and 

resident education programs produce graduates with equivalent efficacy? Examining 

outcomes only through the model’s environmental component (program modality) yields 

an apparently straightforward answer. The mean grades for REP students are significantly 

higher (α = .05) than for their DEP counterparts in five of the six courses (the exception 

is Theater Strategy and Campaigning). This analysis from research question 1 would 

seem to indicate that the REP students experience higher academic achievement. Faculty 

interviews show they also believe that resident students generally would receive higher 

grades than distance students, and specifically in TSC. 

However, when regression combines program format and student characteristics 

as independent variables, program is a significant predictor of grades in two courses: 

Strategic Leadership in the REP and Theater Strategy and Campaigning in the DEP. 

Program is not significant as a predictor in the other four courses, a result which 

contradicts the faculty belief that students would receive higher grades in the resident 

version of TSC. Astin’s (1984/1999) theory acknowledges that educators are only one of 

several forces (e.g., family, job) competing for “a share of the psychic and physical time 

and energy of students” (p. 523). Astin’s “job as a force” is influenced at USAWC by a 

complex interplay between a student’s Army component, career specialty, and the 

program format. This interplay will be apparent in the following analyses of the two 

program-affected courses. 
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Strategic Leadership Had Higher Grades in the Resident Program 

Strategic Leadership was the first core course that the Army officers in the 

USAWC Class of 2016 encountered as new senior PME students. This foundational 

course introduced them to the thinking skills and explanatory frameworks for 

interpersonal and organizational behavior that they would apply throughout their 

curriculum (Lacquement, 2015). The four significant variables in the final SL regression 

model represent attributes of the type of student who could be expected to demonstrate 

the highest average SL course grade. Each variable is discussed in a subsection: 1) the 

resident program, 2) Special Branches career specialty, 3) Army component, and 4) 

race/ethnicity. 

Resident Program  

SL is the only course where studying in the resident program significantly 

increased the grade. The regression coefficient for program was .22, adding almost three-

quarters grade increment, and the difference in SL grades between programs was the 

highest of any course examined in question 1. The SL grade may be higher in the REP 

due to differences in three areas where Astin (1984/1999, 1996) says the college 

environment impacts: 1) student time, 2) student-faculty interactions, and 3) interactions 

within student peer groups. 

Student Time. The faculty unanimously believed that the part-time status of DEP 

students was the largest differentiator in student outcomes (J. P. Bean & Metzner, 1985), 

and it may be even more salient in this initial exposure to the competencies taught in 

senior-level PME. Absorbing these new strategic-leader competencies during the SL 
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course challenges these Army officers to develop two new identities: college student and 

strategic leader. 

First, adult learners wrestle with three dimensions of college student identity: 

accepting this new self-concept themselves overlaid with uncertainty over its presentation 

to—and reception by—fellow students and faculty (Kasworm, 2005; Kaufman & 

Feldman, 2004). Second, the SL course directive highlights the cognitive leap from 

organizational to strategic leader, as students learn “how strategic leaders should think 

differently to consider various aspects of the difficult problems … they face in the 

complex, strategic environment” (U.S. Army War College, 2015c, p. 1). 

Galvin (2015) studied identity construction as officers transitioned into the role of 

senior leaders. He connected their progression through Kegan’s (1982) adult 

development stages with an increase in cognitive appreciation of environmental 

complexity. For the USAWC student, this cognitive appreciation begins in the SL course. 

The time required to absorb these two new identities of college student and strategic 

leader favors the full-time resident students, who have a larger mental margin 

(McClusky, 1963) for reflection and transformative learning (Mezirow, 2000). 

Student-Faculty Interactions. Astin (1984/1999) showed that “frequent 

interaction with faculty is more strongly related to satisfaction with college than any 

other…student or institutional characteristic” (p. 525). Conversely, Mayhew et al. (2016) 

cited studies that discount frequency of interaction as a factor in student retention but 

point to others that link quality of the interaction to higher college grades. Since SL is the 

first course in both programs, student-faculty interactions are immature as the seminar 
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establishes its norms (Galvin et al., 2020). Grades may suffer from inconsistent 

calibration of summative evaluations as faculty and students adjust to a new experience. 

However, resident students enjoy an advantage of daily contact with their faculty 

and time (J. P. Bean & Metzner, 1985; McClusky, 1963) to absorb formative feedback 

before the next summative requirement. Student-faculty interactions figured heavily with 

faculty interviewees, as seen in one example from Professor Alfa. He observed that in the 

resident program, “You can really tell if somebody’s struggling, and you can provide 

them with that extra help…whereas we can’t always tell when our [DEP] guys are 

struggling.”  

Student-Student Interactions. Finally, the opportunities for peer-group 

interactions are diminished comparatively for the distance education students. Astin 

(1996) asserted that the peer group’s especial utility in academic involvement occurs in 

“out-of-class life” (p. 590); however, social activities for USAWC distance students are 

concentrated mostly into the two summer resident phases. Both programs mandate small-

group collaborative learning. However, a distance seminar’s electronic collaboration on a 

project lacks the conversational interactions that informally diffuse experiential 

knowledge between students (inherent in a resident seminar). 

Professor Echo described “a two-sided fight” for DEP students between time 

constraints and the remote format. He argued they “don’t have the automatic connections 

with fellow students to help build those informal networks where they can rely on each 

other, where they can debate the course material.” These three differences (time and 

interactions with faculty and with peers) reinforce the disparate advantage of studying 

Strategic Leadership in the resident program. 
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Special Branches Career Specialty  

The regression coefficient for the career specialty Special Branches was .19, 

adding almost three-quarters grade increment. The chaplains and attorneys who populate 

the Special Branches specialty may excel in the SL course by nature of their professional 

education and client-oriented work. Advanced degrees in law and theology give them 

focused training that other senior PME students may not have received in their career 

specialty. Chaplains and attorneys advise commanders on “ethics and values-based 

direction,” both lessons in the SL course (U.S. Army War College, 2015c, p. 1). 

Attorneys must be skilled in “reading comprehension, analytical reasoning, and logical 

reasoning” to pass the Law School Admission Test (Law School Admission Council, 

2021, para. 3); these skills implicit in their career expertise parallel the topics in the SL 

course. 

Army chaplains eligible for the Army War College have graduated from the 

intensive 10-day Initial Strategic Religious Support Leaders Course at the U.S. Army 

Chaplain School. Designed to prepare chaplains as advisers to three-star and four-star 

commanders, several course topics map directly to SL lessons, such as “critical and 

creative thinking, strategic vision, external and internal advisement” (U.S. Army 

Chaplain School, 2019, p. 22). Finally, the privileged client-focused nature of the work of 

chaplains and attorneys may equip them with greater empathy to understand the complex 

interaction of competing interests facing strategic leaders.  

Army Component  

The regression coefficient for Army component was .18, adding almost three-

quarters grade increment. The significant positive influence of Army component on the 
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SL grade most likely is linked with program because the REP is predominantly composed 

of Regular Army officers, which confers two advantages. REP students enjoy the benefit 

of being full-time students, with the advantages of time (J. P. Bean & Metzner, 1985) and 

capacity (McClusky, 1963) to focus exclusively on their studies. Regular Army officers 

have more time to practice leadership skills as their primary job, compared to Army 

Reserve and National Guard students who usually have only part-time opportunities in 

competition with their civilian careers.  

Race and SL  

Strategic Leadership is the only course whose final model had race as a 

significant variable (α = .05); its regression coefficient was –.10, subtracting about one-

quarter grade increment. While not large, this negative term may signal a danger of 

tokenism and consequent lack of trust in the face-to-face seminar environment. Table 2 

shows that non-White students comprise 16.4% of Army students in the REP while the 

DEP has 24.2% non-White Army students. In a mostly White REP seminar, the non-

White student has a greater chance of being the token member of this group (Garces & 

Jayakumar, 2014). Fries-Britt and Turner (2001) and A. E. Lewis et al. (2000) 

documented how minority students must expend mental energy to react to performance 

expectations (Correll & Ridgeway, 2003) as the sole member of an identity group. They 

would not enjoy the easy acceptance by the majority conferred by a critical mass of three 

“others” (see Hennessey, 2018a; Konrad et al., 2008; Wet, 2010). 

The non-White student may experience a trust deficit that discourages that aspect 

of effective seminar dialog where, in Professor Delta’s words, discussants “need to be a 

little bit vulnerable to each other” to advance new ideas. Consequently, the non-White 
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student’s contribution to the dialog in a resident seminar may seem reluctant or 

intermittent, possibly affecting their grade. However, the online discussion forum in the 

DEP allows each student to negotiate and shape their identity to match their level of trust 

in their seminar colleagues (Enger, 2006; Gunawardena & Jung, 2014; Jaasma & Koper, 

1999). A non-White student may feel more comfortable advancing their thoughts into the 

DEP’s online version of Professor Delta’s “mosh pit” of seminar dialog as they adjust to 

this new facet of their identity in the first USAWC course. 

To review, the student achieving the highest average grade in the Strategic 

Leadership course may be a White Regular Army officer who holds the career specialty 

Special Branches and, most importantly, studies Strategic Leadership in the resident 

education program.  

