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ABSTRACT 

 The majority of veterans entering college today have served during the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan.  Coming from an all-volunteer military, this population expressed feelings of social 

isolation and challenges adjusting to the changes in structure outside of the military.  For combat 

veterans, there can be physical and psychological wounds which present additional challenges.  

Therefore, institutions of higher education are developing programs and services to support 

veteran’s transition and facilitate their social integration into college. 

 This research studied the individual and social processes of a creative arts workshop for 

six student veterans at a large university in the southeast region of the United States.  Using 

qualitative methods from a phenomenological philosophical perspective, this study examined 

how the workshop facilitated the transition for student veterans and how they interpreted their 

life experiences through the creative arts.  Being a group workshop, symbolic interactionism was 

used as a conceptual framework in assessing their individual experiences.  Military uniforms 

were reprocessed into pulp and participants learned to make handmade paper from their cloth of 

personal significance.  They also used stencils made from personal images, transferring the 

image to their paper.  Following the workshop, their artwork was publicly exhibited in the 

university library with a personal statement written by each participant. 

 The participants responded positively to the experience, noting the meaningful 

connections they made with other student veterans and the personal significance of the work they 

created.  Learning a new craft, expressing themselves creatively, and displaying their work 

professionally strengthened their self-efficacy and sense of belonging and connection to the 

university.  

 



 

 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 
Student Veterans Today 

 
 Since the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan began following the attacks of September 11, 

2001, we now have the largest population of combat veterans leaving the military since the war 

in Vietnam.  Coupled with an enhanced post 9/11 GI Bill for education funding, a growing 

number of veterans are leaving the military and entering higher education.  Transitioning to 

college presents major life changes for veterans as they enter into educational institutions.  They 

are faced with lifestyle changes and multiple choices that they didn’t have in the military.  After 

being told their roles and duties in the service, they now have to choose their own goals and 

decide on a career and lifestyle to pursue.   

 Student veterans have many differences from average college students.  They are an older 

population with life experiences that students who came straight from high school cannot even 

imagine.  There can be a social disconnect with younger, non-veteran students who, in turn, may 

have difficulty relating to veteran’s military experiences.  As older students, some may also be 

supporting families and additional responsibilities demanding their time outside of school.  

Additionally, student veterans must learn to manage multiple bureaucracies for school funding 

and health care.  

 Combat veterans may face additional challenges in dealing with physical and emotional 

traumas from war.  A survey conducted by an advising research team at Florida State University 

(unpublished, 2011) discovered that the majority of student veterans felt alienated from the 

general student population and struggled in their adjustment to college.  This study also found 
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that the majority of student veterans at FSU were combat veterans (60%) from the wars in Iraq 

and Afghanistan, with a significant percentage (38%) having some level of disability rating 

(physical and/or mental) from the Department of Veteran Affairs.   

 With a large population of veterans now entering college and civilian life, there is a need 

for programs on campuses to facilitate their successful transition.  Offering special programs and 

services can be one way that colleges can show their recognition and support of their military 

veterans on campus.  Tapping into the knowledge, talent and resources that already exist within 

academic departments, programs can be developed to attract veterans and offer them a chance to 

share their stories and become acquainted with other faculty, staff and students on campus.   

 Programs in the arts offer veterans an opportunity to creatively express themselves and 

share their stories in multiple ways, with or without words.  Along with learning new skills for 

creative expression, veterans can form supportive friendships with other participating veterans 

and non-veteran students as well.  As the studies and literature describes in Chapter Two, 

developing a support system is an essential building-block to success in college and other major 

adult life transitions.  

Personal Connection to the Research Topic 

 My interest in working with veterans stems from the loss of a family member in war.  I 

was drawn to work with veterans after my older son, a Marine, was killed in combat while on his 

second deployment in Iraq.  Following his death, I floundered for some time, looking for 

something meaningful I could do with my life in response to this loss.  I used art-making as an 

outlet for myself and a way to express the grief that was hard to put into words.  But I wanted to 

do more.  I kept thinking that I wanted to do something to help bring more peace to our planet, 

but I didn’t know what that might be. 
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 About a year or two after his death I began volunteering at the university, supporting 

student veterans who were trying to rebuild a student veteran organization as a way to find each 

other on campus and create a supportive social group.  I felt a deep satisfaction with this work.  I 

sensed a connection to these students, many of whom were combat veterans.  I could relate to the 

stories of their military experiences that paralleled those of my son and I had some idea of the 

difficulties they had endured.  I realized that if I could help former warriors heal from the trauma 

and loss of war that perhaps they could experience more peace. 

 Although I have not experienced war, I have been directly affected by the war in Iraq. I 

experienced grief, loss and trauma from the violent death of my oldest child in combat.  I know 

that many of the combat veterans I work with have also experienced the loss of someone close to 

them in the war.  I often sense a mutual level of respect and compassion, a kind of shared 

understanding.  Most veterans I have met know someone who was killed while in the military, 

whether it was combat related or not, or even suicide.  Some have witnessed the death of a friend 

as several of my son’s did when his vehicle exploded after hitting an Improvised Explosive 

Device (IED).  There is the sudden shock of a violent death that is out of anyone’s control, 

although some take on blame as they feel there must have been something they could have done.  

Survivor guilt can lead to depression, bursts of anger and even suicidal thoughts (Hoge, 2010).  I 

too found myself wondering what I could have done differently in his childhood so that my son 

wouldn’t have felt the desire to join the military.  These kinds of thoughts aren’t really logical 

but come from feeling helpless and searching for something that could have prevented the death.  

I have heard veterans talk about the intense bonding they felt when they were in combat together 

and that they would have been willing to die to save one another’s lives.  Losing a member of 
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your unit in combat is like losing a family member and the bond that is formed in combat is like 

none other (Hoge, 2010). 

 The death of my son in war changed the direction of my life.   Finally, one day it came to 

me quite suddenly that I could apply my background in art to pursue art therapy.  Immediately I 

knew this was the perfect tool for me to best serve veterans.  I began my journey to become an 

art therapist and as part of my academic practice, I was able to work with veterans and engage 

them in the therapeutic process of art-making.  Later I facilitated art workshops with student 

veterans at the university.  Since then I have learned about other programs and individuals using 

the expressive arts with veteran’s groups, using art-making to illustrate their experiences of war 

and as a means of healing.  These groups of artists and veterans continue to inspire me, and along 

with student veterans, I too have experienced healing through creative expression and comradery 

working with such a compassionate group of people.  

 This work is my way to honor my son’s life and service and to support his fellow service- 

men and women who have given so much.  Inspired by my goal to bring more peace to this 

planet, I hope to provide opportunities for student veterans to express themselves and develop 

supportive relationships. I want them to know that people are there who care and want to hear 

about and learn from their military experience, whether combat veterans or not, and that they are 

valued members of the student population on college campuses.  In contrast to the alienation felt 

by Vietnam veterans, with this new generation of war veterans, we have a chance to repair trust 

and counteract the messages our older veterans perceived when they returned home.  Through 

accessing the resources and programs in the arts on college campuses, veterans can experience a 

variety of creative disciplines and opportunities for self-expression and healing. 
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Purpose of the Study 

 I am interested in studying how participation in creative arts workshops on campus can 

help in the transition process for student veterans leaving the military and entering college and 

how veterans might use the arts as a way to interpret their military experience.  Although these 

workshops will not be labeled “art therapy”, the creative process and group interaction will offer 

student veterans opportunities to express themselves creatively about their military experiences, 

share their stories, and expand their connections with the academic environment in their new role 

as students.    

 Previously organized art workshops and events with student veterans over the past 

several years have received positive feedback from participants.  However, there has been very 

little follow-up or organized gathering of response data.  I am interested in learning about each 

participant’s individual transition process, perceptions about their past, and how they see 

themselves as students.  Additionally I would like to learn more about the human connections 

and friendships that are formed through the shared experience and how they might affect their 

transition into college. During and following the workshops I will be focusing on the group 

interactions and in reflections, how each participant feels about the process and what they might 

have learned.   

 I believe that time plays a part in learning and gaining insight into experiences.  Physical 

perspective and environment also make a difference.  Having their art professionally displayed 

on campus after several weeks, can provide participants a different perspective and context 

towards their work, and will also serve as a means to honor their creative expression and their 

stories.  Time can help give distance and opportunities for reflection and final interviews could 

garner further insight from the experiences. 
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Assumptions 

Assumptions in this study include:   

1. Student veterans will actively participate in the papermaking process and create work of 

 their own; 

2. Participants will self-report with honesty about their experiences and their reactions to 

 their workshop participation; 

3. The researcher will be able to bracket personal opinions and feelings to give unbiased 

 account of the participants and the group interactions; 

4. At least some of the in-depth studies of  individual participant’s experiences will be 

 transferable and useful for other veterans and therapists; 

5. Participants will be willing to share stories and talk about their experiences with the 

 researcher. 

Justification of the Study 

 After having been engaged in the longest wars in the history of the United States, we 

have the largest group of combat veterans leaving the military and returning to civilian life since 

the Vietnam War over forty years ago.  The number of veterans choosing to pursue education has 

also increased due to the enhanced Post 9/11 GI Bill passed in 2009, adding benefits for 

attending college, including funding for housing (US Dept. of Veterans Affairs, 2013; Molina, 

2014).  At the same time, a significant percentage are returning home with disabilities, both 

physical and mental (Thomas, Wilk, Riviere, McGurk, Castro & Hoge, 2010), and suicide has 

increased dramatically in the military, including the veteran population (Nock, et al., 2014). 

 Transitioning from the military and into higher education involves multiple adjustments 

and many struggle to relate to the younger population of students (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011; 
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Rumann & Hamrick, 2009).  This experience of isolation is in contrast to the close-knit, 

interdependent culture they left in the military.  Those also struggling with disabilities, whether 

physical and/or mental, have an even greater challenge to adjust to college life (DiRamio & 

Jarvis, 2011). 

 With our all-volunteer military today, less than one half of one percent of the US 

population have served in the military in the past decade (Pew Research Center, 2011), and 

consequently most Americans are estranged from military culture and have no direct experience 

with war.  This experience of isolation carries over for many veterans as they enter college 

(DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011).   

 Many colleges and universities have made efforts to meet the challenge of supporting 

student veterans by forming veteran’s centers.  They offer assistance with processing financial 

benefits through the US Department of Veterans Affairs (VA).  Additionally, some offer services 

such as academic advising, career counseling, and psychological counseling as well as a space 

for social gathering among veterans (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011).  It is understandable that student 

veterans would feel most comfortable with others that understand the military culture and have 

experienced the sacrifices and demands of the military, whether they were deployed in combat or 

not.  On the other hand, programs to integrate student veterans into the civilian student 

population can provide an important step in their transition back into civilian culture.  

Institutions of higher education have an opportunity to provide this population with enriching 

and broadening experiential learning at a crucial point in student veteran’s lives.  

 Over the past two years, I have organized and participated in several creative arts 

workshops for student veterans, offering opportunities for faculty and students to engage with 

veterans on campus.  Sharing their stories with fellow veterans and non-veteran students, staff, 
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and faculty facilitated the forming of friendships, and insight into their past experiences.  

Providing simple creative processes (such as papermaking) provided a playful, experimental 

approach to the art-making without the fear and stress of making mistakes. 

 The statistics previously mentioned help explain some of the challenges faced by student 

veterans starting college.  They also point out the need for social and psychological support and 

the importance of helping veterans integrate into civilian culture.  Offering creative arts 

workshops will directly address student veteran’s needs for social support by working in groups 

which include student veterans, non-veteran students, faculty, and staff aides.  The creative art-

making process can help veterans illustrate their military experience through the visual arts, 

which can sometimes be more accessible through visual imagery than through words.   

 This research will give further insight into the individual challenges of student veterans in 

their transition from the military into college and document their responses to their group art-

making experiences.  These findings could validate the role of the arts as another tool to help 

veterans transitioning from the military into college and show how the creative arts can provide 

veterans another powerful means to share their stories and increase understanding and 

communication across campus.   

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

 The creative process offers opportunities for self-expression and self-reflection.  Working 

in groups such as creative arts workshops can foster social interaction, sharing life experiences, 

and the development of relationships.  Through observations and analysis I want to gain 

understanding of the psychological processes and interpersonal interactions that transpire during 

and after the workshops. 
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My primary research question is: 

 How are creative arts workshops helpful to student veterans transitioning into college? 

Additionally, a secondary question is: 

 How do student veterans interpret their life experiences through the creative arts?  

 This is a qualitative study with phenomenology as my philosophical stance; therefore the 

goal is not to prove a hypothesis, but rather to gain understanding of the individual perceptions 

of student veteran’s experiences with art-making.  I am interested in how participants make 

meaning from the workshops and what themes might emerge from the data.  Rather than 

beginning with a hypothesis, I will allow insights to emerge from the participants and from their 

interactive art-making experience. 

Definition of Terms 

 Key concepts and terms that are central to this research require definition in the context 

of this study.  They include the following: art as therapy, art therapy, combat veteran, creative 

arts workshop, creative expression, therapeutic process, transition, and veteran.   

Art as therapy:  an approach that emphasizes the therapeutic benefits inherent in the creative act 

of making art itself without requiring verbal processing and analysis with a therapist.  Ullman 

(2001) defined the process of art as “a way of bringing order out of chaos” and “a means to 

discover both the self and the world, and to establish a relation between the two” (p. 292).   

