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From Checkpoint to Gateway: Military Personnel and Veterans in the Basic Writing Classroom

Neither basic writers nor military personnel and veterans are new to our colleges and universities.  Indeed, with steady increases in enrollment in basic writing courses and since the passage of the Post-9/11 G.I. Bill, both these groups constitute significant and growing populations at many institutions, but these students are often marginalized by the academic and social cultures at their institutions.  

My institution is located just a few miles north of Camp Shelby, the nation’s largest reserve component training site, and there is a strong presence of ROTC, Reserve, Guard, and veterans on our campus.  And yet, as Lisa Langstraat has observed, while these numbers are likely to continue to increase across the nation, there is a paucity of scholarship on the needs and interests of military veterans in the classroom, and there are often few services that address these needs. Furthermore, veterans, especially, are often classified as basic writers because they have missing or outdated test scores; they certainly constitute a significant presence in the basic writing courses I teach.

As George Otte and Rebecca Williams Mlynarczyk have pointed out, basic writing continues to occupy a tenuous and contested space in our colleges and universities, scrutinized and criticized from within and without. We can imagine, then, that the military personnel and veterans who find themselves in our basic writing courses are doubly marginalized and therefore especially deserving of our attention.

In this poster session, I will present my efforts to create space for veterans and military personnel in the redesign and implementation of our basic writing curriculum, which will include a peer tutor-led learning community component, by dedicating a peer tutor position and a peer group to military-affiliated students.  I will also highlight the partnership I formed with the Veterans’ Affairs representative in my institutions financial aid office, which has proved mutually beneficial for her program and mine. 

I will review the results of my survey of all first-year and basic writing courses to determine the number and distribution of military-affiliated students and to gauge their interest in the proposed military cohort, as well as the results of my survey of faculty who teach and work with military students in first-year and basic writing courses.  And I will present my case study of the military cohort, which I piloted in fall 2011.  In this case study, I had the unique opportunity to work with two veterans who felt acutely their marginalized status: both these students had been placed in traditional first-year writing courses and were advised by their instructors to move into my course several weeks into the semester.  They found a helpful peer tutor and, perhaps more importantly, an understanding ally in the student-veteran who worked with them and is helping to shape the peer tutoring program.

There is much room for growth in our understanding of and efforts to reach out to military-affiliated students, especially in our basic writing courses.  But beyond acknowledging their presence, needs, and interests, it is my hope that involving military/veteran students in the design and implementation of military/veteran-friendly spaces in basic writing programming can offer us new insights and opportunities for turning academic checkpoints into gateways.
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