Theater Strategy and Campaigning Had Higher Grades in the Distance Program 

Theater Strategy and Campaigning was the penultimate (resident) or ultimate 

(distance) core course completed by the Army officers in the USAWC Class of 2016, 

before beginning their electives courses (Lacquement, 2015). TSC develops judgement in 

the application of military power to achieve national objectives using joint concepts and 

doctrine. It requires the students to synthesize the thinking frameworks learned in 

previous courses to understand this application among international actors along a 

continuum of cooperation, competition, and armed conflict (Lacquement, 2015). 

The final regression model contained four significant variables that represent 

attributes of the type of student who could be expected to demonstrate the highest 

average TSC course grade. Each variable will be discussed in a subsection: 1) the 

distance program, 2) Health Services career specialty, 3) Army component, and 4) 
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graduate degree. However, the positive valence of being the final course in a curriculum 

deserves attention first.  

The t tests in question 1 showed that the last course in both programs had the 

highest mean grade for the entire curriculum, which is Theater Strategy and Campaigning 

for the DEP and Defense Management for the REP. The higher grades simply may reflect 

the increased proficiency in the role of student expected toward the end of a course of 

study. Adult learners prize application of knowledge (Knowles et al., 1973/2005) so two 

aspects of these two courses may be important. First, TSC (and DM) features multi-day 

experiential-learning exercises. Second, they cover practical, applied knowledge that may 

be more familiar to most Army students, when compared to the more theoretical subjects 

in earlier courses, such as Theory of War and Strategy and National Security Policy & 

Strategy. The average Army student’s ingrained familiarity with warfighting concepts 

likely enhanced all students’ performance in TSC. A common aphorism amongst faculty 

is “TSC puts the war in Army War College.”  

Distance Program  

TSC is the only course where studying in the resident program significantly 

decreased the grade. The regression coefficient for program was –.41, subtracting one 

and one-quarter grade increment. In other words, TSC is the only course where distance 

students experienced higher academic achievement as measured by grades. This 

surprising result contradicts the faculty assumption that resident students must have 

higher achievement in this applied course which covers the quintessentially military 

activity of planning and executing operations against an adversary. Professor Alfa was 

not alone in admitting that, in both programs, most “students were overconfident [in 
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TSC] from their staff college experience and [were surprised] when forced to apply that 

material at the strategic level.” But Professor Charlie sounded a common refrain when he 

asserted that he had to “work harder in the DEP” to overcome a lower level of expertise 

among the students in “theater strategy” and “campaign planning” in the TSC course. 

Two factors may help make sense of the apparent relative effectiveness of 

studying TSC online. As noted earlier, it is the last course in the distance program and 

faculty emphasize inclusion in every distance course of robust experiential learning 

exercises to enrich the remote experience. DEP students may have had more repetitions 

of collaborative practice compared to their REP counterparts who perhaps spend 

relatively more time in seminar dialog. More probably, the visibility of student work in 

the DEP online forum demands engagement by all students, regardless of their lack of 

planning confidence that might stem from holding a non-Operations career specialty. 

Since faculty can track all student inputs in the forum, this transparency may discourage 

social loafing and prevent aggressive, experienced students from sidelining others (who 

actually need the practice) in the interest of  “let’s just get this done.” 

Health Services Career Specialty  

The regression coefficient for this career specialty was –.16, subtracting one-half 

grade increment. The Army considers the medical, dental, and nurse officers to be “dual 

professionals who balance identification as a health care professional and as a member of 

the profession of arms” (Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, 2020, p. 1). McClusky (1963) 

highlights their increased load to sustain their clinical expertise while maintaining 

proficiency in broader Army core competencies. By nature of their specialized calling, 

medical personnel have fewer opportunities to understand the TSC course learning 
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outcome “the application of joint doctrine, translated into theater strategies and campaign 

plans to conduct joint, unified, and multinational operations” (Rapp, 2015, p. 22). Since 

the majority of Health Services officers are assigned to the Army Reserve (Talley, 2016), 

they have a higher probability of being a DEP student. However, the benefits of studying 

TSC via distance may not overcome the additional load of part-time student status and 

technical inexperience encountered by Health Services officers (McClusky, 1963). 

Army Component  

The regression coefficient for Army component was .15, adding almost three-

quarters grade increment. The strong influence of Regular Army status in TSC may 

reflect these officers’ increased opportunities to practice the Army competency of 

planning and executing operations and campaigns (U.S. Army, 2019a). The competition 

from a civilian career experienced by students in the Army Reserve and National Guard 

is a recurring theme in this study.  

Graduate Degree  

The regression coefficient for possessing at least one master’s degree was –.10, 

meaning that graduate education prior to the USAWC subtracted slightly more than one-

quarter grade increment in TSC. Although its influence is not large, the reason for this 

reduction is not readily apparent. This variable has a similar negative influence (b = –.08) 

in the Defense Management course but degree does not appear in the final model for the 

SL, TWS, NSPS, or RSP course. More analysis with controls for confounding factors is 

needed to explain the negative influence of a graduate degree in DM and TSC. Perhaps 

such analysis might reveal a connection to the commonalities between TSC and DM, 
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where students learn applied (rather than theoretical) knowledge in these two courses 

situated at the end of the course sequence in both programs. 

To review, the student achieving the highest average grade in the TSC course may 

be a Regular Army officer who, most importantly, studies Theater Strategy and 

Campaigning in the distance education program. Optimally, the student would not hold 

the career specialty Health Services or, counterintuitively, a previous graduate degree. 

The second finding reinforces the entanglement of the college environment with 

student characteristics discussed in the first finding—the inputs in the I-E-O model. 

Professional Variables Are Significant Predictors of Grades 

Astin (1984/1999) proposed further research on whether “particular student 

characteristics (e.g., socioeconomic status, academic preparation, sex) are significantly 

related to different forms of involvement” and does involvement produce “different 

outcomes for different types of students” (p. 527). In this study, involvement is a proxy 

for student full-time or part-time status conferred by enrollment in the resident or 

distance program. The composition of the student body of U.S. Army officers in these 

programs was shown to differ in Chapter 3 for demographic and professional 

characteristics. However, the final models in question 2 revealed that only professional 

variables were the primary predictors of academic outcomes regardless of program. 

Analysis of this finding will treat demographic and professional variables separately. 

Demographic Variables 

The three demographic variables had little or no influence on academic outcomes 

at α = .05. The contradictory influence of a previous graduate degree in the TSC and DM 

courses has been discussed. Gender never appeared in a final model. Male students 
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comprise the majority in each seminar, in both programs, yet female students evidently 

feel equally comfortable demonstrating their achievement of learning outcomes through 

seminar dialog, oral presentations, collaborative projects, and written papers. The chilly 

climate for women in the college classroom (Hall & Sandler, 1982, 1984, 1986), if 

operating at the Army War College, does not seem to affect their average grades in the 

Class of 2016. This result most likely flows from the opening of all military career 

specialties to women between 2013 and 2015, which afforded more equal experiences to 

Army officers of both genders (Carter, 2015b). The absence of gender as a quantitative 

predictor coincides firmly with the fourth theme that emerged from faculty interviews. 

Previous discussion revealed that race had a small negative influence only in the 

SL course. However, an argument could be made that race indirectly influences one 

professional variable—career specialty—thus indirectly affecting academic outcomes. 

During their pre-commissioning program, each Army officer candidate expresses their 

choices for their future career specialty. They rank-order a selection of the 39 career 

specialties (see Appendix A) within the meta-categories used in this study: Operations, 

Operations Support, Force Sustainment, Special Branches, and Health Services. Army 

officer strength managers balance the “best interests of the officer” against the constraint 

that the number of officers designated into each career specialty is defined by “Army 

requirements, law, budget, and policy” (Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, 2019a, p. 10). 

However, a growing number of Black Army officer-scholars argue that, among 

other reasons, Black officer candidates do not choose Operations (“combat arms”) 

because community influencers steer them toward career specialties that develop skills 

deemed directly transferable to civilian life after the Army. For example, their relatives, 
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pastors, and friends might urge the candidate to choose to be a logistics officer (Force 

Sustainment) rather than an infantry officer (Operations); see Flucker (2015), Prichard-

Brown (2019), and Washington (2017). Operations is the largest meta-category in the 

Army and, as seen in Chapter 3, provides the majority of students in the USAWC 

resident program. 

Black officers declining to access into Operations as a new second lieutenant 

translates into a smaller pool of Black officers for promotion to the ranks eligible for 

attendance at senior PME and selection for general officer (see Briscoe, 2013; Butler, 

1999; Kirby et al., 2000; MLDC, 2011; Spears, 2017). As Secretary of the Army 

Christine Wormuth recently noted, “60% of general officers come from [Operations, 

which has] the lowest racial, ethnic and gender diversity” (Maze, 2021, p. 23). A non-

Operations officer is more likely to serve in the Army Reserve or the Army National 

Guard because the missions of those Army components involve a predominance of the 

other career specialties (Talley, 2016). Service in these two reserve components of the 

Army carries the consequent probability their officers will attend the USAWC distance 

education program. As we have seen in the first finding, this program produces, on 

average, lower grades in the SL course. 

Professional Variables 

The quantitative and qualitative findings agree broadly that a student’s Army 

component and career specialty are more salient predictors of academic outcomes than 

their demographic characteristics. The models and the faculty agree on the valence of the 

influence of Army component and Health Services: Regular Army officers should 

achieve higher grades while predicting that doctors and nurses would receive lower 
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grades. However, the quantitative and qualitative findings diverge for three career 

specialties: 1) Operations, 2) Special Branches, and 3) Force Sustainment. 