Art therapy: A mental health profession that combines the therapeutic qualities inherent in art-

making with psychotherapy (Rubin, 2001).  With a range of theoretical approaches to 

psychotherapy available, the therapist facilitates the “use of media, the creative process, and the 

resulting artwork to explore their feelings, reconcile emotional conflicts, foster self-awareness, 

manage behavior and addictions, develop social skills, improve reality orientation, reduce 

anxiety, and increase self-esteem” (arttherapy.org, 2013).  
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Combat veteran: A broad term that technically applies to any veteran who has been deployed to 

a war zone.  Not all have witnessed or engaged in combat first-hand, but they are all aware of 

some level of danger in their vicinity at all times.   

Creative arts workshop: A planned program or event designed for a group of participants 

engaged in a creative arts activity.  The term “creative arts” can include a wide range of artistic 

disciplines and media, including visual art, music, dance, theatre, creative writing and poetry.  A 

workshop implies the attendees are engaged in the creative process and interacting with other 

participants. 

Creative expression: uses the arts as a means to bring out and release inner thoughts and 

feelings.  As emotions are not necessarily logical and can be difficult to explain, “the use of 

imagery and nonverbal modes allows the client an alternate path for self-exploration and 

communication” (Rogers, 2001, p.164). 

Therapeutic process:  An interactive and/or internal process that provides a “corrective 

emotional experience” (Yalom & Leszcz, 2005, p.27).  This process can occur in a variety of 

situations and by different means, but correction or healing takes place over a period of time or 

in stages.  

Transition: A process of adapting to change.  Schlossberg (2011) describes different types of 

adult transitions, including anticipated changes, unanticipated changes, and nonevents, when 

something that was supposed to happen didn’t occur.  Whether change was planned or not, there 

is a period of adapting to a new reality, and depending on the degree of changes, they can be 

completely life-changing. 
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Veteran: Refers to an individual who was formerly in the military, whether Army, Marine, Navy, 

Air Force or Coast Guard and has since been discharged. In the student veteran population, some 

may still be attached to the military in a reserve or non-active status.  

Brief Overview of the Study 

 This study will involve a papermaking workshop between January and February 2016 for 

student veterans at a large university in the southeast region of the United States.  This 

qualitative study will focus on the individual perceptions of student veterans.  The emphasis of 

the study will be to gain insight into each participant’s individual experiences, including how 

they interpret their own art work.  Symbolic Interactionism is the applied philosophical 

framework as the study will involve group work.  This study will also examine how the 

participants make meaning of their experience through group interaction.  I will use in-depth, 

semi-structured interviews, observations gathered through a participant observation context, and 

participant’s writing and art work for document analysis.  

 Each participant will be encouraged to use a piece of cloth from their own military 

clothing or uniforms.  They will cut the fabric into small pieces in order to process the cloth in a 

machine designed to break the fibers into pulp.  They will learn the skills needed to create 

handmade paper using their pulp.  Because the paper is made of clothing from their military past, 

it may hold personal memories and emotions of their military experiences.  Once the paper is 

made, they can print written messages or images on their paper using a simple printing process 

using silk-screen stencils.  Utilizing their own words or images to create the silk-screens, they 

can further personalize their handmade paper art.  Through this process, they can witness the 

material transformation that takes place and appreciate the new skill they learned to create a 

work of art from the remnants of their past.  The purpose of the papermaking process using the 
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military uniforms seeks to honor the military service the student veteran performed while 

wearing that uniform.   

 Although not previously studied, Peace Paper Project, a non-profit organization, has 

conducted papermaking workshops for several years using this process with veterans and other 

groups, many recovering from trauma or physical and emotional challenges.  Inspired by their 

work, this study seeks to document and analyze interactions within the group and individual 

experiences as expressed by the participants.   

 Undergoing this process with other student veterans promotes social interaction, 

emotional support, and mutual story telling.  The researcher will observe and ask for feedback 

about interactions and how the workshop may have influenced developing relationships.  The 

steps involved in the papermaking process provide the structure for the workshop.  Beyond the 

basic process, student veterans are encouraged to experiment with different techniques and 

images, and to make as much paper as their time allows.   

 This process lends itself to a group experience and interaction.  The transformation 

process of the uniform turning to pulp and then paper could be interpreted as symbolizing the 

transition from the military to creating new identities from the remnants of their past.  The 

playful, simple and creative process provides levity from the emotions and memories from the 

past, some of which may be traumatic, sad or nostalgic, or perhaps all of those emotions 

combined. 

Summary 

 This study is inspired by the life and service of my son.  After experiencing grief and loss 

caused by war, it my desire to find a way to bring more peace to the world.  After more than ten 

years of war, there is a new generation of combat veterans, many of whom are entering colleges 

and universities.  This research will document a variety of individual experiences of veterans 
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transitioning out of the military and entering college.  Providing arts workshops on college 

campuses will give participants the opportunity to share their stories with other students through 

creative self-expression. By including their spoken words, observations of interactions and 

behaviors, and viewing their art as a nonverbal means of expression, I hope to learn how group 

arts experiences might facilitate the transition for veterans from the military into college.  

 The next chapter will review literature and research related to the focus of this study.  It 

brings together background knowledge of the population and challenges they face, studies of 

adult transition, therapeutic art processes, and the philosophical approach for this study that will 

be the framework and lens for analyzing the findings.  The chapter also shows the context from 

which this study has evolved and how this qualitative research will contribute new knowledge in 

the fields of art therapy and veterans in transition. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 
Veterans in the War on Terror 

 

 The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 fractured the sense of safety and security in 

contemporary American culture (Henley, et al., 2001).  In reaction to those deadly, destructive 

acts, many young men and women joined the military, similar to the reaction of young 

Americans after the bombing of Pearl Harbor (DiRamio, Ackerman & Mitchell, 2008).  Since 

the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan began more than 10 years ago, the longest wars in our country’s 

history, over two million men and women have left the military (McBain, Kim, Cook & Snead, 

2012).  Consequently, we have the largest group of young veterans, many of whom have 

experienced combat, since the war in Vietnam.  With added incentives of increased education 

benefits from the Post 9/11 GI Bill (US Department of Veterans Affairs), many are choosing to 

go to college to increase their knowledge, develop skills, and make new goals in preparation of 

pursuing a future career.   

 Statistical analysis by the American Council on Education (Molina, 2014) estimates over 

five million veterans will leave the military by 2020 and the VA statistical report (U.S. 

Department of Veterans Affairs, 2013) estimated nearly a million veterans enrolled in higher 

education in 2012.  With this new generation of veterans leaving the military and entering 

college, there is an increased need for a range of support programs and services. This study will 

look at the use of the therapeutic arts with veterans and the potential for the arts on college 

campuses to engage student veterans and facilitate their transition into higher education. 

 In this chapter, published research related to the issues and challenges specific to this 

generation of veterans, including combat veterans, will be explored.  Additionally, the chapter 
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will review literature related to student veterans in transition, art therapy with veterans, as well as 

the theories supporting this study. 

Challenges of an All-Volunteer Military Force 

 Veterans that have served since 9/11 have a number of characteristics unique to 

contemporary culture and circumstances surrounding the conflicts in the middle-east.  For one 

thing, these large-scale wars have been fought by an all-volunteer force.  This creates a 

significant difference as compared to the Vietnam War, during which there was a mandatory 

draft along with those who enlisted.  It has led to a kind of cultural divide, with many people 

who have not had a family member who has served in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan (Miles, 

2011).  This cultural distance has made it more difficult for many to understand the experiences 

of veterans, giving up personal freedom for years of their life in service to our country and 

following orders as assigned.   

 In fighting wars against terrorists, often enduring multiple combat deployments, there has 

been an increase in psychological, as well as physical wounds of war.  With improved military 

medicine and body armor, more people are surviving serious injuries from combat than ever 

before.  As of June 30, 2015, the US Department of Defense (2015) reported a total of 52,317 

military personnel have been wounded in action in the recent conflicts, including OIF (Operation 

Iraqi Freedom), OEF (Operation Enduring Freedom, in Afghanistan) and Operation New Dawn.  

These statistics show the toll these wars have cost for the 1% of our nation’s men and women 

who have served in the wars in the middle-east and survived since 2001.  Additionally, as of 

June 2015, a total of 6,845 American military personnel gave their lives in these conflicts. 

 Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) have been 

called the “signature injuries” (Hoge, 2010, p. 2) of these recent wars.  The blasts from 
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Improvised Explosive Devices (IED’s) or road-side bombs, a common terrorist tactic, have 

caused the prevalence of TBI’s as well as amputations of limbs, spinal cord injuries and burns 

(Sherrill, 2014). And of those unseen injuries, moral injury, depression, anxiety, and grief over 

the loss of battle-buddies are often co-morbid as the psychological wounds of war.   

 This new generation of veterans has a growing percentage of female veterans.  The 

American Council on Education (Molina, 2014) found over 20% of the student veteran 

population being female.  With a larger percentage of women serving in combat as well as media 

attention on sexual assault, there is a growing focus on Military Sexual Trauma (MST) and the 

potential mental health risks (Baltrushes & Karnik, 2013; Burns, Grindlay, Holt, Manski, & 

Grossman, 2014).  Although more cases are reported by women, men have also suffered from 

MST (Glaesmer, 2014).   

 Sadly, suicide among veterans has also been on the rise.  A study by the Veteran’s 

Administration (Kemp & Bossarte, 2012) estimated that 22 veterans commit suicide a day, 

higher than ever recorded and higher than civilian rates.    

Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 

 For those that have experienced combat, there are often more mental and physical 

stressors they have endured in their military experience than non-combat veterans.  A major 

challenge facing many combat veterans is recovering from traumatic experiences they 

experienced in war and dealing with the symptoms of Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 

(Benight & Bandura, 2004; Collie, et al., 2006; Hoge, 2010; Lobban, 2014).  Current statistics 

regarding the prevalence of PTSD in combat veterans from Iraq and Afghanistan are roughly 10-

15% (US Department of Veterans Affairs, 2013) and including depression with some level of 

impairment could be a s high as 31% (Thomas et al., 2010).  This study conducted by Thomas 
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and colleagues between 2004-2007 of combat veterans from the Iraq (Operation Iraqi Freedom – 

OIF) and Afghanistan (Operation Enduring Freedom – OEF) wars, found that of those impaired 

by PTSD or depression, approximately half also reported aggressive behavior and alcohol abuse.   

 According to The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5th ed.; DSM-

5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013), PTSD can occur through, “Exposure to actual or 

threatened death, serious injury, or sexual violence” (p. 271) or through direct experience or 

witnessing of a traumatic event.  Symptoms include intrusive thoughts and memories of the 

traumatic event, dreams and flashbacks, strong reactions as in exaggerated startle responses, 

avoidance of physical reminders of the event as well as avoidance of thoughts and memories 

associated with the traumatic event.  It can also trigger exaggerated reactions and mood swings, 

including angry outbursts and self-destructive behavior. Repeated trauma increases the 

development of PTSD.  With the violent nature of war, it is understandable how these symptoms 

could develop.  It is common for a veteran suffering from PTSD to also be diagnosed with co-

morbid disorders related to traumatic experiences including anxiety disorders, substance abuse 

disorders and depression (Hoge, 2010). 

 While in a war zone, the survival skills of acute observation and quick, trigger-responses 

are necessary and appropriate.  But living this way for long periods of time can change the way 

the body physically responds to stress (Hoge, 2010).  The instinctual survival skills of hyper 

vigilance and startle responses are no longer appropriate or normal when they come home.  But 

after months of deployment in combat zones, these reactions can become ingrained.  Some also 

express a kind of “adrenalin addiction” (Urlic, 2004, p. 464), meaning that they get used to the 

threat of danger and seek it out through risk-taking behavior when no longer in a war zone.  This 

can be a reaction due to the intensity of life during combat experiences.  Hoge (2010) explains 
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that this intensity of experience comes from the limbic system, the more primitive part of the 

brain that controls survival reflexes.  In combat:  

The body shunts blood to limbic neuros, which is like shifting into overdrive, so that 

suddenly there is awareness of everything going on at the same time in the environment 

in order to identify and neutralize the threat.  Warriors recognize this as ‘high situational 

awareness’.  All of this happens in seconds, but from the perspective of the more 

advanced, slower thinking and time-conscious cerebral cortex, the large volume of 

information could only have happened over a ‘longer’ period of time.  The whole thing 

can feel surreal, like being in a movie or video game.  It can also feel like the most alive 

you’ve ever felt (Hoge, 2010, p. 30-31).   

 The majority of combat veterans are able to readjust after a time of transition, but some 

aren’t able to make that transition and find themselves stuck in heightened stress levels (Benight 

& Bandura, 2003; Hoge, 2010; Ozer & Weiss, 2004; Tedeschi, 2011).  Individuals are more at 

risk if they were injured during the traumatic event, experienced earlier traumas in life, have lost 

loved ones unexpectedly, have other mental health issues, are a woman or drink alcohol in 

excess (US Department of Veterans Affairs, 2015).  Ozer and Weiss (2004) also include the 

psychiatric history in one’s family, intelligence, and the level of social support and stress 

following the trauma.   

Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI)  

 The other “signature injury” (Hoge, 2010, p. 2) common from the recent wars is 

Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI).  Less severe brain injuries (concussions) are called mTBI.  Due to 

lack of knowledge of long-term effects of these milder concussions, scientists are questioning the 

effects of mTBI’s as a possible trigger for the psychological symptoms of PTSD.   
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There have been intense speculation, generated by a large gap in scientific knowledge, 

that exposure to primary pressure waves from explosions in Iraq and Afghanistan has 

caused “silent” mTBI injuries in hundreds of thousands of otherwise uninjured warriors 

that may predispose them to  long-term problems (Hoge, 2010, p.39).    

 This lack of scientific knowledge has caused a debate between those that support a 

physiological source of the symptoms versus those that attribute them to the psychological 

effects of PTSD.  However, Hoge (2010) noted that research he has conducted with colleagues at 

Walter Reed Army Hospital has shown a much higher correlation between psychological 

symptoms as well as headaches, fatigue, dizziness and even balance problems and PTSD than 

those associated with mTBI’s. 