First, no model included Operations as a predictor variable (not even at p ≤ .10) 

while four of the six faculty pronounced it to be a metric for USAWC success (Professors 

Bravo, Charlie, Delta, and Echo). They considered it to be an article of faith that officers 

in Operations would have a wider grasp of the curriculum but did not articulate a 

particular reason. 

However, Professor Foxtrot’s contention that chaplains did not have “warfighting 

in their DNA” marks the second divergence of quantitative and qualitative results on the 

salience of career specialty. As noted earlier, officers in Special Branches performed 

robustly in the models for the foundational first course, Strategic Leadership. The third 

finding will reveal a similar linkage of Special Branches with Theory of War and 

Strategy; somewhat counterintuitively, its explication of the employment of violence by 

various actors to achieve their interests (Lacquement, 2015) was well-understood by 

chaplains and lawyers. However, the faculty widely held a contrary view of the 

preparation for and proficiency of the chaplains and lawyers in the USAWC curriculum. 

Third, the quantitative analysis showed that the Force Sustainment career 

specialty appeared in the final model for four courses, second in number only to Army 

component’s presence in five course models. However, while Army component was 

universally a positive influence, Force Sustainment decreased grades in all four models. 

Its salience was never mentioned by any faculty. These three areas of divergence between 

quantitative and qualitative results may be an instance of a deeper issue: institutional 

cultural biases. 
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Army Cultural Biases  

The faculty sense of Operations and Special Branches (and, by absence, Force 

Sustainment) as markers for USAWC success may reflect Army institutional cultural 

biases. Expectation states theory ascribes cultural expectations of competence to certain 

status characteristics (Correll & Ridgeway, 2003). A specific status characteristic confers 

expectations by other group members of competence in a limited range of tasks (Correll 

& Ridgeway, 2003). Specific status as a member of the Operations career specialty 

seems to generate confidence in members of other career specialties that the former is 

more expert in the Army’s five core competencies: 1) prompt and sustained land combat, 

2) combined arms operations, 3) special operations, 4) set and sustain the theater for the 

joint force, and 5) integrate national, multinational, and joint power on land (U.S. Army, 

2019a, p. 2-7). A similar expectation of this specific status is evident in the faculty 

interviews. 

Such attribution of competence, by students and faculty, arises from the 

prevalence of Operations officers as the dominant Army sub-culture. They embody the 

raison d’etre of an army “to defend the Nation and protect our national interests through 

prompt and sustained land combat” as described in the foundational publication, The 

Army (U.S. Army, 2019a, p. v). Ergo, the faculty assumed officers in Operations are 

more competent relative to other specialties to study Secretary of War Root’s “great 

problems of  national defense, of military science, and of responsible command” 

(Lacquement, 2015, enclosure 4, p. 4-1). 

Conversely, other specialties (e.g., Special Branches) must be less competent, 

since performance expectation states signify relative levels of competence that are 
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voluntarily conceded by group members (Correll & Ridgeway, 2003; Ridgeway & 

Berger, 1986). A more nuanced perception of lower performance expectations at the 

Army War College for chaplains and attorneys might be attributed to the source of their 

technical credentials. Similar to the officers in Health Services, Army officers in Special 

Branches balance their technical expertise against their Army officer identity. From the 

perspective of their peers in the other Army career specialties, chaplains’ and attorneys’ 

technical expertise forms the dominant aspect of what Tajfel and Turner (2004) would 

term their Army social identity. This identity is developed and certified in civilian law 

and divinity schools, external to the Army. This external dilution of the Army social 

identity for Special Branches officers may place them, unconsciously from the faculty’s 

perspective, in Tajfel and Turner’s (2004) out-group compared to most officers who 

‘earned’ their Army social identity as part of the in-group in the other, larger career 

specialties. 

The possible reasons for the significance of Special Branches and Health Services 

as predictor variables in the SL and TSC courses were discussed in the first finding. What 

prevented a similar status for students in Operations? Officers in the Operations specialty 

arguably have greater expertise in the Army core competencies (U.S. Army, 2019a) 

compared to the other career specialties. However, by the time they are eligible to attend 

USAWC, Army officers in non-Operations career specialties have gained a baseline 

experience and education in the Army core competencies, in addition to their specialized 

expertise. Thus, the Operations specialty does not seem to confer unique influence 

sufficient to affect learning outcomes significantly in any USAWC course. 
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The reason for lower grades for Force Sustainment officers in the first four 

courses is not apparent, since these officers serve proportionally in the same staff jobs as 

officers in the larger Operations specialty. However, the majority of Force Sustainment 

officers are assigned to the Army Reserve (Talley, 2016), so there may be an implicit 

additional load (McClusky, 1963) due to the higher probability that an Army Reserve 

officer is a DEP part-time student. 

Professional Variables: Two Unique Courses  

Two courses were remarkable in the relationship between grade and professional 

variables in their models. The Regional Studies Program model exhibited a seeming 

tension while the model for Defense Management contained no significant professional 

variables. 

The Regional Studies Program final model includes two significant professional 

variables that have conflicting explanations. An officer in the Regular Army would earn a 

higher average RSP grade while once again Force Sustainment decreases the course 

grade. Compared to other career specialties, when Force Sustainment officers are posted 

overseas or deployed for combat, their focus is more often on supporting the rest of the 

U.S. military force instead of a mission to advise their host-nation military counterparts. 

They may experience fewer opportunities to work in U.S. embassies and multinational 

organizations such as NATO where they might gain broad exposure to regional culture. 

Regular Army officers may have been deployed to a combat zone or stationed in an 

overseas post more often—on average—than officers in the Army Reserve or Army 

National Guard, allowing them more exposure to the context of another region of the 
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globe. However, two factors would seem to mitigate the influence of Army component in 

RSP. 

First, both USAWC programs enrolled similar proportions (DEP, 6% and REP, 

9%) of three Army officer career specialties whose nature involves substantial regional 

expertise: civil affairs, foreign area officer, and Special Forces. These three specialties 

are present to varying degrees across the three Army components; for example, the 

majority of civil affairs officers serve in the Army Reserve (U.S. Army Reserve, n.d.) 

while Special Forces officers are assigned only to the Regular Army and Army National 

Guard (Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, n.d., 2019a). Second, the Army National Guard of all 

54 states and territories conducts regular exercises through the DoD State Partnership 

Program, interacting with militaries in designated partner nations to “leverage societal 

relationships to build personal bonds and enduring trust” (Lengyel, 2018, p. 3; National 

Guard Bureau, n.d.). Consequently, the influence of Army component and Force 

Sustainment on the RSP grade are not robustly explained. 

The Defense Management course model is unique in the absence of any 

professional variable significant at p ≤ .05; recall from the first finding that only graduate 

degree was significant in the DM model. The DoD enterprise-level functions of 

developing and resourcing military forces seem equally unfamiliar across the Army 

student body in both the resident and distance programs, regardless of their professional 

characteristics. This is a discouraging conclusion since the USAWC Defense 

Management Primer notes that “War College graduates will spend much of the remainder 

of their careers … involved in defense management” (Galvin, 2018, p. x). Galvin and Hill 

(2017) proposed a focused PME curriculum that is tailored to a student’s role in the 



 

 

 

209 

defense management enterprise. The lack of influence of professional characteristics on 

the RSP grade requires further study. The third major finding concerns the outcomes 

component of the I-E-O model. 

Strategic Leadership Grade Is Most Significant Predictor of Other Grades 

Two indicators for this finding emerged when reporting the results in Chapter 4 

for question 1 and question 2. First, the correlation analysis in question 1 revealed a trend 

between the grade in the foundational first course, Strategic Leadership, and grades in the 

five subsequent courses. This trend was similar in both programs. However, the trend in 

correlation strength was not replicated, for example, between the second course, Theory 

of War and Strategy, and its subsequent four courses—in either program. Second, as 

noted in Chapter 3, analysis of R2
A  for the final model for each course in question 2 

showed that regression explained twice as much variance for SL as it did for any other 

course. 

These two discoveries suggested that the models for non-SL courses might be 

underspecified. When the SL grade was introduced as an independent variable to the final 

nine-predictor models for TWS, NSPS, RSP, TSC, and DM, the R2
A doubled in most 

courses. The expanded models explained twice as much variance in the course grade. 

This influence of the SL grade seems to have four components, regardless of program. 

The first component is deliberate: curriculum documents specify intentional 

relationships between SL and subsequent courses. In the second component, these 

relationships endure despite programmatic variation in 1) time gaps between SL and each 

subsequent course, and 2) faculty teaching the courses. Third, the neuroscience of adult 

education reveals how the learning in later courses is anchored in the experience built in 
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SL. Finally, the qualitative results of this study did not support this third quantitative 

finding, except in a general belief that graduates from both USAWC programs were 

equally proficient in all strategic leader competencies.  

Curriculum Relationships with Subsequent Courses 

The SL course directive in the resident program (U.S. Army War College, 2015c) 

is the baseline for this analysis; however, the corresponding directive for the distance 

education program SL course contains similar language. Strategic Leadership was the 

first core course that the Army officers in the Class of 2016 encountered as new senior 

PME students. This course introduced them to the strategic thinking skills (Waters, 2011, 

2019) and explanatory frameworks for interpersonal and organizational behavior that 

they would apply throughout their curriculum. Strategic Leadership “establishes the 

foundation for the year. It provides the perspective necessary to deal with the 

complexities of later course work” (U.S. Army War College, 2015c, p. 2). 

The 18 lessons of the academic year 2016 Strategic Leadership course scaffold 

knowledge to help students achieve the four course learning outcomes: 

1) Comprehend the unique aspects of leadership required at the strategic level. 

2) Analyze the role of the strategic leader in recognizing the need for, …. 

Articulating a vision for, … and implementing change. 

3) Synthesize the strategic leadership competencies necessary to ethically… 

succeed in a [strategic] environment. 

4) Comprehend the role of strategic leaders as stewards of their profession. (U.S. 

Army War College, 2015c, p. 2) 
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Although evaluated as one course, for the Class of 2016 the Army War College 

experimented with teaching the resident program Strategic Leadership course in two parts 

while the distance program course continued to be delivered over nine sequential weeks 

(Lacquement, 2015). The next discussion follows the REP two-part course, but the course 

learning outcomes were the same for both programs. 

Part 1 of the REP course enabled the students to approach this new level of 

leadership with some knowledge of “who you are and how cognitive requirements 

expand at the strategic level” (U.S. Army War College, 2015c, p. 10). The course focused 

on the results of behavioral science research on strategic leadership roles, where 

successful leaders make this challenging transition in three areas. Performance at this 

level especially depends on self-awareness (comprehend the aspects and origins of one’s 

own perspectives); empathy (consider the validity of another’s perspective); and openness 

(embrace different approaches to problem solving) (Gerras & Wong, 2013). The students 

completed a personality openness instrument that probed their self-awareness. They 

experienced the disorienting dilemma so important to transformative learning (Mezirow, 

2000) as faculty guided each seminar through a discussion of the surprising effects of 

personality traits. 

Part 1 consisted of six lessons that showed the students how to transform their 

thinking habits into strategic thinking (Waters, 2011, 2019): self-awareness, critical 

thinking, systems thinking, ethical reasoning, institutional and individual ethics, and 

creative thinking and innovation. This part of the course, taught over six days, was 

followed immediately by the Theory of War and Strategy course for four weeks. 
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Sandwiched between TWS and NSPS, part 2 of SL exposed the students to the 

“complex interplay of the leader with the internal and external organizational conditions” 

(U.S. Army War College, 2015c, p. 10). In this second part of the SL course, students 

exemplified the five assumptions that underlay the theory of andragogy proposed by 

Knowles et al. (1973/2005). SL part 1 revealed new facets of their personality and 

meaning-making frameworks that may have surprised them. Knowing that upon 

graduation they will assume challenging staff and command roles as strategic leaders (or 

advising them) made them internally motivated to learn the new competencies identified 

as necessary developmental tasks in SL part 2 (Knowles et al., 1973/2005). The lessons 

in SL part 2 reinforced students’ need to become self-directed learners to find knowledge 

specific to their future jobs (Knowles et al., 1973/2005). Finally, SL part 2 offered 

problem-centered applications that built on the two decades of deep experience (albeit at 

levels below strategic) that students brought to the Army War College (Knowles et al., 

1973/2005). 

Part 2 consisted of the final twelve SL lessons, taught over three weeks, that 

introduced the developmental competencies new to students transitioning from direct to 

strategic leadership roles: managing the strategic environment, scenario-based 

forecasting, leading organizational change and vision, organizational culture and 

leadership, command climate and team building, leading diverse organizations, senior 

leader communication, negotiations, a negotiations exercise, strategic decision making, 

and a capstone exercise that consumed two 3-hour seminar periods (U.S. Army War 

College, 2015c). 
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The curriculum guidance for the Class of 2016 explicitly linked Strategic 

Leadership course learning outcomes and lesson content to the subsequent five courses 

(Lacquement, 2015). Those linkages will be described in separate sections for each 

course and to reinforce their enduring salience today, corresponding language is drawn 

from the current course directives for the Class of 2021. For example, the course director 

for TWS and NSPS designed those recent courses (taught in autumn 2020) to “build upon 

the roles and competencies of strategic leaders introduced in the Strategic Leadership 

course—especially critical, creative and systems thinking, ethical reasoning, and group 

decision-making dynamics” (U.S. Army War College, 2020h, p. 5). The 2021 course 

directive for SL echoes those linkages to TWS and NSPS, adding topics “senior leader 

communication, leadership in complex and competitive environments, culture, and 

military professionalism” (U.S. Army War College, 2020g, p. 2). 

Theory of War and Strategy  

In 2016, SL directly supported the TWS course learning outcome of “apply 

strategic-thinking skills to the theory of war and strategy” (Lacquement, 2015, enclosure 

6). In 2016, the TWS directive simply highlighted “critical and creative thinking skills” 

learned in SL (U.S. Army War College, 2015e, p. 5). 

In 2021, the SL course more expansively “lays the foundation for [TWS] by 

providing the concepts and skills required of leaders within the strategic environment 

through an examination of responsible command, leadership and management practices, 

group decision-making dynamics, and systems theory and systems thinking” (U.S. Army 

War College, 2020h, p. 5). 
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National Security Policy and Strategy  

In 2016, SL showed students in NSPS how to appraise a complex security 

environment and directly supported the NSPS course learning outcome “examine … the 

art and practice [emphasis in the original] of policy and strategy formulation in achieving 

national security objectives” (Lacquement, 2015, enclosure 6). The 2016 NSPS directive 

overlaid its strategy formulation competency onto the SL competencies of “critical, 

creative and systems thinking, ethical reasoning, and decision-making” (U.S. Army War 

College, 2015b, p. 9). 

In 2021, the NSPS course “builds upon the lessons contained in SL by focusing 

on case studies of strategic decision-making and appraising the complex security 

environment” (U.S. Army War College, 2020h, p. 5). 

Regional Studies Program  

In 2016, SL equipped students in RSP with skills to succeed in the diverse 

cultures and organizational structures they would encounter when serving with partner-

nation forces or within a multinational organization such as the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO). Specifically, SL directly supported the RSP course learning 

outcome: “apply appropriate frameworks to identify and evaluate the ways in which 

culture, and other key factors can affect strategy formulation, strategic choices, policies 

and outcomes within a region” (Lacquement, 2015, enclosure 6). 

In 2021, the course directives for regional studies of Africa, Europe, Middle East, 

and the Americas included specific wording that their courses relied on “Strategic 

Leadership lessons on critical thinking, organizational and leadership culture,” while the 
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remaining two RSP courses alluded to that connection (U.S. Army War College, 2020c, 

p. 7; 2020d, p. 6; 2020e, p. 4; 2020f, p. 3). 

Theater Strategy and Campaigning  

In 2016, the strategic thinking skills (Waters, 2011, 2019) taught in SL underlaid 

the design thinking and planning required for success in TSC. SL directly supported two 

TSC course learning outcomes: 1) “analyze combatant commander relationships with the 

President, Secretary of Defense, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Service Chiefs, … 

and key agencies in developing policy, strategy and plans” (Lacquement, 2015, enclosure 

6); and 2) “synthesize the development of theater strategies, strategic options, and … 

courses of action to meet the national strategic goals” (Lacquement, 2015, enclosure 6). 

In 2016, SL lessons helped students in TSC “examine ‘complex problems’ using critical 

and creative thought, viewed through a systems lens and cultural realities” (U.S. Army 

War College, 2015d, p. 3). 

In 2021, TSC “leverages students’ burgeoning skills that are taught during 

Strategic Leadership for evaluating new and uncertain information” when designing 

options for the employment of military force (U.S. Army War College, 2020f, p. 5). 

Defense Management  

In 2016, the SL course directly supported two DM course learning outcomes: 1) 

“comprehend the Department of Defense’s strategic planning, resourcing, and force 

management processes” (Lacquement, 2015, enclosure 6); and 2) “comprehend the 

leadership and management challenges associated with cross-functional organizations as 

large and complex as a military department, the Reserve Components, or the Department 

of Defense” (Lacquement, 2015, enclosure 6). The 2016 DM directive built several 
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lessons using SL “cognitive skills” and appreciation of the “strategic leader’s 

environment” (U.S. Army War College, 2015a, p. 3). 

In 2021, the DM course aimed to “[reinforce] the lessons from the Strategic 

Leadership course and adds the ‘how’ DoD implements those leadership principles in an 

enormously complex, adaptive system” (U.S. Army War College, 2020a, p. 1). 

Course Relationships Transcend Time Gaps and Faculty Differences  

The influence of the grade in the Strategic Leadership course on subsequent 

courses seems to be little affected by the time gap between SL and each course. These 

gaps differ by course and program. The influence also seems to be independent of the 

continuity of faculty who teach SL and the subsequent course. Both factors will be 

examined for each course; Figure 5 displays the grade-point contributions. 

Theory of War and Strategy  

The SL grade contributed 1.31 points to the TWS grade in both programs. The 

resident version of SL (part 1) was immediately followed by TWS while the gap between 

SL and TWS in the distance program was eleven weeks. In the REP, two different faculty 

on the seminar team taught SL and TWS but a single instructor taught both courses in the 

first year of the DEP. 