Moral Disengagement and Moral Injury 

 Working with combat veterans, Bandura examined the consequences of disengagement 

or distancing from moral decision-making (Bandura, 2002).  Of particular interest for this study 

were the examples of the behavior in war.  There are multiple ways that one can distance 

themselves from their decision-making and justify one’s behavior.  He cited military actions that 

are reframed and justified.  Instead of altering personalities, the military enables soldier to act 

violently by “cognitively redefining the morality of killing so that it can be done free from self-

censure” (2002, p.103).  The enemy is often demonized as a way of justifying violence and the 

actions are seen as saving humanity from the devilish enemy, whether they are Al-Qaeda, 

communists, or other enemies.  Sanitizing language is another technique.  The military uses such 

terms as, “clean, surgical strikes”, for killing targeted enemy or saying “collateral damage” rather 

than speaking of civilians killed (Bandura, 2002, p. 104).   
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 In the military, they are also instilled with the sense of duty to their superiors and to obey 

orders.  There is a strong sense of cohesion and a shared group mentality.  Collective action can 

contribute to a sense of anonymity and can be “another expedient for weakening moral control” 

(Bandura, 2002, p. 107).  There is a positive note in this sobering article however, when he states 

that, “the power of humanization to counteract cruel conduct also has important social 

implications.  The affirmation of common humanity can bring out the best in others” (p. 110). 

 With moral disengagement, veterans may also experience a sense of loss and grieve for 

the loss of their lives before the war.  They feel a loss of innocence and the ideals they believed 

in (Urlic, 2004).  This sense of loss is called moral injury (Kopacz, 2014) and can be a reaction 

to moral disengagement (Bandura, 2002) and moral distancing (Grossman, 2009).  All of these 

terms relate to behavior and experiences in war that go against previously held beliefs of right 

and wrong.  They are called morally injurious events (MIEs) (Currier, McCormick & Drescher, 

2015).  Warriors can suffer this loss through participating in, witnessing or learning about acts 

that go against their fundamental moral beliefs.   

 In addition to the estrangement from personal beliefs, this kind of distancing also fosters 

emotional withdrawal (Grossman, 2009).  In a qualitative study with a group of veterans in a 

residency program who were all diagnosed with PTSD (Currier, et al., 2015), one Marine talked 

about his emotional distance, “I didn’t want to have any type of attachments.  I wanted to be able 

to move on because at this point I already had a lot of dirt inside of me I guess.  So, that helped 

me to actually operate, you know” (p. 8).  

Grief and Loss 

 The bonds between soldiers in combat are intense as their lives often depend on each 

other’s protection.  This commitment is so strong that “warriors won’t hesitate to die for their 
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buddies, just as any of us would not hesitate to die protecting our loved ones” (Hoge, 2010, p. 

236).  With all combat missions, an important part is bringing everyone back safely.  However, 

when a warrior is killed in battle, their buddies and the unit must stay focused on their mission 

while in harm’s way and soldiers are expected to suppress their feelings of shock and grief, and 

consequently, the processing of their grief is prolonged. 

Suicide 

 The suicide rate in the military, including the active and veteran population is now higher 

than the civilian rate, having dramatically increased while non-military suicides have stayed 

relatively consistent (Nock et. al, 2014).   In reaction to these findings, the VA has increased 

efforts to help veterans in crisis.  In the VA’s report on data related to veteran suicide compiled 

by Kemp and Bossarte (2012) they reported that in 2011 the VA started a media campaign to 

increase services and with that goal in mind, they also changed the name of their hotline from 

“Veteran’s Suicide Prevention Line” to “Veteran’s Crisis Line” to increase help-seeking within 

the population.   

Military Sexual Trauma (MST) 

 Military sexual trauma (MST) has been reported in combat and non-combat 

environments.  MST is defined as threatening harassment, unwanted sexual contact, or sexual 

assault within the military.  As the number of women in the military has grown and women now 

serve in combat zones, the reported cases have dramatically increased (Baltrushes & Karnik, 

2013; Burns et. al, 2014).  The percentages of military women who have experienced sexual 

trauma are also much higher than the civilian population (Burns, et. al, 2014).   

 The number of service members experiencing sexual abuse in the military vary between 

studies due to the sample and methods used, but recent cases report 1-4% of males and 20-50% 
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of female service members have experienced MST during their active-duty (Baltrushes & 

Karnik, 2013; Burns et. al, 2014; Hoyt et. al, 2011).   Men who were sexually abused faced 

challenges in reporting the abuse, sometimes being questioned about their “manhood” and even 

reported being physically threatened (Hoyt, Klosterman & Williams, 2011).  They felt pressure 

to be tough, deny pain and not complain.  They also have to be willing to challenge the cohesion 

of the group and break the loyalty by reporting their attacker.     

 Service members who have experienced MST are at greater risk of co-morbid disorders 

including PTSD, depression, social phobia and suicidality.  They may also report physical 

symptoms including headaches and intestinal and urological problems, and report pelvic pain as 

well as sexual problems.  Baltrushes and Karnik (2013) also reported a connection between MST 

and a history of childhood sexual abuse (CSA).  They report as many as 50% of those who 

experienced MST were sexually abused as children.  They relate this to findings that report that 

nearly 50% of women who enter the military are doing so to escape an abusive, unstable home 

life. 

 There are efforts being made to educate and make it safer for service members to report 

MST, but there are many changes that need to happen.  In addition to education about MST and 

putting support systems in place, there needs to be changes made in the culture.  One woman 

wrote: 

 [Preventing MST would] probably require some cultural change in the military.  There’s 

kind of a weird culture surrounding sex, and gender expectation in the military and it 

maybe needs to change.  Maybe less stress – that’s hard to do on a battlefield, but 

reducing stress might help, too (Burns et al. 2014, p. 348).  
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 With these numbers continuing to climb, the problem is of growing concern for the 

military, the Veteran’s Administration and health-care providers in general.  With the increase of 

women in the military and attention from the media, a more open dialogue has begun to address 

the problem (Glaesmer, 2014).  Even still, it is difficult to know the full scope of those affected 

due to the stigma and issues of trust in reporting incidents (Baltrushes & Karnik, 2013; Burns et. 

al, 2014; Hoyt et. al, 2011).   

 In a qualitative study of MST experienced by servicewomen while deployed (Burns et al., 

2014), the participants gave multiple reasons that made it difficult to report MST, including the 

victim being blamed, lack of support, lack of trust in confidentiality, and being blamed for 

breaking the cohesion of the group.  Additionally, other challenges to reporting included 

personal embarrassment, fears about the consequences to their reputation and military career as 

well as uncertainty about what constitutes sexual assault or harassment.  One woman interviewed 

who had not experienced MST confessed, “Honestly, if I was assaulted while in the military I 

can pretty much guarantee I would probably not report it, just because the first thing they do – 

it’s like the ‘50’s in the military all over again: ‘she was asking for it.’  Yeah she walked outside 

whoooo” (p. 347). 

Loss of Family Time  

 Veterans have also lost precious time with their families, missing out on family and 

milestone life events from multiple deployments.  While deployed, warriors must become totally 

focused on survival and their mission and put their home lives on hold.  However, families have 

to carry on and take on all of the home responsibilities and at the same time, live with the worry 

of their loved one’s safety and endure the long wait for their return (Hoge, 2010).  Spouses and 

partners often find support from others while warriors rely on each other.  This can cause a sense 
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of distance and add challenges upon their reunion.  Further complicating matters, warriors and 

families often have to endure multiple deployments.  Anticipating future separations, warriors 

and families may avoid dealing with feelings or trying to readjust to former roles and family 

responsibilities.  When the warrior returns with emotional, psychological and/or physical 

challenges, families are also affected.  They may struggle trying to tell the warrior they need help 

and may feel they have to “walk on eggshells” (Hoge, 2010, p. 257) to avoid angry outburst and 

erratic behavior.  For spouses and families, this can lead to a sense of helplessness and despair. 

 Deployed warriors with children often miss important milestones like birthdays, their 

child’s first words and steps, etc.  Young children might not even remember their fathers or 

mothers upon their return.  Hoge (2010) reported that, “nearly 40 percent of military women 

serving during the Iraq and Afghanistan wars have children” (p. 256), which could potentially 

lead to developmental problems in young children.   

Leaving the Military 

 Whether a combat veteran or not, all veterans experience changes in their transition back 

into civilian culture.  They experience the shift from a highly structured lifestyle with an 

assigned role and clearly defined duties and an equally structured and interdependent social 

structure to a world full of choices.  Leaving behind their role and identity in the military, they 

now have to decide what they want to be.   

Positive Gains from Military Experience 

 Although transitioning out of the military brings many challenges, most post 9/11 

veterans have positive feelings about their service.  Combat veterans who are able to work 

through their trauma-related symptoms can potentially experience what is called post-traumatic 

growth (PTG) (Tedeschi, 2011).  Through cognitive processing of their trauma and a 

strengthened sense of resiliency, combat veterans and others who have experienced trauma can 
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feel a “greater sense of personal strength, a new appreciation of life, recognition of new 

possibilities or opportunities in the aftermath of trauma, improved interpersonal relationships 

marked by more compassion and emotional connection, and spiritual development” (Tedeschi, 

2011, p. 138).  Through pain and loss, there is potential for deeper understanding, inspiration, 

and sense of purpose in life.   

Transition Theories and Identity Development 

 Another helpful model for identity development for adults in transition was created by 

Nancy Schlossberg (2011).  She studied adult transition in the fields of high education and career 

development.  Her model identified four key factors in adjusting to new situations and roles.  The 

key factors of “situation, support, self, and strategies” (p. 160), she labeled the “Four S’s” (p. 

160).  She wrote that the context of the situation, including the amount of change and 

complicating factors influences the transition process.  The context also depends on the type of 

transition, whether it is anticipated, unanticipated or what she calls a “non-event” (Schlossberg, 

2011, p. 159), meaning a change that was anticipated, but did not occur (such as a marriage that 

fell-through). Having support systems in place is crucial and the sense of inner strength and self-

efficacy affect the attitudes of the veteran in transition.  Lastly, developing strategies to deal with 

transition is important as a way to deal with change.  Schlossberg includes such strategies as 

brainstorming for ideas and solutions, reframing the situation to see opportunities rather than 

roadblocks and using coping mechanisms such as activities (one example might be meditation) 

to deal with stress.  Through this transition process, veterans are also learning about themselves 

and their environment and developing a new sense of identity through their interactions as they 

rejoin civilian culture. 
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Education as a Process of Self-authorship 

 Baxter-Magolda (2007) addressed the importance of identity development and meaning-

making as a learning outcome for education in the 21st century through the process of self-

authorship.  She advocated for a developmental approach to advanced learning outcome goals as 

she explained how the relationship between “developing internal belief systems is interwoven 

with developing internal values that shape our identities and relations with others” (p. 69-70).   

Baxter-Magolda (2007) developed the “Learning Partnerships Model (LPM)” (p. 70) as a 

framework to link intellectual and personal development in educational practice.  This model 

supports student interaction along with gaining self-knowledge.  She stated that, “self-authorship 

of identity, relationships, and knowledge are necessary for mature adult decision making, 

interdependent relationships, and effective citizenship” (p. 72).  Although her model focused 

primarily on writing, creative self-expression using the arts can be adapted to her model and can 

be equally powerful in communicating profound emotions and complex inner thoughts. 

Arts Workshops Promote Identity Development and Meaning-making 

 Baxter-Magolda’s interactive perspective of meaning-making is supportive of this study 

which focuses on how student veteran’s experiences in arts workshops affects their transition 

into college and how they interpret their life experiences through art-making in a group setting.  

Adjusting to the changes in the cultural environment and structure of human interaction is a 

major task for student veterans as they re-enter civilian life.  They have left a very structured 

environment with clear expectations for appropriate behavior and expected actions.  In the 

military, they had specific jobs to do and knew their roles and the rules they were required to 

follow.  As they transition back into civilian life, they are faced with making their own decisions 

over and over again, which can be a major adjustment.    
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 Sargent and Schlossberg (1988) note that the feeling of not belonging, of feeling 

different, is often a challenge when making transitions.  In contrast, the “sense of belonging is 

that calm and positive feeling you have when you feel a part of things, when you know the ropes 

and what is expected of you” (p. 59).  Being a part of a group or organization, one feels valued 

for what one does, increasing the sense of confidence, control and the ability to learn new tasks.   

 The educational theories of transition and identity development discussed above have 

been applied to the transition process of the student veteran population (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011; 

Rumann & Hamrick, 2009), leading colleges and universities to increase support for student 

veterans in their transition into college.  Creative arts workshops have been incorporated as an 

approach to facilitate this process (Canto, McMackin, Jeffery, Osborn & Hayden, 2015).  

Academic Transition Issues 

 Attending college after leaving the military gives veterans using the education benefits 

they earned, an opportunity to get an education, earn a degree and pursue a new career.  College 

can also provide a structure to help them develop positive goals.  The routine of school 

attendance and participation can help veterans re-engage with civilian life (DiRamio & Jarvis, 

2011).  However, with so many new choices and changes after leaving the highly structured 

military life, it can also feel overwhelming.  Jones (2013) compared leaving the military as 

“analogous to leaving the priesthood.  Both involve re-conceptualizing not only what they do, 

but who they are and, often, what they believe” (p. 12). 

Unique Challenges for Student Veterans 

 Although leaving the military and starting college is most often a veteran’s choice, their 

new situation in college can feel quite out of their control, with many decisions and choices to 

choose from.  Some student veterans have found it challenging to adjust to the different style of 
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instruction in college as opposed to military training (Jones, 2013; Rumann & Hamrick, 2009).  