National Security Policy and Strategy  

The SL grade contributed 1.22 points to the NSPS grade in both programs. In the 

REP, a seven-week gap existed between SL (part 1) and NSPS but no gap after SL (part 

2). In the DEP, NSPS immediately followed SL. In the REP, two different faculty on the 

seminar team taught SL and NSPS but a single instructor taught both courses in the first 

year of the DEP. 
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Regional Studies Program 

The SL grade contributed 0.94 points to the RSP grade in both programs—the 

smallest influence of SL on another course. The end of SL in the REP occurred nine 

weeks before RSP started; this gap included the two-week winter break and some 

concurrent lessons with TSC. In the DEP, the students began RSP almost 20 weeks after 

completing their SL course. In both programs, one faculty on the seminar team taught SL 

while a regional specialist taught RSP. 

A factor possibly related to the weakest linkage (0.94 points) between SL and 

another course may arise from the course staffing for the Regional Studies Program. The 

RSP faculty were not necessarily the primary teaching faculty from the other five core 

courses. The RSP course in both programs was taught by a variety of civilian and military 

instructors with regional expertise. They volunteered from institutions across the 

USAWC enterprise, and some civilians were hired as contracted instructors. Some RSP 

faculty held research positions where teaching was a lesser-emphasized activity or who 

may not have had the opportunity to teach topics related to the lessons in the Strategic 

Leadership course. However, speculating that faculty heterogeneity may contribute to an 

implicit loosening of the SL linkage seems to deny the explicit requirements for students 

to employ strategic thinking in the RSP course as they appreciate perspectives of non-

U.S. actors around the globe. 

Theater Strategy and Campaigning  

The SL grade had the largest influence on the TSC grade, contributing 1.52 points 

in both programs. In the REP, a six-week gap existed between SL (part 2) and TSC. In 

contrast, the SL course influence on TSC in the DEP was apparent after a gap of 60 
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weeks. In other words, SL was the initial course taught in the first year of the distance 

program while TSC was the last core course in the second (and final) year of the same 

program. In the REP, one faculty on the seminar team taught SL while another taught 

TSC. In the DEP, the seminar faculty instructor during the First Year Studies phase 

taught SL while a different faculty instructor during the Second Year Studies phase 

taught TSC over one year later. 

Defense Management 

The SL grade contributed 1.18 points in both programs to the DM grade. In the 

REP, a twelve-week gap existed between SL (part 2) and DM. In contrast, the SL course 

influence on DM in the DEP was still felt after a gap of 52 weeks. In the REP, the 

SL/DM dyad was unique in that the same faculty on the seminar team taught both 

courses; the course directors and lesson authors of SL and DM resided in the Department 

of Command, Leadership, and Management. Similar to the arrangement for TSC, the 

DEP seminar faculty instructor during the First Year Studies phase taught SL while a 

different faculty instructor during the Second Year Studies phase taught DM exactly one 

year later. 

Neuroscience of Adult Learning Explains Connections Between Courses 

The strong connection of learning in later USAWC courses to that experienced in 

the Strategic Leadership course rests on a growing body of understanding of how the 

structure and functioning of the brain enable adult learning. Through the means of neural 

plasticity (Cozolino & Sprokay, 2006; P. Wolfe, 2006), neurons in the brain attempt to 

rearrange themselves into new networks when confronted with new information. If this 

network-shaping cannot quickly connect the novel information to previous experiences, 
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the brain will jettison it as extraneous in its constant screening of the deluge of sensory 

inputs. Neural plasticity diminishes as the brain ages, and research shows that the areas 

that retain plasticity in later life accomplish the deepest learning when adult learners can 

expand on their existing knowledge (Cozolino & Sprokay, 2006). 

This learning insight from neuroscience reinforces the constructivist nature 

(Fenwick, 2000) of the learning connections between USAWC courses. This nature rests 

on the writings of Piaget (1966) and Vygotsky (1978) who portray a learner as one who 

reflects on an activity to construct an individualized knowledge structure. Constructivism 

as a learning perspective echoes Knowles et al.’s (1973/2005) belief that learning must 

respect an adult student’s experience and manifests in Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle as 

concrete experience. Despite critiques that constructivism privileges a masculine view 

which does not recognize the power dynamics embedded in any learning setting 

(Fenwick, 2000), this reflection-experience connection acknowledges that adult brains 

“cannot take meaning but must make meaning” (P. Wolfe, 2006, p. 41). 

Four USAWC course dyads with SL illustrate this association of new information 

with previous knowledge. In TWS, the concepts of war termination and characterization 

of victory build on the SL lessons of systems thinking and ethical reasoning. NSPS 

explores the use of decision making models by national leaders (for example, in President 

Lyndon Johnson’s 1965 decision to escalate U.S. involvement in the war in Vietnam) 

which rest upon the SL lessons of strategic decision making and senior leader 

communications. TSC lessons on operational art and the elements of design depend upon 

mastery of systems thinking and creative thinking in SL. Finally, the DM lesson on the 

joint strategic planning system, with its interlocking roles for senior defense leaders, is 
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the national-level framework to accomplish the SL competencies of managing the 

strategic environment and leading organizational change. 

In the most recent USAWC survey of 594 general officers and senior civilian 

leaders (Office of Institutional Assessment, 2021, p. 12), these strategic leaders  

identified 15 “foundational skills you wish you had more exposure to” before assuming 

their new roles—and nine of those skills corresponded directly to lesson titles from the 

Strategic Leadership course. These graduates of senior professional military education 

(some from the USAWC Class of 2016) reinforced the value of the SL course when their 

top recommendation for new focused program tracks for the entire academic year was 

titled “Strategic Leadership” (Office of Institutional Assessment, 2021, p. 13). 

Faculty Perspective on Competencies Was Not Specific to SL Grade Influence 

The faculty were adamant that students from both programs, on average, graduate 

from USAWC with the same proficiency in curriculum outcomes. Professor Bravo 

summed up his interview: “At the end of the day … I feel good about the graduates of 

both programs” while Professor Foxtrot declared, “The USAWC ‘product’ is standard.” 

All faculty participants observed that the main results of graduating from either USAWC 

program was an increase in self-awareness, more diverse thinking skills, and writing 

proficiency honed for clear presentation of ideas to decision-makers—which implicitly 

reflect large-grained representations of the competencies taught in the SL course. This 

faculty perspective supports the students’ confidence in their post-graduation competence 

reported in question 3. 

This confidence was echoed one year later by the graduates of the Class of 2016 

who responded to a USAWC alumni survey. With the Likert scale categories of “strongly 
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agree” and “agree” collapsed, 90% of the respondents affirmed “they were prepared to 

meet the demands at their follow-on assignments and execute appropriate senior leader 

level responsibilities” (Office of Institutional Assessment, 2017, p. 1). 

Limitations 

The four primary limitations of this study frame my recommendations: 1) 

temporal, 2) grades as a dependent variable, 3) purposeful sampling, and 4) 

transferability. First, the temporal aspect had three parts. I could not separate the effects 

of being a part-time or full-time student from the inherent effects of their respective 

programs: distance or resident learning. In the second temporal part, centering this study 

on the Class of 2016 did not account for changes in the USAWC environment or students 

that occurred in 2021. Notably, it did not consider the adjustments to remote synchronous 

learning made by the USAWC as an institution and by individual faculty to adapt to the 

coronavirus pandemic restrictions since March 2020. 

The third temporal part affecting the experience of the Class of 2016 was the 

changes future USAWC cohorts should encounter from a renewed emphasis on the 

military education enterprise signaled by the May 2020 release of “The Joint Chiefs of 

Staff vision and guidance for professional military education & talent management” 

(Milley et al., 2020). The Joint Chiefs of Staff are the uniformed leaders of the military 

Services, and their Chairman is the senior military adviser to the President and Secretary 

of Defense. They called for a strengthening of the enterprise to help PME graduates 

achieve “intellectual overmatch” and “enhance[ed] cognitive capacities” to offset 

advantages national adversaries may hold in other capabilities (Milley et al., 2020, p. 2). 
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This emphasis may result in future changes to the procedures for selection of senior-level 

college students and assignment and development of their military faculty. 

Second, the literature on grades as measures of academic achievement is mixed 

but that is currently the only measure common to both USAWC programs. Other 

assessment methods to comply with “outcomes-based military education” mandated in 

CJCS (2020) may emerge that provide more fine-grained appreciation of academic 

achievement. For the Class of 2021, the Army War College employs a combination of 

“war games, simulations, and role-playing exercises” in each course and institutional 

future planning “aspires for students to be part of a gaming event every 2–3 months” 

(Ryan, 2020, p. 30). 

Third, my purposeful sampling included only U.S. Army students while excluding 

the other three categories of USAWC students. To eliminate varying inputs regarding 

selection for attendance and career specialty, I did not consider the USAWC students 

who were U.S. military officers from the Marine Corps, Navy, Air Force, and Coast 

Guard; civilians from the Department of Defense and other U.S. Government agencies; 

and students from our partner nations. The rich, diverse perspectives they bring to a 

seminar are an intentional part of joint professional military education, designed to have 

an effect on the outcomes for the U.S. Army students through interaction with “the 

cultures of the military Services” (Rapp, 2015, p. 9; see Currie, 2010; Davis, 2017; J. H. 