Instruction and procedures in the military were standardized, often hands-on and sequential.  In 

college, each instructor had their own style and didn’t necessarily cover the same material they 

were required to read. 

 Student veterans that have experienced combat don’t always feel safe on campus.  

Rumann and Hamrick (2009) describe one veteran who talked about being uneasy sitting in a 

crowded stadium at football games.  He said he often chose to sit next to a wall and at the back 

of the classroom so no one would be behind him.  In the first year after returning from his 

deployment he said that if he was startled, “the very first thing that came into my mind that first 

year back was, ‘Where’s my cover?’  I’m always looking for what I’m going to dive behind 

when someone starts shooting” (p. 441).   

Connecting Socially on Campus 

 Student veterans often express a social disconnect with younger, non-veteran students 

who, likewise, may have difficulty relating to veteran’s military experiences.  While in the 

military, service members learned to work together and complete their mission through team 

work.  However, as DiRamio and Jarvis describe (2011), when they returned to college, they 

were on their own.  Feeling personally connected on social as well as academic levels are 

important factors in persistence in college.  Knowing their role and being a part of a group effort 

in the military “contributed to satisfying the need for achievement and self-esteem.  For the 

student veteran to persist and move into the role of a fulfilled civilian self, he or she must 

experience this belonging and connectedness in the college environment” (p. 26).   
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Strengths of Student Veterans 

 Through interviews with student veterans (DiRamio et al., 2008; Jones, 2013; Rumann & 

Hamrick, 2009), the researchers uncovered the many strengths veterans have as college students 

and the maturity gained through their military experience.  Many veterans talked about learning 

not to worry about small details and inconveniences, which paled in comparison to the 

challenges they had endured.  One fellow said remembering the conditions during his 

deployment helped motivate him to start the day.  He would think to himself, “This sucks, but 

Iraq was worse.  Shut up and get out of bed” (Rumann & Hamrick, 2009, p. 443).   Another 

common theme was their focus and determination to accomplish their goals.   

Services for Veterans Transitioning into College 

 Colleges can facilitate the student veteran transition by increasing support systems.   

Rumann and Hamrick (2009) advocated raising awareness of student veterans on college 

campuses, educating faculty, staff, and students about their experiences and their strengths as 

well as challenges.  They recommended support services, including veteran’s centers on campus 

that offer more that financial benefits and basic services, to facilitate inclusion and demonstrate 

the college’s commitment to their success.  

Related Studies of Veterans in Transition 

 A study conducted by the US Governmental Accountability Office on the status of 

veteran’s needs in readjusting to civilian life (Bertoni, 2014), categorized the difficulties of 

recently separated veterans into five main categories, including financial and employment, 

relationships, substance abuse, homelessness, and legal challenges.  

 In a study by the Pew Research Institute (2011), veterans were asked about their 

challenges as well as the positive outcomes of their military experience.  Nearly 100% of 

veterans said they were proud of their service and felt the military helped them gain maturity and 
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self-confidence, with the majority also saying they felt more prepared for a career.  However, 

close to half also said they experienced difficulties adjusting to leaving the military, had 

problems with irritability and family relations.  37% in this survey also reported that they had 

problems with PTSD.  

 According to the Pew Research Institute 2011 study, the new, smaller, all-volunteer 

military today represents only one half of 1% of the population.  84% said that the civilian 

population did not understand the challenges of being in the military. With such a small 

percentage fighting the wars, the military has had to require multiple deployments for their 

service-members. With over 50% of military personnel married, the added responsibility of 

families can create an even greater financial and emotional burden for veterans.  While in the 

military, they received a regular paycheck, health care and housing allowances.  Becoming a 

veteran means they are now on their own and must find a job, a place to live, childcare, etc.   

 Veterans have also lost precious time with their families, missing out on family and 

milestone life events from multiple deployments.  Additionally, the Pew Study (2011) found that 

approximately 50% said that deployments have put a strain on their family relationships, and 

having changed from combat, the relationships they had before are changed as well.  

 Nearly all study respondents said that they been thanked at least once for their service 

(Pew Research Center, 2011).  The support they have experienced from the civilian population 

has been is in striking contrast to the lack of support for veterans returning from Vietnam.  The 

majority of the recent veterans surveyed consider themselves to be patriotic, however, as with the 

conflict in Vietnam, there are mixed feelings about the human cost of the wars.  Although higher 

than the general public, the survey showed just 50% of post 9/11 veterans believed the war in 

Afghanistan was worth fighting and only 44% believed the war in Iraq was worth it.  It seems 
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likely that this contrast in feelings between their service and the effectiveness of the wars they 

fought and the losses they have experienced would present a challenge to reconcile. 

 Large majorities surveyed in the Pew Research study (2011) stated that the military gave 

them greater self-confidence, maturity and that they were proud of their service.  They 

discovered their inner strength and were pushed physically and mentally beyond their previous 

limits of endurance.  They developed skills and areas of expertise in the military and learned 

self-discipline.  These are all attributes that give them the potential to be highly successful in the 

civilian world. 

Student Veterans in Transition 

 DiRamio et al. (2008) researched the unique challenges of veterans leaving the military 

and entering college. They interviewed students at three colleges in different regions of the 

United States and found a number of common adjustments and challenges experienced by 

student veterans.  Although sometimes only a few years apart, student veterans often felt much 

older than non-veteran students in relation to levels of maturity, experience and focus.  Student 

veterans have expressed frustration over non-veteran student’s complaining about trivial things 

and their seeming lack of effort and appreciation for their education (Jones, 2013).  This can lead 

to a sense of isolation for student veterans on campus, in stark contrast to the interdependent 

structure of the military.  

 Student veterans in DiRamio et al.’s study (2008) identified challenges they had 

experienced, including navigating through the complicated procedures and restrictions to adhere 

to requirements for Veterans Administration (VA) educational funding in addition to college 

policies and procedures, and often dealing with additional responsibilities, like caring for 

families.  Some of the participants in their study also had some kind of disability, whether 
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physical, psychological, or both.  Between 2002 and 2008, over 30% of veterans from the wars 

in Iraq and Afghanistan received medical and/or mental health services through the VA 

(DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011).  For those that were students, that added a third bureaucratic system 

they had to navigate to get their needs met. 

 In Rumann and Hamrick’s (2009) study of combat veterans transitioning into higher 

education, they conducted multiple, individual interviews of six student veterans and observed 

participants engaged in a variety of activities at the university.  They were interested in the 

individual experiences of each participant as they transitioned out of the military and back into 

civilian life and academia and how that process altered their self-identities as veterans and 

students.  This was a qualitative, phenomenological study with a social constructivist theoretical 

perspective and used Schlossberg’s transition model as their guiding framework.  Schlossberg’s 

model of the “4 S System of factors” (as cited in Rumann & Hamrick, 2009, p. 435) focused on 

transitions related to their changing situations, their sense of self, and their support and strategies 

for navigating through their time of transition. 

 Over the course of the study, common emergent themes were identified.  Challenges 

included dealing with lack of structure in the civilian environment, leaving veterans feeling 

unsafe and unsure of their surroundings and having many choices and personal decisions to 

make.  The participants felt a gap in the level of maturity of non-veteran students, but at the same 

time, most felt a sense of confidence based on what they had endured in the military.  This 

maturity level made it sometimes difficult to relate to old friends they knew before their military 

service, to find common ground and share feelings and experiences that non-military friends 

could understand.  They also experienced stereotyping, especially when they wore their uniforms 

in civilian environments.  Some were positive, some not, but they felt they were treated 
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differently than when in civilian clothes.  Most of them also felt that their experiences overseas 

made them more open-minded to diversity and cultural differences.  

 All of the veteran participants said it was impossible to go back to the person they were 

before the military, but rather their identity development was an individual experience “grounded 

in cumulative experiences, capabilities, perspectives, and reflections” (Rumann & Hamrick, 

2009, p. 450).  They also identified strategies for transitioning, including developing friendships 

with other student veterans, participating in a student veteran organization, being able to disclose 

military and combat experiences in a supportive group environment and developing self-

discipline and structure in their personal lives.  Accumulating experiences over time and keeping 

busy helped participants make successful transitions and develop new goals in their lives. 

Art Therapy with Student Veterans  

 Art therapy is one of the services that benefit student veterans on college campuses.  

Studies of art therapy with veterans showed positive results in providing support through 

working with individuals and in groups (Canto et al., 2015; Collie, Backos, Malchiodi, Spiegel & 

Chu, 2006; Kopytin & Lebedev, 2013; Lobban, 2014; Mims, 2014).   

 In Mim’s research using visual journaling with student veterans (2014), the participants 

in her study revealed that they felt they had gained in self-knowledge and that the art making had 

given them more self-confidence in their ability to express themselves.  Canto et al. (2015) 

documented the group workshop series for student veterans I have facilitated for several years at 

a large university in the southeastern United States.  Participants reported that the workshops 

were fun but also deeply meaningful and gave them an opportunity to externalize difficult 

memories from combat and also share their stories with each other and the larger university 

community.   
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Processing Trauma with Art Therapy 

 As Gantt and Tinnin (2009) explained, in life-threatening or over-whelming, frightening 

situations, the human brain reverts to a series of survival responses or patterns.  They defined this 

process the “Instinctual Trauma Response” (p. 149).  They described the patterns of survival 

behavior to include: the initial startle response, followed by the fight or flight response or 

“thwarted intention” (p. 150).  Next is the freeze response and then experiencing an altered 

consciousness, including an out-of-body, detached mental state.  The next reaction is submission 

and exhibiting obedient behavior, and lastly, self-recovery and repair.   

 When individuals become overwhelmed by threat, they can lose their normal cognitive 

ability and are unable to think of a solution or action to alleviate the threat (Gantt & Tinnin, 

2009).   When this happens, their thoughts become lodged in nonverbal memory and become 

fragmented without a sense of order.  These nonverbal memories are difficult to access and 

express through verbal communication. Therefore, art therapy becomes an effective means to 

access and express traumatic experiences.  “The art therapist helps the survivor to re-associate 

the experience and words by concentrating on the making of images about the trauma itself” 

(2009, p. 151). It also provides a vehicle to externalize traumatic memories so they are no longer 

confined and isolated within the survivor’s memory.  The art therapist can also help survivors 

organize their memories and place them in a sequence that helps to make sense of the experience 

and place it clearly in the past.  Creating a visual narrative that can be verbally expressed and can 

“demonstrate in a concrete way that the event is over” (Gantt & Tinnin, 2009, p. 151).  Placing 

the memories in the past allows the survivor to mentally and emotionally find closure.  

 Similarly, Tedeschi (2011) found the development of trauma narratives important in his 

research on the psychological processing that can lead to personal transformation also known as 
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posttraumatic growth (PTG).  As part of the recovery process with combat veterans, he notes 

that, “it is important for them to understand that the “seismic” nature of trauma experience, 

especially shattered beliefs about one’s self, others, and the future, form the foundation for later 

posttraumatic growth” (p. 139).  His analysis showed that creating narratives about a traumatic 

experience and attempting to find meaning through the experience provided perspective for 

combat veterans and improved their coping skills and perceived level of growth.  Art therapy 

also proved helpful with the other “S’s” in Schlossberg’s transition theory, including 

strengthening the “self” and developing “strategies for coping” (Sargent & Schlossberg, 1988, p. 

60).   

Related Studies of Art Therapy with Combat Veterans 

 Collie, et al. (2006) reviewed several studies by art therapists who worked with combat 

veterans suffering from PTSD.  They found the best results in group art therapy where veterans 

had established trust and empathy for one another.  The art became symbolic objects that helped 

veterans externalize memories and provide emotional distance.  In studies on the effects of PTSD 

in the functioning of the brain, Lobban (2014) noted that the areas of the brain that control 

language are affected by trauma and thus, verbal language can be suppressed.  She found 

evidence of increased activity in the right hemisphere, an area associated with visual imagery as 

well as emotions.   

 Collie and colleagues (2006) also noted the use of visual art with veterans as a means to 

develop nonverbal, visual narratives of traumatic experiences, helping in the reconsolidation of 

memories, and allowing troubling memories to be placed in the past.  In addition, the process of 

art-making provided relaxation and enjoyment for the veteran participants, encouraged positive 

emotions, and stimulated a sense of self-efficacy.   
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 Lobban (2014) shared the positive results she observed using art therapy in a center for 

veterans with PTSD.  Art-making provided an outlet for veterans to be expressive and 

communicate non-verbally, and also enabled the visual expression of suppressed, unconscious, 

thoughts, feelings and memories.  Because of the tendency of trauma-affected veterans to 

become reclusive and avoid human interaction, she stressed the importance of group work, 

developing trusting relationships, and cultivating a sense of community within the veteran 

population.  With a sense of safety amongst other veterans, it becomes easier to deal with the 

traumatic memories brought out in their art.   

 Building trust and openness to art-making can be especially challenging with the veteran 

population due to the subculture that sometimes exists (Kopytin & Lebedev, 2013; Mims, 2014).  

The male-dominated culture and attitude of toughness promoted in the military can make it 

harder for participants to express their feelings and creativity.  In the study of group art therapy 

in a military hospital in Russia, Kopytin and Lebedev (2013) found the use of humor and self-

irony in their art work helped to diffuse the highly emotional content and the humorous imagery 

sometimes acted as a metaphor for expressing repressed emotions.   

 Kopytin and Lebedev’s study (2013) was a large-scale study involving a total of 112 

inpatient veterans from the conflicts in Afghanistan and the Northern Caucasus.  Approximately 

half participated in group art therapy sessions three times a week for a month and the other half 

were the control group who did not participate in art therapy.  The pre and post-tests showed 

significant improvements in the art therapy groups in many test scales, including depression 

levels, hostility scales, and emotional stability and self-image.  They also found a decrease in the 

scales for anxiety and an increase in the “General Condition-Activity-Mood Test” (p. 22).  

Humor was prevalent in up to 45% of the responses on the Silver Drawing Test and Draw A 
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Story art therapy assessment tests.  The use of humor in the drawings supported their hypothesis 

that, “Humor may be an important personal characteristic of war veterans and of a particular 

“male culture’ based on the high frequency of humorous responses” (Kopytin & Lebedev, 2013, 

p. 26).  They also found that humor was therapeutic as a means to stimulate creative thinking and 

problem solving and that humor sometimes represented client’s resistance to art therapy, a bias 

Mims (2014) also experienced with the veteran population.  They concluded that in their study, 

humor served as a therapeutic factor that stimulated creativity, problem-solving and self-

expression.   

Tangentially Related Studies 

 The following studies diverge from the focus of this study, but are related to the veteran 

population and the most prevalent challenges they have faced, particularly returning from 

combat.  A study of the factors related to retention in college of student veterans is also included 

as it touches on veteran’s challenges and how they affect retention and graduation from college.  

Research on the difficulties experienced by the new generation of veterans, some of which were 

previously mentioned, are explored in greater depth.  Documented challenges include suicide, 

grief, loss, and trauma.  Additionally, an insightful study used social cognitive theory as a 

conceptual framework to look at the relationship between PTSD and the level of perceived self-

efficacy in combat veterans. 

Factors Affecting Student Veteran Retention 

 In a quantitative study of retention at community colleges in southern California, 

O’Rourke (2013) developed an on-line survey he made accessible through student veteran’s 

benefits offices at three community colleges.  The survey was available for recent veterans of the 

OEF and OIF middle-east wars as well as Vietnam veterans.  He found a complicated set of 
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factors that affect their intent to persist.  However, the factor with the most significant impact on 

retention was their attitude about their military service.  Those that had positive attitudes about 

their military experience were more successful that those that had a more negative attitude, some 

possibly suffering from traumatic experiences, moral injury and a lack of self-efficacy and 

internal locus of control.  Those that felt good about their service also had higher GPA’s, another 

factor in retention.   

 O’Rourke did not find significant differences between veterans from various branches of 

the military and interestingly, he did not find significant differences in the intent to persist 

between combat and non-combat veterans.  In fact, he found that combat veteran’s attitudes 

about their military service were more positive.  Although a high rate of combat veterans are 

diagnosed with some level of disability, especially PTSD, it was suggested that their success 

could be attributed to stronger psychological stamina developed through combat experiences.  

He also found the degree of academic integration had the greatest impact on veteran’s college 

GPA, however the overall success rate of veteran’s in college came from those than learned to 

balance work, family and academics. 

Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory, Self-efficacy and PTSD 

 Bandura used the conceptual framework of social cognitive theory to test self-efficacy.  

In his research, Bandura has studied veterans diagnosed with PTSD and made connections 

between the level of perceived self-efficacy and the ability to regain coping skills and resilience.  

Situations in war that were beyond one’s control traumatized soldiers and their sense of self-

efficacy to cope with such violence.  According to Social Cognitive therapy, cognitive re-

engagement with these traumatic events is necessary for recovery.  Through processing and 

desensitization, coping self-efficacy can strengthen and enable their ability to overcome some of 



39 

 

the recurrent memories and fears (Benight & Bandura, 2004).  With the aid of cognitive-

behavioral therapy and the approach of self-empowerment through strengthened self-efficacy, 

they can rebuild resiliency through experiencing mastery over their previous fears. 

Trauma and Suicide in the Military 

 The 2014 Army Study to Assess Risk and Resilience in Service members (Army 

STARRS) (Nock, et al.), administered a self-reporting questionnaire regarding their mental 

health background and any suicidal thoughts or behaviors they may have experienced.  Survey 

results showed that approximately one third of respondents who attempted suicide after entering 

the military had histories of mental disorders prior to enlistment and the majority had thoughts of 

suicide before enlisting. The report found five statistically significant disorders, included “pre-

enlistment panic disorder (inverse association), PTSD (inverse association), and IED 

(Intermittent explosive disorder) and post-enlistment MDD (Major Depressive Disorder) and 

IED” (Nock et. al, 2014, p. 518). Of these disorders, IED was the most prevalent pre-enlistment 

disorder and has a strong relationship to suicide attempts.  The authors suggested that the inverse 

association with panic disorders and PTSD being lower post-enlistment might be related to the 

emphasis on PTSD treatment in the military or perhaps an indication of resiliency in the 

population that enlists in the military. 

 The large numbers of suicide attempts prior to enlisting indicates that many are not 

answering truthfully in the initial enlistment screening.  Kemp and Bossarte’s report (2014) 

suggested that the reason they do not answer honestly is because they know that if they said yes 

to questions about mental disorders and previous suicide attempts, they would be rejected from 

entering the military.  Their survey also found that approximately one third of those with 

previous mental disorders attempt suicide after enlisting in the military.  Realizing this problem, 
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they suggested the Army increase education, outreach programs, enhanced screening, and 

interventions.  

 The widely quoted statistic of 22 suicides a day was a conservative estimate of suicides 

by veterans in 2010 in 21 states (Kemp & Bossarte, 2012).  According to the VA study, the 

average age of male veteran suicide is 55, much older that non-veteran average male suicide age 

of 43.  Although the majority of veteran suicides are older, the highest percentages of suicides 

that occur within the 18-34 year range are veterans.  The percentage of female veteran suicides 

are higher than non-veteran female suicides and is fairly consistent (28-29%) from 18-74, with 

the highest percentage of female suicides in the 75+ age group.  So, although the majority of 

suicides in the veteran population are male, “prevalence estimates are significantly higher among 

women than men” (Nock et al., 2014, p. 516). 

 The VA study also found the largest racial group in the veteran’s population that 

committed suicide were white and the majority were married, separated, divorced, or widowed 

(Kemp & Bossarte, 2012).   The statistics related to married vs. unmarried soldiers is in contrast 

to non-veteran suicides, which could be attributed to the difficulties of marriages in the military 

due to deployments, frequent moves and higher rates of mental disorders in this military 

population.  The higher rate of veteran suicide attempts compared to civilian rates could be 

attributed to the stress and trauma endured in combat and the elevated rate of successful suicides 

with veterans could reflect the fact that a higher percentage of military personnel and veterans 

use guns to kill themselves (Nock et. al, 2014). 

 Additionally, the VA study found that the majority of veterans who attempt suicide were 

last seen in an out-patient VA program and the unsuccessful attempts were predominantly from 

overdosing or other kind of poisoning. The study points out the need for enhanced outreach and 
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follow-up programs for veterans who have participated in either inpatient or outpatient mental 

health programs. 

Repressed Grief and Loss 

 Another area receiving less focus but perhaps just as prevalent for this population is the 

presence of unresolved grief through the loss of comrades in combat.  A study conducted at the 

National Center for PTSD in Palo Alto, CA (Pivar & Field, 2004), conducted a series of 

inventory assessments with 114 inpatient Vietnam veterans who were being treated for PTSD.  

Using multiple measures related to grief, combat-related PTSD and depression, they were able to 

distinguish symptoms of grief from depression and PTSD.  For instance, people grieving the loss 

of someone close to them are more likely to try to keep the memories alive and talk about them 

rather than avoidance behavior associated with PTSD and the most prevalent feeling in grief is 

sadness rather than fear.   

 Despite the fact that over 30 years had passed since their combat experience and death of 

their comrades, the combat veterans scored higher on average than the average scores of recently 

bereaved middle-aged spouses.  The severity of the symptoms related to grief in this study 

“underscores the importance of recognizing the bonds of soldiers in wartime and of developing 

treatment protocols that actively address feelings and cognitions related to their losses, including 

guilt and painful emotions that may continue to impact their lives.  Treating the symptoms of 

unresolved grief may be as salient as treating the fear-based symptoms associated with PTSD” 

(Pivar & Field, 2004, p. 754).   

Philosophical and Research Framework 

 The philosophical framework for this research draws from several theories associated 

with qualitative research.  The overall philosophy, applied theory and framework as well as the 
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theory behind the methods of data collection all reinforce the overall goal of the study.  With the 

focus on the individual experience, the researcher will seek to gain a deeper understanding of the 

student veteran experience with art-making in a group setting and assess how it might impact 

their transition into the university.     

Phenomenology:  Grand Theory and Philosophical Stance 

 Phenomenology as a grand theory and philosophical stance was selected to frame this 

study because of its focus on individual perception.  The philosophy of phenomenology 

developed in the early 20th century, stated that how we perceive the world is based on how we 

experience phenomenon (things and objects). Also called the Science of Consciousness, Edmund 

Husserl is credited as the founder of the modern theory (Betensky, 2001).  Phenomenology 

explores our perception of objects and things in the outside world as well as inner mental 

experiences, such as thoughts, feelings, and things from our imagination, including dreams.  It 

also raises many questions about the nature of reality. Are there universal truths or is reality 

based on individual experiences and the choices we make?  Does everything depend on how we 

choose to look at it?  In his writing about consciousness, Husserl noted that, “The world of things 

and our body within it are continuously present to our perception” (Husserl, 1952, p. 127).   

When using Phenomenology as a theoretical approach, the focus is on how humans find 

themselves in the world in relation to other beings and objects. (Vagle, 2014).  Vagle explained 

that in this context, the idea of finding oneself in the world requires “a careful, reflexive 

contemplative examination of how it is to BE in the world” (p. 21). 

 Phenomenology is also a theoretical approach to art therapy developed by Mala Betensky 

(2001).  As the creative process involves expression of internal thought processes and illustrating 

inner realities, Betensky turned to phenomenology as a philosophical stance in her therapeutic 

work and her qualitative studies of human experience.   
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Themes in phenomenology. The concept of intentionality of thought processes was a 

major theme explored in phenomenology.  Intentionality was defined as the ability of the mind to 

perceive things and to represent them somehow to ourselves in our consciousness.  This concept 

came from Husserl’s teacher Franz Brentano who had found it in medieval philosophy (McIntyre 

& Smith, 1989).  The Latin root of the word means “to point to” or “to aim at” (1989, p. 2), so he 

interpreted this as meaning that our intentional thoughts were aiming at something.  Husserl 

called intentional thoughts acts of consciousness.  He expanded this theory of intentionality to 

anything that someone perceives, including dreams or ideas or beliefs about things that don’t 

actually exist, like Santa Claus or unicorns.  In other words, intentionality is “existence-

independent” and “a phenomenological property of mental states or experiences, i.e., a property 

they have by virtue of their own ‘internal’ nature as experiences, independently of how they are 

‘externally’ related to the extra-mental world” (McIntyre & Smith, 1989, p. 4).   

 Our perceptions and intentions to act are dependent on our concepts and ideas about the 

world or our life experience, which again, could be unique to us and not how others see things.  

They come from our own knowledge based on our experiences and are separate from any actual 

relationship to objects in the external world.  For instance, a girl might think she sees a ghost or a 

man hiding in the shadows, whether it is really there or not, based on her belief in ghosts or her 

fears of dangers of the world around her.  The object one is thinking about or reflecting on is 

something distinct from that very act of thought or reflection.  And in some instances, as when 

an act of perception is hallucinatory, there is no ordinary object that the act is directed toward 

(McIntyre & Smith, 1989, p. 8). 

 Husserl said that the first act of consciousness is making meaning and the act of 

signification, or assigning meaning to something (Ricoeur, 2007). He wrote that the act of 
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signifying was really the same as intentionality because when consciousness intentionally moves 

“out from itself toward something else, then the act of signifying contains the essence of 

intentionality” (as cited in Ricoeur, 2007, p. 6).  He wrote about the “primacy of perception 

among intentional acts” and the “horizontal structure of consciousness” (p. 8), that continue to 

open up new levels of awareness and questioning.   

 Later, Husserl turned his focus towards the metaphysical nature of existence, which was 

termed Transcendental Phenomenology.  Transcendental is defined as, “the life of consciousness, 

intrinsically intentional and temporal, meaning-conferring and synthesizing, objectivating and 

interpreting” (Mohanty, 1997, p. 52).  He examined the transitory sense of time and the state of 

consciousness being present in the moment.  In his fifth and last Cartesian meditation, he 

proposed the existence of a consciousness that transcends time, consisting of a structure of 

“flowing persistence” (Ricoeur, 2007, p. 11).  In his examination of consciousness and our 

relationship with the world, he wrote that, “Individual consciousness is interwoven with the 

natural world in a twofold way: it is some man’s consciousness, and in a large number at least of 

its particularizations it is a consciousness of this world” (Husserl, 1952, p. 126).  In other words, 

he theorized that the individual consciousness is a part of a larger entity, and that consciousness 

has an essence of its own, which he described as “the stream of consciousness” (Husserl, 1952, 

p. 126).  He attempted to use phenomenological logic to explain an eternal essence or 

consciousness, which he called “the Other”.  This brought him to the same predicament that 

Descartes struggled with in trying to prove the existence of God or a higher power.   

 Martin Heidegger turned his focus towards existentialism.  He explored the concept of 

Dasein or being-in-the-world, and was concerned with self-knowledge and how man saw himself 

in relation to the world (Lanzoni, 2005).  Also influenced by Husserl, Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
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(1908-1961), continued to explore themes in phenomenology and wrote, Phenomenology of 

Perception originally published in Paris in 1945.  Rather than the focus on the intellectual 

processes of Husserl, he emphasized that consciousness and perception come from the 

perspective of being in a body and that we see the world and interpret the world in relation to our 

bodies (Merleau-Ponty, 2014).   In our interactions with the world, “sensing, invests the quality 

with a living value, grasps it first in its signification for us, for this weighty mass that is our 

body, and as a result sensing always includes a reference to the body” (Merleau-Ponty, 2014, p. 