Poole, 2007; Ruth, 2007; Waggener, 2015). The U.S. Army officers in this study 

certainly reflected the joint and international acculturation produced by their non-Army 

colleagues in seminar. 
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Additionally, this sample of U.S. Army students does not include the Army 

officers who undertook their senior PME at the war colleges of the other Services or 

allied nations, or as an Army War College fellow at a think tank or civilian university. 

The demographic and professional characteristics of the excluded Army officers may be 

different enough to affect the regression models—if a proxy for USAWC course grades 

could be constructed from their academic experiences. 

Fourth, the findings are not intended to be directly transferrable to civilian 

institutes of higher education because of the differences in the students, faculty, and 

curriculum. However, the findings could provide insights for other senior-level colleges 

within professional military education with two caveats. First, while accredited by the 

DoD to achieve the same joint PME learning outcomes, each institution nevertheless 

delivers “mission-unique” outcomes (CJCS, 2020, p. 3) to a unique student population 

through a distinctive faculty who embodies a nuanced research emphasis (CJCS, 2015, 

2020). Second, among the PME senior-level colleges, the Army War College is unique in 

offering equivalent “military education level 1” resident and distance programs (CJCS, 

2020, pp. A-B-5–A-B-11; Department of the Army G-1, 2019). Several senior-level 

colleges do not offer a distance program while the distance programs of others do not 

meet all requirements for joint professional military education (CJCS, 2020, pp. A-B-5–

A-B-11). 

However, setting aside my finding regarding program format, the other two 

findings regarding student professional characteristics and the importance of teaching 

strategic leadership competencies as the first course may be applicable across the other 

senior-level colleges. Additionally, these findings may be transferable in part to 
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intermediate level professional military education, where distance courses are more 

prevalent among the Service command and staff colleges (CJCS, 2020, pp. A-B-1–A-B-

5). 

My subjectivity statement from Chapter 3 bears repeating here. I acknowledge 

that my findings and recommendations may be biased by my experience as a military 

faculty member who taught for five years in the distance program and, now in my eighth 

year, as civilian faculty teaching in the resident program. Since 2015, I have taught a two-

credit elective to a distance and resident section concurrently. My years of teaching are 

evenly distributed across both programs, which allows me to assess the responses 

equitably of faculty interviewees whose teaching career involved more time in one 

program. I was careful to ask all interview questions consistently while viewing a placard 

reminding me not to inject my experience into the conversation.  

Conclusions and Recommendations 

This study’s questions focused on the meso level by comparing two programs and 

at the micro level by analyzing characteristics of individual students. However, the results 

of this study have implications at the macro level of higher education. Two findings 

suggest ramifications for policy and practice in both senior-level professional military 

education and the civilian higher education analog of executive education programs, 

while the third finding is more applicable to PME. 

The foundational importance of strategic leadership competencies for learning 

specialized executive skills, and the relative importance of professional over 

demographic characteristics in student success at this level, suggest their common 

importance for military and non-military senior leaders. Their applicability to both 
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student populations is possible because of these students’ similarities in cognitive and 

emotional maturity, richness of experience, and professional responsibilities. The third 

finding on the relative importance of teaching the SL course in residence and the TSC 

course via distance suggest opportunities for diversification of delivery for PME leaders. 

 Implications for each finding will be discussed before concluding with 

recommendations for future research. 

Learning Strategic Leadership Precedes Learning Specialized Executive Skills 

This declaration sounds like a statement of the obvious, considering the nature of 

the students’ professional milieu. Whether a current or aspiring strategic leader, the 

military and civilian executive students demand an education that makes them more 

“strategic-minded and critically thinking” (Milley et al., 2020, p. 4), that “furthers their 

area of specialization” (Stanton & Stanton, 2017, p. 11), and helps them “capitalize on 

opportunities and manage risks” (A. Bailey, 2012, p. 33). 

This finding illustrates the importance of anchoring new learning on previous 

knowledge (Cozolino & Sprokay, 2006; P. Wolfe, 2006) shown to be critical to how 

adults connect learning with experience (Knowles et al., 1973/2005). Without a firm 

grounding in the competencies taught in a Strategic Leadership course, any specialized 

conceptual and applied skills offered in an executive education or senior PME setting are 

at risk of not being retained. Executive educators Haskins and Clawson (2006) termed 

this phenomenon making it sticky. Skilled executive trainers in their programs repeatedly 

push students to connect each day’s learning with leadership challenges and skills they 

jointly described at the beginning of the course, much like SL competencies are linked to 

later courses in the USAWC curriculum. Haskins and Clawson (2006) found that 
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attention to “stickiness” produced post-course benefits for graduates that were “enduring, 

multi-dimensional, and perhaps even unanticipated” (p. 853). 

Implications  

The benefits of frequent, rich interactions with faculty and between students, and 

the increased emotional margin afforded by full-time study (McClusky, 1963), suggest a 

policy of maximizing delivery of the Strategic Leadership course in person to as many 

USAWC students as possible, especially non-White students. For students in the distance 

program, this policy could entail delivering the lessons in a concentrated format similar to 

an executive education short course, preferably at Carlisle Barracks, or by faculty at 

satellite locations or via synchronous video sessions (least preferred). This policy would 

be more expensive for student and faculty travel, placing reserve component students on 

active-duty orders, and possibly hiring additional faculty. 

At a minimum, SL should be retained as the first course in the USAWC, and any 

senior PME, curriculum. All course directors should seek ways to connect SL course 

learning outcomes robustly and explicitly with their courses. Haskins and Clawson 

(2006) emphasize the care involved in instructor preparation for executive education; 

USAWC faculty development must ensure newly-joined faculty are well-prepared to 

teach the pivotal SL course. Increasing the academic involvement for non-White students 

would benefit from ensuring that any seminar includes a minimum of three non-majority 

students to achieve the critical mass recommended by scholars (e.g., Konrad et al., 2008). 

This action should reduce the emotional burden on a single minority student to represent 

an entire group’s perspective (Garces & Jayakumar, 2014) and applies to both women 

and non-White students.  
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Professional Characteristics Determine Executive-Level Student Success 

Gender appears in no final course model while the confusing influence of 

graduate degree on the grades in Theater Strategy and Campaigning and Defense 

Management has been discussed. The small negative effect of distance learning on grades 

of non-White students in Strategic Leadership disappears from the model in all 

subsequent courses in either program. The quantitative and qualitative results agree that 

demographic variables are insignificant in predicting USAWC academic success 

compared to students’ Army component and career specialty. 

Implications  

These results do not minimize the challenges that minority groups (in the 

USAWC: women and non-White students) encounter in their military career before 

matriculating to the USAWC (Briscoe, 2013; Hosek et al., 2001; Kirby et al., 2000; 

Spears, 2017), nor the degree of inclusion they may experience once in the role of student 

(Fries-Britt & Turner, 2001; A. E. Lewis et al., 2000). However, this study’s finding 

about demographic characteristics as unreliable predictors of grades adds to the literature 

of comparable studies of civilian executive education. 

Yang and Lu (2001) and Hobbs and Gropper (2013) modeled predictors of grade 

point average in students earning a Master of Business Administration (MBA) degree and 

a shorter executive MBA, respectively; while not exactly equivalent, these two degrees 

qualify as executive education analogous to a senior PME program. Their regression 

models eliminated gender and age (Yang & Lu, 2001) and gender, race, and age (Hobbs 

& Gropper, 2013) as significant predictors in favor of undergraduate academic 

performance (grade point average). Hobbs and Gropper (2013) found that their executive 
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MBA students had a mean age of 40.1 years, similar to that of USAWC students; 

however, positing age as a possible proxy for career experience did not yield a significant 

predictor. 

PME policy makers should encourage research into the disparity of performance 

attributed to professional characteristics, such as career specialties, to look for insights 

into curriculum change or interventions for student support. For example, could the 

superior performance of chaplains and attorneys (Special Branches) in two courses—

Strategic Leadership and Theory of War and Strategy—reveal training or experience that 

might improve the performance of students in other career specialties in those courses? 

Why do physicians and nurses (Health Services) and logistics and personnel officers 

(Force Sustainment) attain lower grades in the National Security Policy and Strategy 

course? 

Program Format Matters for Two U.S. Army War College Courses 

The advantages of studying the Strategic Leadership course in residence have 

been discussed. Possible reasons have been explored for students earning higher grades in 

the distance version of the Theater Strategy and Campaigning course. However, the 

higher grades in TSC involve a tension. 

The benefits for student involvement conferred by the rich faculty-student and 

peer-peer interactions inherent in any resident course are affirmed by the faculty 

interviews and by Astin (1984/1999) and Mayhew et al. (2016). J. P. Bean and Metzner 

(1985) and McClusky (1963) implicitly support this advantage as a benefit enjoyed by 

full-time (resident) students who have the margin to focus on studying for any course. 

 Nevertheless, the Army War College Department of Distance Education has 
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proven that the joint planning skills taught in TSC can be exported to non-USAWC 

students. Officers not yet eligible for selection to the USAWC who work in operational 

and strategic planning positions require these skills. The online USAWC Defense 

Planners Course, offered twice annually, distills into eleven rigorous weeks the “strategic 

direction, strategic/operational art, operational design, and the joint planning process” 

taught in TSC (U.S. Army War College, 2021, paragraph 2). The learning in the Defense 

Planners Course is anchored (P. Wolfe, 2006) on the tactical planning skills students 

learned in their intermediate PME, or command and general staff college (R. B. Brown, 

2016). The course was designed at the request of the four-star combatant commanders to 

fill a planning capability gap. 