52).  He defined sensing as a “living communication with the world that makes it present to us as 

the familiar place of our life” (p. 53).    

 Merleau-Ponty’s theory of perceptual constancy.  Merleau-Ponty (2014) wrote about 

visual perception and how it is dependent not only on our physical frame of reference, but also 

our past associations with objects or places, like a house or a mountain.  What we see is 

associated with what we have seen before, which informs what we know about it.  In explaining 

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological theory of perceptual constancy, S. D. Kelly (2007) wrote, 

“that we see an object, throughout contextual variations to have the aspects appropriate to it 

given that it is an object that ought to be seen in a given perceptual context” (p. 40).  Kelly 

continued describing Merleau-Ponty’s writing about the influence of memory and perspective to 

our perception of what he called “color constancy” (p.29).  What Merleau-Ponty meant by this is 

that colors change as light changes, but because we know an object is a certain color, we see 

what we know it to be (Kelly 2007).   

 The concept that what you see depends of your physical perspective and frame of 

reference is something I learned from drawing and painting objects and landscapes from 

observation.  As an art teacher, I often referenced two classic drawing books, Drawing on the 
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Right Side of the Brain by Betty Edwards (1979) and Kimon Nicolaides’ The Natural Way to 

Draw (1941).  In both of these books they talk about learning to really see before you draw and 

trusting your eyes from your perspective rather than what you know to be true.  For instance, we 

all know that if a square table has four legs, in order for the table to be level, the legs must be the 

same length.  However, depending on our perspective, the legs may not look the same length, 

those further away in space may appear shorter and the table top might not appear to be square 

from the angle of our view.  Nicolaides added that, “Learning to draw is really a matter of 

learning to see – to see correctly – and that means a good deal more than merely looking with the 

eye” (p. 5).  He pointed out that we use all of our senses in perception, so that touch, smell and 

hearing all influence how we see our environment. I would add that memory also has a strong 

influence and colors what we see. 

 Art therapy and phenomenology.  Mala Betensky (2001) emphasized that art is self-

expression from the core of one’s being.  In working with clients, she saw art-making as a kind 

of “pre-intentional record” of their experience (p. 122) and later, with guidance from a therapist, 

the client could have an intentional perception by examination and reflection of their work 

through the experience of consciously looking.  Through this process of intently looking at their 

work, clients would begin to discover meaningful insights from it.   

 Betensky further defined intentionality as being related to someone or something and also 

directed towards reality.  Again, through intentional looking at their work, clients would start 

making connections to relationships or things in their lives.  As Merleau-Ponty theorized, 

Betensky also believed that intentionality and consciousness reside in the body through our 

senses, which is how we interpret things in the world (Betensky, 2001).   
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 In reflecting on the art-making process, Betensky (2001) suggested three stages related to 

intentionality.  Initially there is a “pre-intentional phase” when there is a vague impression of 

something in your vision.  The second phase is when clients becomes aware of something they 

want and connect with it and lastly, the “meta-intentional” is when the object is fully perceived 

and that the client feels like the object has become a part of their existence (p. 123).  The pre-

intentional level is also considered “pre-conscious” (p. 124).  That is where the art-making 

begins, with or without a plan, absorbed in the process.   

 Betensky (2001) said that “Phenomenological seeing is getting the self in touch with the 

art expression in a very precise way” (p. 128). Through this connection, with simple prompts, the 

therapist helps the client unfold the meaning in the work.  Over time, the therapist and client can 

look at themes as well as changes in their work and talk about parallels between the work and 

their lives.  The work acts as a vehicle to unveil and release feelings and even find solutions to 

challenges they face.   

 In a more recent interpretation of phenomenological research, Vagle (2014) stressed the 

importance of relationships and “how people are connected meaningfully with the things of the 

world” (p. 27).  He wrote that the concept of intentionality is, “the meaning link people have to 

the world in which they find themselves” (p. 28).  Therefore rather than focusing on the 

individual, phenomenology emphasizes the interconnectedness between beings and the world.  

Because individuals interpret their connectedness and relationships in the world, Vagle adds the 

role of the researcher’s interpretation based on their connections with the phenomenon, noting 

the multiple interpretations and connections as “dynamic intentional relationships that tie 

participants, the researcher, the produced text, and their positionalities together” (p. 30).  This 
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phenomenological approach to research is not just about the participants, activities or situation, 

but acknowledges the researcher’s interpretation as part of the equation.   

Interpreting experiences with veterans through art-making.  The student-veteran 

population is a group of older students with a wide-variety of military experiences.  Some are 

combat veterans, some not.  But they are all experiencing a major transition from a highly 

structured military environment to college where they have continual choices to make.  Creative 

expression and sharing their stories and the images of memories they carry inside can help group 

members gain understanding and compassion for one another. Sharing their stories also helps to 

form emotional bonds between student veterans and non-veterans as well.  Supporting their 

creative expression also helps build communication skills and a sense of self-efficacy in their 

new-found expressive abilities.  Art making can also help the individual veteran make 

connections and gain understanding of their own associations and beliefs they hold and how they 

are connected as well as where they came from.   

 With phenomenology as my over-arching theoretical stance, I am interested in how the 

student veterans in this study perceive themselves in the world and the meaning they assign to 

the art-making experience, their interactions with others, and their emotional responses to the 

workshop.  This approach respects and validates their individual vision and perception.  Having 

researched literature regarding current challenges for the student veteran population as they 

transition out of the military, I hope to humanize those findings and statistics.  This study 

acknowledges my own interpretation as part of the equation as well.  Sharing the voices of a 

small group of student veterans as they interpret their artmaking experiences and focusing on the 

interconnections within the group, it is important to include my intentional relationship as 
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researcher, considering my life experience as the mother of a son killed in the same wars many 

of the participants were also engaged.    

 Although the analysis of this research is my own interpretation, a phenomenological 

approach acknowledges our interconnectedness in which we can relate to each other’s 

experiences.  Thompson (2014) explains the concept of “intersubjectivity” within 

phenomenology, in which “fundamental qualities of experience are shared in a way that allows 

us to interpret what an experience is like for others” (p. 81).  Using a technique called 

“bracketing” (p. 82), the researcher admits and sets aside their previous bias or beliefs with the 

goal of seeing something with fresh eyes.  By including detailed descriptions and using the 

participants own words, a phenomenological approach provides insight into other’s lives in a 

way that promotes empathic identification of their experiences.  

Symbolic Interactionism:  Applied Theory and Conceptual Framework 

 Emerging from the grand theory of phenomenology is the applied theory of 

Social/Symbolic Interactionism.  The philosophical perspective of symbolic interactionism aligns 

with the goals of my research with group workshops because it focuses on meaning-making 

through social interaction (Becker & McCall, 1990; Blumer, 1969; Hall, 1990, Mead, 2001).  As 

with phenomenology, this social scientific perspective supports the concept that we make our 

own meaning through our perceptions, focusing on individual meaning-making through human 

interaction.  Evolving from the philosophy of Pragmatism, and most specifically, George Herbert 

Mead (Becker & McCall, 1990), he clarified that beyond instinct and imitation, humans have the 

ability for conscious reflection (Mead, 2001).  He examined how we are able to interpret 

symbolic gestures in human behavior, and wrote that, “the fundamental importance of gesture 

lies in the development of consciousness of meaning – in reflective consciousness” (p.24).  Mead 
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professed that humans create meaning through a process of interaction with others, stating that, 

“It is only through the response that consciousness of meaning appears, a response which 

involves the consciousness of another self as the presupposition of the meaning in one’s own 

attitude” (p. 24-25).  Additionally, Mead (2001) explained that we not only make meaning 

through interacting with others, but we also interact with ourselves through our self-reflection as 

well as ideas and objects.  In other words, social and symbolic interaction promotes self-

reflection, and the interpretation of ideas, objects, actions and responses. 

 Herbert Blumer (1969) defined symbolic interactionism “not as a philosophical doctrine, 

but as a perspective in empirical social science – as an approach designed to yield verifiable 

knowledge of human group life and human conduct” ( p. 21). This theory seeks to understand 

events and cultural phenomenon as, “the result of the people involved (keeping in mind that that 

might be a very large number) continually adjusting what they do in the light of what others do, 

so that each individual’s line of action “fits” into what the others do” (Becker & McCall, 1990,  

p. 3).   

Blumer (1969) believed that the meaning we assign a thing, place or event comes from 

our interactions with others.  He wrote that, “symbolic interactionism sees meanings as social 

products, as creations that are formed in and through the defining activities of people as they 

interact” (p. 5).  Hall (1990) described how Mead interpreted the relationship between shared 

symbols and individualized meaning.  His theory was that individual meaning was derived from 

“the contextualization of social symbols during the formulation of action in relations to private 

thought and the perceived gestures of others” (p. 23).  Symbolic interactionism emphasizes the 

fact that human society is formed through the actions of people.  In different situations, people 

interpret the actions of others and adjust their actions in response. Relationships form as these 
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interactions evolve through this ongoing process.  In relation to this study, I am reminded of the 

highly structured social norms of the military and how their lives conform to that structure until 

they leave the military and must learn to readjust to civilian culture.  

Blumer (1969) noted that there are recurring patterns of social interaction in society that 

serve as guidelines for expected behavior.  Of course there are always novel situations that arise, 

and even in the day-to-day situations, individuals still have to interpret the situation and process 

the meaning involved in their actions.  These interactions evolve from the history of previous 

actions of individuals.  He wrote that, “It is the social process in group life that creates and 

upholds the rules, not the rules that create and uphold group life” (p. 19).  Mead (1964) pointed 

out the reflexive interactions between an individual and their environment.  The individual is 

changed by the exposure to a new community but at the same time, the community is also 

affected by the individual.  Although it may be a small change, “the adjustments have changed 

the type of the environment to which he can respond and the world is accordingly a different 

world.  There is always a mutual relationship of the individual and the community in which the 

individual lives” (p. 215). 

 Objects are also given meaning through human interaction.  Objects not only include 

things like chairs and trains, but also people, art work, and abstract concepts and ideas like 

compassion and justice.  The definition of objects can change depending on how they are 

interpreted by others.  This also applies to the investigator.  In other words, human interaction 

and meaning making applies to the observer and researcher as well (Hall, 1990).  As with 

Phenomenology, this theoretical approach acknowledges the observer’s role in making choices 

as to how they interpret and structure their findings.   Therefore, it is important to understand 
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their interests and values related to the study, which contributes to the meaning and interpretation 

of their interactions. 

 Blumer (1969) thought that, “human group life is a process in which objects are being 

created, affirmed, transformed, and cast aside.  The life and action of people necessarily change 

in line with the changes taking place in their world of objects” (p. 12).  People see themselves as 

objects as well, with their definition formed through the responses and attitudes suggesting how 

others see them.  Being self-aware, people interact with themselves by responding to their own 

behavior based on their interpretation of their environment.  In other words, symbolic 

interactionism says that “the human individual confronts a world that he must interpret in order 

to act instead of an environment to which he responds because of his organization” (p. 15). 

 Becker (1976) related social behavior and interaction to the cultural groups that form 

around artmaking, creating a world or social structure focused around art.  He saw that those 

involved defined themselves and their purpose in relation to their artmaking. He professed that 

different forms of art could be understood by learning about the social activities by all of those 

that had a hand in the production of the work and it’s role and function in the culture.  He was 

interested in the conventions in behavior and interactions that are formed in order to coordinate 

their activities around the production of the artwork.  He also said that rather than defining art 

and then looking for the artists, “we look for groups of people who cooperate to produce things 

that they, at least, call art; having found them, we look for all the other people who are also 

necessary to that production, gradually building up as complete a picture as we can of the entire 

cooperating network that radiates out from the works in question” (Becker, 1976, para. 4).  

Therefore, as art has many definitions and cultural significances, he suggests that multiple 

worlds have built up around the arts and coexist at once.  
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 Art therapist David Gussak (2007) related the concept of symbolic interactionism to 

processes involving the interpretation of symbolic imagery found in client artwork and how 

communicating through the art object can effect behavioral change.  Rather than acting out in 

inappropriate ways, clients could symbolically express their anger and other emotions through 

their art.  He described how the art materials could be used to reshape and change behavior 

patterns, and wrote:  

It is through using, sharing, and interpreting the use of objects that action and interaction 

are defined.  The introduction of art materials to an aggressive client creates a scenario 

whereby a new interactional pattern begins to occur.  By interacting with the art materials 

and the art product, a person can begin a process of redefinition (p. 147).  

Additionally, the art promoted interaction between others and provided opportunities for 

relabeling.    

 Using Blumer’s theory as a framework for interpreting the transition process for veterans, 

identity development is a part of this interactive process that evolves through relating to new 

environments, people, and situations.  Although change can be unsettling, the veteran will 

become more comfortable in their new role once they gain experience and understanding through 

their interactions and through establishing supportive relationships. 

 Human agency and self-efficacy.  As Blumer (1969) explained the role of self-reflection 

and interaction, including making judgments of oneself, Bandura’s social cognitive theory and 

the concept of self-efficacy comes to mind, another theory that seems relevant to the focus of my 

study.  Symbolic interactionism takes this process into account as well in showing how 

interactions with oneself influence interactions with others and the resulting behavior. 
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 Bandura’s (2005) social cognitive theory challenged the behaviorist theories which stated 

that people learned through simple imitation.  At the same time an individual was learning a new 

behavior, he observed that the person was also analyzing the behavior and deciding on the 

appropriate application.  They were interpreting the behavior they saw and making choices about 

the appropriate circumstance to adopt the behavior.  Again, the individual had choices. 

 This agentic quality of human behavior or power of people to effect change and growth 

in their lives became a major component of the development of social cognitive theory (Bandura, 

2005).   Furthermore, in studying the human ability to self-regulate and adapt, he found that self-

efficacy, or the belief in one’s ability to learn and make positive changes, was a central factor in 

human agency.  Studying the level of belief in one’s strength and effectiveness, Bandura 

explored its effect on resiliency, giving one a general sense of well-being, and a sense of power 

to adapt to changes and challenges and achieve life goals.   

 Meaning-making.  In Viktor Frankl’s classic book, Man’s Search for Meaning (1959), 

he focused on the importance of belief and meaning in our lives.  After surviving multiple 

concentration camps, including Auschwitz during WWII, Frankl realized that when pushed to the 

brink, finding meaning in one’s life was the single most important factor in survival.  He 

witnessed multiple times that when people stopped believing in a reason to survive, they died 

shortly after.  He wrote that, “In some way, suffering ceases to be suffering at the moment it 

finds a meaning, such as the meaning of a sacrifice” (p. 113).  

 Frankl (1959) believed that finding meaning in one’s life was through interaction with the 

world rather than within one’s self.  His existential philosophy empowered people to find their 

own meaning.  Rather than being victims, he wrote that people make decisions about what they 

choose to believe at all times, and that “every human being has the freedom to change at any 
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instant” (p. 131).  It is an especially inspiring attitude coming from a concentration camp 

survivor.  In his writing about the form of therapy he developed, called Logotherapy, he wrote 

about different paths to finding meaning in life, which included accomplishing important work 

and also through loving relationships.  But again he stressed that, “Most important, however, is 

the third avenue to meaning in life:  even the helpless victim of a hopeless situation, facing a fate 

he cannot change, may rise above himself, may grow beyond himself, and by so  

doing change himself.  He may turn a personal tragedy into a triumph” (Frankl, 1959, p. 146).  

Although this work is associated with existentialism, a different school of thought from 

phenomenology and symbolic interactionism, I have included it as it relates to the importance of 

meaning-making in one’s life. 

Participatory Observation 

 The methodology of symbolic interactionism also supports the qualitative approach to 

data gathering within the group experience.  This approach emphasizes the importance of 

empirical validation through careful examination of our social world.  It stresses the importance 

of observation, without pre-conceptions and for close association to the subjects and the actions 

one is studying.   

 Participatory observation is a research method where the researcher participates in the 

activities, interactions and events of a group of people they are studying (DeWalt & DeWalt, 

2011; Fraenkel & Wallen, 2008; Lofland, Snow, Anderson; Lofland, 2006).  Taking place in 

situations of everyday life, it gives the researcher an insider’s perspective when studying an issue 

related to human interaction and the process of meaning-making.  It provides an empathic view 

where, “immersion is necessary for outside researchers to understand how people in a particular 

context construct meaning, order reality, and experience the world” (Freeman & Hall, 2012, p. 
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485).  Through their interactions, participant observers develop relationships with their subjects 

in their natural setting, with the intention of gaining understanding of the social structure 

(DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011).    

 When using participant observation, the researcher’s goal is to gain perspective and 

understanding of their subjects, developing interpretive theories of the true nature of human lives 

rather than explanatory theories that employ logic and hypothesis testing (Jorgenson, 1989).  It is 

a widely used method in cultural anthropology and ethnographic research and is gaining 

recognition as an accepted method in qualitative research in a variety of disciplines (DeWalt & 

DeWalt, 2011).  Bronislaw Malinowski has been credited for developing the approach in the 

early 20th century, emphasizing observations of daily interactions.  His research included living 

in the environment and culture with the subjects of his study for extended periods of time, 

learning the native language and participating in the local daily routines as well as and special 

events.  His interview techniques included using everyday conversations and he made informal 

observations, recording them as field notes (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011).   

 Around the same time, there were other researchers doing studies with a similar 

approach.  DeWalt and DeWalt (2011) described famous researcher Margaret Mead’s 

ethnographic study of adolescent girls in Samoa.  She learned the local language and worked 

with the girls, learning the skills that were required of them.  Rather than the traditional focus on 

past cultures, she immersed herself in learning about a living culture in the present day.  Also 

using this approach, Beatrice Potter Webb wrote about her experience researching the life of the 

poor in England.  She disguised herself and worked as a seamstress in a London sweatshop, later 

writing a memoire about the experience (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011).  Maintaining a “covert” 

position, she kept her intent and her research a secret. However, in most situations today 
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researchers are required to be “overt” and open about their studies in order to meet ethical 

standards.  They participate fully but are straightforward about conducting research.  The 

subjects give permission to be observed, recorded, and written about as they interact with the 

researchers and go about their daily lives (Jorgenson, 1989).    

Conducting Participant Observation Studies 

 Along with observations, participant observers also rely on interviews, and more casual 

conversations acquired through interactions with the local group.  As an active participant, the 

researcher includes their own thoughts and impressions about their experiences with the local 

group, noting the differences in their world view or frame of reference (Rossman & Rallis, 

2012).  Lofland et al. (2006), explained that, “Classic participant observation, then, always 

involves the interweaving of looking and listening, of participating and asking, and some of that 

listening and asking maybe identical to intensive interviewing” (p. 18).  These are two essential 

techniques for this kind of naturalistic study.   

 The researcher as participant observer becomes a kind of research tool as well, which can 

influence or sway their analysis.  Because we all perceive the outer world in the context of our 

life experiences, it is important for participant observers to remain aware of the influence of their 

own viewpoints and their analysis should include self-reflections on their experiences, 

impressions, and feelings, and how they impact their personal worldview (DeWalt & DeWalt, 

2011). 

Art Therapist as Participatory Observer 

 Mala Betensky (1995), described the role of the art therapist interacting with their clients 

as participatory observation.  She pointed out that while clients are involved in art-making, the 

therapist is not passively observing, and although they may be silent, they are actively observing 
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and through empathy, they are learning about their clients.  She described the active role of the 

art therapists as: 

…unobtrusively observing their client’s work, gestures and verbal expressions as they 

select art materials during the process of art work.   Sensing to what extent a client needs 

the art therapist’s physical distance or closeness or other kinds of support, is another 

aspect of the task.  And noticing one’s own visceral and emotional reactions to what the 

client does and who the client is, is yet another.  This is how the art therapist gets to know 

each client as a person. Clients sense the attitude and, somehow, gain strength from it.  

Perhaps this is another kind of transference: an attitude to people and to life is being 

transferred from therapist to client. (p. 25) 

Rationale for Using These Methods 

 Because the goal of this research study is to gain insight into the individual experiences 

of student veterans in an interactive group workshop, this approach seems the most appropriate 

and natural.  It is also in line with my humanistic approach and philosophical methodology as 

well.   

 This study is not searching to discover any positivist answers explaining any hypotheses, 

but rather, as with the philosophical stance of phenomenology, the goal is to gain insight into the 

individual lived experience.  Also using the philosophical perspective of symbolic interactionism 

as a framework, being a part of the interactions will give me, as the researcher, the perspective of 

an insider and hopefully allow greater access to inquire and observe the process of individual 

meaning-making. 

  Based on past experience, I believe that being a part of the group will provide greater 

access to the participants and will foster the development of relationships through shared 
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experiences.  The previous workshop experiences I attended with student veterans were very 

interactive, with the participants, group leader and assistants all actively involved in the process.  

As facilitator, I assisted as needed in the studio, demonstrated art-making processes and 

sometimes created art work along with the participants.  Being actively involved helped me get 

acquainted with the workshop attendees, and it was also a way of gaining trust and developing a 

sense of comfort and ease in their interactions. This was an appropriate role for me in this 

informal workshop structure, and would have been more inhibiting to observe from the sidelines, 

creating distance between the researcher and the participants.   

Participant Observation versus Nonparticipant Observation 

 Nonparticipant observation is when the researcher is removed from the group and 

observing activities from the sidelines (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2008).  If they are completely 

removed from the activities and observing from a distance, they may or may not disclose the 

reason for their presence, depending on the context.  For instance, in a public place, like a 

grocery store or walking outside on campus, it may not be necessary to gain consent to write 

about the observations, as long as there are no identities disclosed.  However, if they are in a 

classroom for instance, their presence would be obvious and they would be expected to disclose 

their reason for being there.   

 Being removed from activities and interactions makes it easier to observe the actions of 

the group and get a more complete description of the scene.  However, just because the observer 

is on the sidelines doesn’t make the observations any less influenced by the researcher’s 

perspective.  They are still watching the group activities from the context of their life experiences 

and world view.   
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 Whether an outside observer or in the role of participant observer, if the group is aware of 

the researcher’s presence, in either case they will most likely have at least some impact on the 

behavior of those being observed, perhaps triggering a self-conscious response, which could 

inhibit their behavior or possibly the opposite, with group members acting out to attract more 

attention to themselves.  Fraenkel and Wallen (2008), refer to this as the “observer effect” (p. 

443). Participants may also be influenced by the purpose of the researcher, changing their 

behavior to gain approval.    

 If the participants don’t know the observer and they have not had any interactions, it 

might make group members uneasy.  Without interacting there is no basis to develop trust in the 

observer.  With the focus of this study examining how human interaction affects identity 

development, meaning-making, and self-expression, being an active participant is consistent with 

promoting relationship development.  As a participant observer, the researcher can provide 

support through building relationships with the participants, and can develop trust and a caring 

and safe environment through their interactions within the group.  In either role, the researcher 

still must make every effort to be aware of their own biases and consider how they may affect 

their interpretation of the observed behaviors. 

Conclusion 

 Through studying the literature chosen for this research, a greater understanding of the 

current veteran population was gained and the challenges many face, particularly combat 

veterans returning from deployment and recovering from the trauma of war.  Commonalities 

were found in the studies exploring the challenges veterans expressed about their transition 

experience leaving the military and entering college.  The studies that used art therapy with 

veterans showed the value of the nonverbal expression through art-making as particularly helpful 
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for someone who has experienced traumatic events, when the words can’t be found.  The studies 

of group art therapy validated and described how the group made a positive influence through 

supportive relationships and interactions between the participants. 

 Researching the theories behind the methodological framework for this study has helped 

clarify the focus and approach to data collection.  As researcher, I will attempt to present an 

accurate account of each participant’s world views and their experience of meaning-making 

throughout this study.  In the following chapter on Methods, the application of the conceptual 

framework of symbolic interactionism and Schlossberg’s transition theory as a means of 

interpreting the observations and interviews will be explained.  The role of the researcher as 

participant/observer will also be clarified in the context of the papermaking workshops.  The 

theoretical background explored in the literature review provides an explanation of why the 

methods discussed in the next chapter were chosen.  Chapter three will explain how they will be 

applied. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

 

 
Introduction 

 

 This chapter provides specific information related to the design, the participant sample, 

and the instruments used in the analysis of data for this research.  The design will include the 

theoretical approach framing the study as well as the collection and analysis of the data.  It will 

describe the qualifications for the desired population sample and how they will be solicited to 

participate.  An explanation of the procedures and layout for the study will follow, including a 

general timeline for the research.  Additionally, issues related to credibility and trustworthiness 

of the findings and analysis will be addressed as well as a justification for the methods of 

analysis. 

Description of the Research Design 

 My qualitative research is designed to address two questions: primarily, how creative arts 

workshops can be helpful to student veterans transitioning into college, and secondly, how can 

student veterans interpret their life experiences through the creative arts.  With both of these 

questions, it is my intention to focus on understanding the individual experience of student 

veterans, how they respond to the arts workshops, and how it affects each participant’s 

experience in their transition into college and the civilian world.  I expect that they will be in 

different stages of transition and will each have had unique stories to tell of their time in the 

military and re-entering civilian life as well as varying attitudes and feelings about their 

journeys.  Using qualitative research techniques, including individual interviews, observations, 

and document analysis I will gather the data, including their own words at times as well as the 

visual representation of their work and their own written descriptions.   
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 With the focus on the individual experience of the student veteran participant and 

because artmaking is an individual creative expression and process of meaning-making, I chose 

Phenomenology as my grand theoretical perspective.  Through gathering information about their 

life stories and how they interpret and view their experiences, I hope to gain a deeper 

understanding of their transition process, identity development and how they are able to express 

themselves through art-making and group interaction. Within the individual responses, I will also 

look for commonalities and themes that emerge. By identifying common themes, I hope to gain 

insight into shared challenges student veterans experience in transitioning from the military into 

college and how the arts might facilitate the process. 

 From this phenomenological perspective, I chose to use the social theory of symbolic 

interactionism as a conceptual framework.  Because my research is studying a group arts 

workshop, this applied theory and framework will emphasize the interactions of the participants, 

how each participant interprets those interactions, and how they influence their process of 

meaning-making.  Initial group introductions will provide me and the rest of the group with 

statements related to the participant’s personal stories and how they interpret their life 

experiences.  Through the lens of symbolic interactionism, data collected during and following 

the workshops will examine the thoughts and interpretations participants develop in response to 

the group process.  I will focus on the meaning they create and attach to their art, the 

relationships within the group, and how the workshop might influence their feelings about their 

college.   

 In examining how this experience might affect their self-identity and transition into 

college, key factors from Schlossberg’s transition theory (2011) will provide additional criteria 

for assessment.  These criteria will include how the participant interprets their current life 
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situation, their support systems, their sense of self-efficacy, and strategies they create for a 

successful transition.  

Data 

 Multiple types of data will be collected from the participants using specific techniques.  