Implications  

In practice, the TSC course directors in the distance and resident programs 

already collaborate closely on course development (Lacquement, 2015; Ryan, 2020) but 

perhaps lessons learned in the Defense Planners Course could be more closely integrated 

into the resident version of TSC. Frequent comparison with online executive-education 

strategic planning modules may yield insights. 

However, another reason for higher grades in the distance version may point to a 

need for calibration of faculty grading across the distance and resident versions of TSC. 

Such calibration can be a challenge in a curriculum delivered to multiple student 

seminars by separate instructors with varying experience, but continuing faculty 

development can ensure they interpret rubrics consistently in the different courses. A 

procedural change in essay submission that enables DEP faculty to give more formative 
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assessments to their students could help with grade consistency but must be balanced 

against student and faculty time. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

Five recommendations for future research emerge from this analysis. Despite the 

difficulty in transferring findings from this study of military education to the broader 

world of higher education, two recommendations could contribute to a wider body of 

literature. 

First, Astin (1984/1999) recommended research into what he termed the 

“epidemiology of involvement,” asking “Can student involvement be increased if 

professors interact more with students?” (p. 528). The effect on student performance of 

frequency and quality of USAWC faculty-student interaction deserves further study. The 

interaction might be measured by number and modality of advising sessions and the 

effect of enhanced feedback on writing assignments. Insights from another study could 

supplement the omnibus volume on the effects of college on students produced by 

Mayhew et al. (2016). 

Second, student persistence in college has worried policymakers, parents, college 

administrators, and students for decades (Mayhew et al., 2016; Pascarella & Terenzini, 

1979, 1980) and is a matter of concern at USAWC. Student attrition in the first year of 

the USAWC distance program averages about 20% of the cohort, according to the 

registrar (C. Fowler, personal communication, April 11, 2018) and the department chair 

(C. K. S. Chun, personal communication, April 1, 2017). Failure to attain a senior PME 

diploma by these students who do not persist harms the student, their unit of assignment, 

and the U.S. armed forces. These students in many cases will not become eligible for 
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promotion to colonel, depending on the needs of the Army (Deputy Chief of Staff G-1, 

2019a). Non-completion of senior PME removes their experience from the pool of 

officers who could command or fill senior staff positions in their unit. The U.S. armed 

forces are deprived of another “strategic-minded and critically thinking” officer to face 

today’s complex security challenges (Milley et al., 2020, p. 4). 

Research to determine the factors that influence student persistence in the distance 

education program could increase throughput of strategic-thinking graduates for the DoD 

while reducing wasted time for those students who leave the program without graduating. 

Rovai (2003) offers a model of student persistence in distance education programs that 

synthesizes Tinto’s (1993) seminal student integration model with the nontraditional 

student attrition model of J. P. Bean and Metzner (1985). Pascarella and Terenzini (1979, 

1980) and C. M. Brown (2007) validated Tinto’s model for predicting undergraduate 

persistence. Combining Tinto’s (1993) model with that of J. P. Bean and Metzner (1985) 

was proposed by Ashar and Skenes (1993), Cabrera et al. (1992), and Cabrera et al. 

(1993). Subsequently, the synthesized model of Rovai (2003) examines student 

characteristics and pre-admission skills that are acted on by external factors and internal 

factors once enrolled. Future research could combine Rovai’s (2003) model with Astin’s 

I-E-O model used in this study to explore ways to increase student persistence in the 

DEP. 

Third, in 2020, the Army War College transitioned from the number grades used 

in this study to traditional letter grades “A” through “F” (Breckenridge, 2020a). Although 

the associated grade points will be similar, the change was intended to produce transcripts 

more familiar with a range of stakeholders, to include civilian graduate programs 
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(Breckenridge, 2020a). Further study might reveal if faculty grading tendencies changed 

as a result. 

Fourth, future research should include an expanded sample of USAWC students, 

to include officers from sister U.S. services, U.S. government civilians, and officers from 

partner nations. Their presence in the student body affects the U.S. Army students 

through joint acculturation (e.g., Davis, 2017) so including their grades in the models 

might explain more of the variance in the dependent variable. A more fine-grained study 

could focus on the effects of intersectionality (e.g., Abes et al., 2007) on academic 

achievement, testing combinations of demographic characteristics (gender, race) with  

professional characteristics (Regular Army vs Army Reserve, career specialties); this 

would admittedly require carefully controlling for confounding variables. 

Finally, a study looking for the effects of faculty characteristics on USAWC 

academic achievement would have applicability across the senior PME institutions. The 

Joint Chiefs of Staff recognize that “a highly professional…top-notch faculty” forms the 

“core of success” in PME (Milley et al., 2020, p. 7; see also CJCS, 2020, p. 2). All 

military schools wrestle with the problem of frequent turnover among uniformed military 

faculty in light of the normal personnel rotations every two or three years. How does the 

composition of military and civilian faculty (who usually stay for longer terms) affect 

student achievement? How does it affect the performance and development of both types 

of faculty? Hennessey (2018b) explored faculty development among military instructors 

but not their influence on student performance. The results could inform efforts to train 

graduate students in instructional design and delivery before they enter civilian 

classrooms as graduate teaching assistants. 
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Conclusion 

This study made a significant contribution to knowledge in the field of higher 

education in two areas. First, it added to the literature on the efficacy of distance learning 

versus face-to-face education. This study was the first to compare academic performance 

in the distance and resident programs within one senior professional military education 

institution, involving similar curricula, faculty, and students. The relative homogeneity 

within the curricula and faculty as part of the environment in the I-E-O model served to 

isolate the main influence of the USAWC environment, which was student time status 

dictated by studying in the full-time resident program or the part-time distance program. 

Second, the significant influence of the competencies taught in the Strategic 

Leadership course on academic performance in subsequent courses validate its placement 

at the start of the curriculum. This confirmation may provide a catalog of lessons in 

strategic leader competencies that may interest other senior-level PME colleges as well as 

government and civilian executive education courses. 
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Appendix A: Army Officer Career Specialties Grouped into Meta-Categories 

 

Career specialty (code) Meta-category 

Air Defense (AD) 

Armor (AR) 

Aviation (AV) 

Chemical (CM) 

Civil Affairs (CA) 

Corps of Engineers (EN) 

Field Artillery (FA) 

Infantry (IN) 

Military Police (MP) 

Psychological Operations (PO) 

Special Forces (SF) 

 

Operations 

 

Academy Professor (47) 

Cyber (CY), Electronic Warfare (29) 

Force Management (50) 

Foreign Area Officer (48) 

Information Operations (30) 

Military Intelligence (MI) 

Strategic Intelligence (34) 

Network/Information Engineer (26) 

Nuclear & Counter Proliferation (52) 

Operations Research/Systems Analysis (49) 

Public Affairs (46) 

Signal Corps (SC) 

Simulations Operations (57) 

Space Operations (40) 

Strategic Plans & Policy (59) 

Operations Support 

 

 

Acquisition (AQ) 

Adjutant General (AG) 

Finance (FI) 

Logistics (LG) 

 

 

Force Sustainment 

 

Chaplain (CH), Judge Advocate General (JA) 

 

Special Branches 

Dental Corps (DC) 

Medical Corps (MC), Medical Specialist Corps (SP) 

Medical Service Corps (MS) 

Nurse Corps (AN) 

Veterinary Corps (VC) 

Health Services 

Note. Adapted from Deputy Chief of Staff G-1 (n.d.). 
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Appendix B: U.S. Army War College Permission to Use Data 
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Appendix C: U.S. Army War College IRB Exemption 
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Appendix D: Proposed Research Consent Form for Research Question 4 

 

“Academic Outcomes in the U.S. Army War College  

Resident and Distance Education Programs” 

 

Principal Investigator: Brett Weigle 

Contact number: 717-460-8622 

 

Introduction 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study as part of the dissertation for the Doctor 

of Education in the Graduate School of Education and Human Development at The 

George Washington University (GWU). You are being asked if you want to take part in 

this study because you have taught at least one core course in both the resident and 

distance education programs offered by the U.S. Army War College. Please read this 

form and ask me any questions that will help you decide if you want to be in this study.  

 

Taking part is completely voluntary and even if you decide you want to take part in the 

study, you may choose to quit at any time. Also, you may skip any interview questions if 

you so choose. Your employment with the Army War College will not be affected in any 

way should you choose not to take part or to withdraw from the study at any time. This 

study has been presented to the University IRB for review. 

 

Purpose 

 

This study investigates the relationships among variables that may affect academic 

performance across six graduate-level national security courses taught in both the 

resident and distance education programs at the U.S. Army War College (USAWC) to 

achieve its institutional learning outcome. 

 

Procedures 

 

I am recruiting approximately four to six current and former USAWC faculty members to 

take part in this study. The total amount of time you can expect to spend on this study is 

estimated at 60 minutes. If you choose to take part in this study, you will participate in 

one face-to-face interview. The interview protocol contains approximately 10 items 

related to your experience as a faculty member who has taught in both the resident and 

distance education programs at the USAWC. 

 

The interview will be audio-recorded for subsequent transcription. You will not be given 

an opportunity to review each transcript and comment on its accuracy; however, I will 

provide you portions of the finished project so you can ensure accurate portrayal of your 

remarks. The findings of this study will be de-identified and your answers will be 
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anonymous. The findings of this study will be published through the George Washington 

University Library as a public document. 

Risks and Confidentiality 

 

Participating in this study poses no risks that are not ordinarily encountered in daily life.  

You may feel some slight emotional discomfort answering questions but you may skip 

any questions you don’t feel like answering or stop the research activities at any point.  

 

The other possible risk you could experience during this study could be loss of 

confidentiality. To that end, the following procedures have been put in place: 

 

The investigator will create a pseudonym key to identify you as a participant (the key will 

list your name and a pseudonym)—the key will be maintained in a secure location. Each 

interview audio file and transcription will be labelled only with your pseudonym (not 

your name). The digital recordings and transcribed data will be kept in a secure location. 

 

All documents related to this study will be maintained on a password-protected computer. 

The pseudonym key will be destroyed two months after the completion of the study. 

 

No presentation or publication will include information that will make it possible to 

identify you as a participant. 

 

Benefits 

 

You may benefit directly from your participation in the study by having the opportunity 

to discuss your perceptions of the relationship between student characteristics, their 

learning experiences, and academic outcomes in the core courses in both USAWC 

programs. You will not be compensated for participation. 

 

The potential direct benefit to USAWC leaders and the professional military education 

community may be insights into educating all USAWC students with the same efficacy in 

the institutional learning outcome: 

 

“Our graduates are intellectually prepared to preserve peace, deter aggression and, 

when necessary, achieve victory in war. In pursuit of these goals, they study and 

confer on the great problems of national defense, military science, and responsible 

command.” 

 

Questions 

 

Talk to me if you have questions, concerns, or think you have been harmed. My phone 

number is 717-460-8622. For questions regarding your rights as a participant in human 

research, call the GWU Office of Human Research at 202-994-2715 or the USAWC 

Office of Institutional Assessment at 717-245-3561. 
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Documentation of Consent 

 

If you agree to take part in this study, please sign below. I will provide you with a signed 

copy. Please keep it in case you want to read it again or call someone about this study. 

 

__________________________________________________ __________ 

Participant’s Name (printed) and Signature     Date 

 

Brett D. Weigle _____________________________________ __________ 

Name (printed) and Signature of Person Obtaining Consent   Date 

  



 

 

 

294 

Appendix E: Proposed Interview Guide for Research Question 4 

 

This four-part interview protocol follows Creswell and Creswell (2018, p. 191) 

and Kvale (2001). The sample questions have been pre-tested on a serving faculty 

member in each USAWC program; the questions will be refined based on the results of 

the quantitative analysis and the student survey analysis. 

Instructions will consist of an introduction of the researcher and the purpose 

statement for the study, review of the informed consent, the number of questions, and the 

expected duration. 

Introductory questions serve as “icebreakers” to put the interviewee at ease, yet 

still collect data useful to the study. 

1. How long have you taught in each program, and in which years? 

2. Which core courses—not electives—have you taught or are currently teaching? 

3. Would you describe the circumstances under which you transitioned between 

the two programs? 

4. Please tell me approximately how often and for how long you interacted with 

your students, and where did that interaction take place? 

Content questions address the aspects of the two research questions, followed by 

probing questions for clarification or amplification. To provide triangulation of research 

question 3, interview questions 6–8 replicate questions that students answer on their 

course surveys (see  

5. How would you describe your seminar student compositions in terms of Army 

component, career specialty, gender, and race or ethnicity? 



 

 

 

295 

6. How would you characterize students’ knowledge level of course topics, 

concepts, and subject matter before taking your course? Probe: Do you think differences 

were due to a particular student characteristic, or due to the nature of the program format? 

7. How would you characterize students’ knowledge level of course topics, 

concepts, and subject matter after taking your course? Probe: Do you think differences 

were due to a particular student characteristic, or due to the nature of the program format? 

8. How well do you think students understood the course material so they could 

apply it in later work? Probe: Do you think differences were due to a particular student 

characteristic, or due to the nature of the program format? 

9. How would you contrast student achievement of course learning outcomes in 

each program? Probe: Do you think differences were due to a particular student 

characteristic, or due to the nature of the program format? 

10. How would you characterize the degree and frequency of student–faculty 

interaction outside the classroom environment, in both programs? 

11. Is there anything else you would like to discuss? 

Closing instructions will reinforce the confidentiality of the interview, ask for the 

best method of contact for future clarification of an answer, and offer member checking 

of the pertinent section of the study. 
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Appendix F: Proposed Codes for Interviews for Research Question 4 

 

(ACCULTURATION) Awareness of difference in capabilities and institutional culture 

between the military services; between Army components; of civilian members; of 

international students; attitude toward female officers in career specialties in the 

Operations meta-category (“combat arms” branches previously closed to women).  

(ATTITUDE) How did they feel about their USAWC experience? 

(IDENTITY) What are salient aspects of a student’s identity: Army component, career 

specialty, gender, race/ethnicity, USAWC student, parent, spouse?  

(PROFESSIONAL PROFICIENCY) How comfortable did a student seem with aspects of 

the USAWC curriculum? What level of practice dominated their career: operational or 

strategic? How many overseas deployments had they undergone? If student were in the 

Army Reserve or Army National Guard, what aspects of their civilian career did they 

apply to their learning and/or make known to their seminar colleagues? 

(SEMINAR DIALOG) Characterization of the tone, content, psychological safety in 

seminar dialog—whether in physical classroom or online discussion forum? Live video 

interactions? 

(TIME MANAGEMENT) What distractors from academic work did the student 

encounter: civilian or military job, family, medical, mental health, academic skills 

deficits? 

(WRITING ABILITY) Characterization of the student’s ability to write argumentative 

essays and short position papers—as opposed to PowerPoint briefings and composing 

emails. 
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Appendix G: Description of Courses (Dependent Variable) 

 

The description of each course is reproduced verbatim from the USAWC 

Academic Year 2016 academic programs guide (Rapp, 2015). 

Strategic Leadership. [This course] develops in students an appreciation of the 

uniqueness of the strategic leadership environment and the accompanying required 

knowledge, skills, and abilities necessary to lead in a volatile, uncertain, complex, and 

ambiguous environment. It focuses initially on the application of strategic thinking skills 

to assess and creatively address the host of challenges strategic leaders must face to 

include scanning the future for trends and issues, managing and changing the 

organizational culture, leading the profession, establishing a positive command climate 

within the senior leader team, and making strategic and ethical decisions. (Rapp, 2015, p. 

22) 

Theory of War and Strategy. [This course] prepares students for service at the 

strategic level through the study of war and strategy. The course emphasizes a theoretical 

approach to war and strategy and sets the intellectual framework for all subsequent 

courses. The course is intended to produce senior officers and leaders who understand the 

theory and nature of war and who can evaluate the relationships between warfare and the 

complex, interdependent, contemporary strategic environment. The course is also 

designed to produce senior officers and leaders conversant in strategic theory and it 

introduces them to the ends-ways-means strategy model. It provides the broad theoretical 

basis and many of the conceptual tools used in the remainder of the curriculum. (Rapp, 

2015, p. 22) 
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National Security Policy and Strategy. [This course] prepares students for 

service at the strategic level through the examination and study of key national security 

issues, national security policy and strategy formulation, the instruments of national 

power, and the U.S. Government processes for integrating, balancing, and synchronizing 

the instruments of power in promoting and protecting the national interest. Additionally, 

key national strategy documents to include the National Security Strategy (NSS), 

National Defense Strategy (NDS) and the National Military Strategy (NMS) are 

examined as products of the strategy formulation process. (Rapp, 2015, p. 22) 

Regional Studies Program. [This course consists of] seven Regional Studies 

Courses (RSC) covering Africa (sub-Saharan), the Americas (North and South America), 

East Asia (China and surrounding region), South Asia (Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, and 

surrounding countries), Europe (Western and Eastern Europe), Eurasia (Russia, 

Caspian/Black Sea, and Inner Asia), and the Middle East (including North Africa). The 

courses explore a region in greater depth to examine how culture can affect policy and 

strategy formulation, implementation, and outcome. Each student will enroll in one 

[course in the RSP]. (Rapp, 2015, p. 23) 

Theater Strategy and Campaigning. [This course] focuses on the examination 

and implementation of national guidance through the application of joint doctrine, 

translated into theater strategies and campaign plans to conduct joint, unified, and 

multinational operations. This course provides a detailed exploration of the U.S. military 

ways and means that connect operational efforts to strategic ends (policy aims). It helps 

students understand and evaluate doctrine, organizations, and concepts. Finally, it 

supports the Regional Studies Program (RSP) to emphasize contemporary application of 
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U.S. operational doctrine to serve U.S. national security interests in specific regions. 

(Rapp, 2015, p. 22) 

Defense Management. [This course] provides the tools necessary to understand 

how strategic guidance is used to develop trained and ready combat forces for the 

Combatant Commanders. It addresses the systems and processes used by Defense, 

Military Departments, and the Joint Staff in terms of the underlying purposes for the 

systems and processes and the specifics of how they operate today. It includes the ability 

to assess current systems and make improvements. (Rapp, 2015, p. 23) 