Data will include transcriptions from recorded interviews, field notes recorded by the researcher 

during and following activities and analysis of documents, including writing by participants and 

images of their art work.   This will provide rich data illustrating multiple perspectives and 

dimensions of workshop activities, interactions, and insights gained by the participants. 

Qualitative Interviews 

 An important source for data collection will be through individual semi-structured 

interviews as well as “intensive interviewing” (Lofland et al., 2006, p. 17) that takes place during 

group interactions and conversations between participants.  In a semi-structured, qualitative 

approach to interviewing, I will begin with a set of general, open-ended questions related to the 

topics described above, but will not restrict the interview to those questions (Weiss, 1994).  

Rather than maintaining uniformity that is necessary for quantitative research, each interview 

will be treated uniquely and the researcher will follow the flow of the interview based on the 

participant’s responses and telling of their stories.  

 At the beginning of the workshop there will be an information group session, when I will 

ask each participant in turn to introduce themselves and answer a few general questions 

regarding their background and what brought them the university.  These open-ended questions 

will include: 

• Tell us a little about your background:  Where are you from, what branch of the military, 

deployments, etc. 
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• Tell us about your experience of leaving the military and transitioning into college. 

• What made you choose this college? 

• What interests you about participating in this workshop? 

 During the course of the workshop, brief, informal interviews may take place 

intermittently through interactions between the participants and me.  These may or may not be 

recorded on the video or audio tapes and might have to rely on my memory.   

 Several weeks following the workshop, I will conduct a final interview.  Having allowed 

time for the participants to internally process the workshop experience, I will ask questions 

reflecting on the overall experience, the influence of the group, relationships that may have 

formed, and their feelings about the art-making process and what they have learned through the 

art that they created.   

 The following open-ended questions will serve as a basic interview guide: 

• Tell me about your experience learning how to make paper  

• What was going on in your mind when you were making paper and pulp-printing 

images on your paper?  What were you thinking? 

• What do the images mean to you? 

• What was your favorite part of the papermaking workshop? 

• Tell me about one interaction during the workshop that stands out in your memory. 

• Reflecting on the workshop, how has the experience affected your feelings about 

being a college student? 

• What did you learn from the process of art-making? 

• How did it feel at the opening reception seeing your work hanging on display in the 

gallery? 
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 The group and individual interviews will be conducted in person and will be audio taped 

after obtaining the participant’s permission.  The interviews will last between 30-60 minutes 

each.  They will be transcribed using their words verbatim.  This will give me the ability to use 

the participants own words in the analysis of the research. 

Participatory Observation 

 Another important method of data collection will be field notes I record during the 

workshop as a participant observer.  From beginning to end, I will fulfill multiple roles and 

duties within the research and will interact with the participants in a variety of ways.  These roles 

will include:  interviewer, listener, organizer, teacher, facilitator, assistant in papermaking, guide, 

and someone who has some association with the military and has experienced grief and loss from 

war.  As one that is participating and observing as well, I will be immersed in the activities and 

relating with the participants as a way to better understand their experience.  My role as observer 

will be overt, in that it will clear that although participating, I will also be observing and noting 

interactions and statements made by the student veteran participants.  To avoid observer bias, I 

will attempt to report as objectively as possible and will include honest, personal reflections as 

part of their field notes.  Additionally, I will use video recording to document actions and 

interactions that may be happening simultaneously within the group that I might miss. 

 Initially I will organize the studio and create a space for each participant that will include 

the necessary supplies, including a tub of water, bucket for their pulp, felt, and moulds and 

deckles to press paper.  I will lead the instruction and demonstrate the steps involved in making 

paper from military uniforms as well as transferring an image onto the freshly made paper.   

 I will then assist each participant in pulping their cloth and assist them as they learn the 

basic techniques of making a sheet of paper and printing images on their paper.  As the workshop 
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continues, I will assist and interact with the participants, immersing myself in the process.  When 

possible, I can take a quick note of something a participant said if I feel it is significant during 

the workshop and will record the rest of the field notes as soon as possible following each 

session.   

 Finally, I will organize an exhibit somewhere on or near each campus to display the hand 

paper art work made by the student veteran participants and introduce them and their work at an 

opening reception.  I will record field notes following the exhibit of participant behavior towards 

their art work and interactions with other participants and the public in their responses to each 

other’s art work.  

Document Analysis 

 Documents that will be used for gathering information will include a written reflection by 

each participant as well as images of the art work created.  Student veteran participants will be 

asked to write a brief reflection of their experiences at the close of the papermaking workshops.  

The prompts for the reflection will be: 

• Please describe a meaningful or enjoyable experience you had during the creative arts 

workshop for you. 

• Tell me about your favorite piece of art you created and what it symbolizes to you. 

• Please describe something new that you learned during the workshop. 

 The written reflection will give direct feedback from the participants when the experience 

will be fresh in their minds.   Their written words will give additional information about the 

individual perceptions and interpretations of each participant.  Giving the participants an 

opportunity to write their thoughts may be easier for some who may have a hard time expressing 

themselves directly to me.  This reflection will also show the process of meaning-making and 



68 

 

transition of each participant between the initial introductions at the start of the workshop and the 

interview a month later, after there has been time for internal reflection and to make sense and 

meaning out of the experience. 

 The art work produced by the veterans will also serve as documentation of the individual 

experience.  Having the participant describe the meaning associated with the work and why they 

chose the colors and image they used will give additional information about their thoughts and 

feelings during the art-making process.  The written reflection includes questions about the art 

work, but conversations between the participants and me might also occur at any time after their 

creation, including during the exhibition opening reception.  Seeing the work in a different 

context and professionally displayed might illicit additional or different feelings associated with 

the art.  As a very process oriented art-form, the conversations could include the transformation 

of the cloth into paper, the symbolism of the piece for them and their thoughts and feelings at 

every stage of the process. 

Description of the Sample 

 The sample of participants for this study will include students from a large university in 

the southeast region of the United States that are currently enrolled and veterans of the Armed 

Forces or current Reserve and National Guard members.  Although National Guard members and 

those in military reserve units are not technically veterans as they are still attached to the 

military, while they are in school, they are living a civilian life except when they are periodically 

called to duty on weekends or for deployment.  Guard and Reservists also receive VA benefits to 

attend college and many associate with student veterans, having shared familiarity with military 

culture and experiences of deployment and combat (Bauman, 2013).  
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 For the purposes of this study, the goal would be to obtain a maximal variation sample 

(Fraenkel & Wallen, 2008), to explore a population with a range of personal experiences and 

perspectives about their transition process and responses to art-making.  Having a diverse sample 

would provide a more representative picture of the diversity within the military.  The sample of 

participants could include combat and non-combat veterans, racial diversity, and both female and 

male with a range of ages.  Most of the sample would most likely be recent veterans of the wars 

since 2001, but could potentially include older student veterans.  Using a purposive sampling 

approach, the researcher will attempt to recruit veterans in their first year at the university.  The 

majority of veterans attend 2-year community colleges before coming to a university (Molina, 

2004), so there may be a wide variation in time since being active in the military, or activated 

and deployed.  The group will be capped at 10 participants to allow time and space for each 

participant to pulp their fabric and produce their paper and images.  Other considerations in 

limiting the sample size involves the time needed to conduct and transcribe multiple, in-depth 

interviews.  A goal of at least six in the group would provide for multiple interactions, diversity 

in the sample and potential relationships that could emerge from within the group process. 

 Participants will be recruited by advertising through the student veteran’s center on 

campus.  This could include handing out flyers and advertising on the student veteran center’s 

website and social media group sites.  Administrators and staff from the veteran’s center will be 

encouraged to refer students.  Recruitment might lead to a snowball sample with participants 

recruiting fellow student veteran friends to become involved.  Participants will sign consent 

forms to be video-taped during the interviews and agree to being quoted in the study with the 

agreement that their identities would be kept confidential.  They would also agree to have their 

art work photographed to be included in the study and potentially published.   
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Description of Instruments  

 The following section describes the scoring procedures to be used in the study and 

addresses questions of reliability, credibility, and trustworthiness.  As a qualitative study, I will 

watch for topics and themes to emerge through the process of data analysis.  Using multiple 

forms of data will add to the reliability of the findings by providing triangulation of empirical 

evidence.  Additional methods that address credibility and trustworthiness include member 

checking and careful documentation and records of empirical evidence.  

Content Analysis and Procedures 

 As this is a phenomenological study, I will not begin with a hypothesis, but will begin 

with research questions and allow the findings to emerge through the process of data analysis.  I 

will conduct open-coding of data collected, including interviews, observations and document 

analysis.  After manually reviewing the data and identifying initial topics found from each 

participant, I will then search for themes and categorize the data.  Codes might be created from 

common names or terms that appears frequently and seems relevant to the focus of the study, 

like “alienation”, “anxiety”, or “creativity”.   Other codes might be based on a concept like 

“fitting in socially”.   

 I will re-code and identify emergent themes representing clusters of meaning from 

significant statements from individual samples as well as themes found in multiple samples.  

Fraenkel and Wallen (2008) define themes as “groupings of codes that emerge either during or 

after the process of developing codes” (p. 474).   

 Once the data has been categorized, subcategories may be identified, like “school 

anxiety” or “social anxiety”.  I will then examine the categories, looking for themes that run 

through multiple categories, even though subcategories and differences exist.  I will look for data 
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that may be sorted into multiple categories or themes, helping to identify relationships within 

phenomenon found.  As an example, there could be data that relates the transformation of the 

uniform into paper with participant’s personal transition and identity development, and could 

even include another theme like “making new friends”, thus showing that the participants are 

making symbolic connections, making meaning through interactions with the group.  These 

examples are just conjectures on my part, simply to explain how themes can be intertwined.   

Credibility and Trustworthiness 

 To confirm the findings of the researcher and the credibility of the data analyzed, the 

researcher is incorporating several techniques.  There will be multiple sources of information 

related to the purpose of the study, including multiple interviews, observations, a written 

reflection by the participants and the art work itself.  This will create a triangulation (Fraenkel & 

Wallen, 2008) of sources to cross-check and confirm the data.   

 Credibility will also require accurate transcription of interviews and careful checking and 

reviewing of transcriptions by the researcher.  Using the participants own words from the 

interviews when reporting the findings will ensure the accuracy of the individual interpretation 

of their experience and how they make meaning from group interaction and the art-making 

process.   

 To further ensure credibility and trustworthiness, I will ask the participants to review the 

documentation containing information about them and also the analysis and findings.  Member 

checking will confirm my understanding of what the participants meant to convey and resolve 

any misunderstanding or miscommunication. 

 Documentation of field notes, transcripts of interviews, researcher memos and documents 

(including photographs of original art work) are important records to validate the research 
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findings and will be kept as empirical evidence and securely preserved for possible future 

review.  My memos should also include candid explanations of how the analysis developed, why 

certain information was highlighted over other findings.  This “theoretical candor” (Lofland et 

al., 2006, p. 170), strengthens the integrity and credibility of the research and findings.  Saldana 

(2011), wrote that, “the bottom line is that credibility and trustworthiness are matters of 

researcher honesty and integrity” (p. 136).  Documenting the sequence of interactions and events 

experienced by the researcher during the study will help explain how choices were made in the 

selection of sources.  This is referred to as “the ethnographer’s path” (Lofland et al, p. 170). 

 Researcher bias is a concern in qualitative research as the recording of observations, 

analysis, and interpretation of the data are dependent on the researcher’s awareness of their own 

influences, their relationship and interactions with the participants, and understanding the culture 

and interactions of the group.  Reinharz (1997) stated that attention needs to be focused not only 

on how we perceive our subjects, but also how they see us.  He also suggested analyzing the 

multiple selves we bring to our research; not only our qualifications and role as researchers but 

also what we bring with us from our life experiences as well as the roles we play in interacting 

with our subjects.  Including the analysis of the researcher’s complex role and relationship and 

interaction with the group will add depth and insight into the analysis of the research on the 

group experience. 

Transferability 

 Rather than using the term external validity which is used in quantitative research, a more 

appropriate term of assessment for qualitative research is transferability (Fraenkel & Wallen, 

2008).  In other words, the concern is whether the findings from this study will apply to other 

groups and locations.  Although the sample will be relatively small, I will attempt to obtain a 
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variety of ages and background of student veterans as well as gender.  This may be challenging 

to control as the purposive sampling will be focused on attracting first year students to the 

university.  From past workshop experiences, I have known student veterans to encourage their 

friends to do the workshop with them, creating a snowball sampling effect. However, I will 

attempt to include combat and non-combat veterans, as well as both male and female veterans.  

As most of the veterans in college right now have recently left the military, they will be 

predominantly from the post-9/11 era during the time of war in the middle-east.  With an average 

age of 25 (Molina, 2014), the young veteran population is very diverse with a variety of 

experiences in the military.  Within this diverse population, a goal of this study is to highlight 

common themes that many veterans across the country can recognize. 

 This study focuses on the transition experience for veterans leaving the military and 

starting college, but there could be insights potentially applicable to older veterans from the 

earlier conflicts in the middle-east or the Vietnam War (Bandura, 2002; Collie, et al., 2006; 

Currier, McCormick & Drescher, 2015; Grossman, 2009; Hoge, 2010; Pivar & Field, 2004), who 

are still dealing with trauma, grief and loss and no longer having the structure and comradery of 

the military.  Understanding group dynamics and the process of meaning-making could apply to 

creative art group workshops with other populations as well, especially those that are recovering 

from traumatic experiences and major life transitions.   

Procedures 

 This qualitative research will consist of conducting a creative arts workshop for student 

veterans at a large university in the southeastern United States.  Within the past decade, the 

university has made a public campaign to support student veterans and established a veteran’s 

center on campus.  The director, recognizing the value of the arts for student veterans, invested 
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in the equipment and materials needed for a hand papermaking studio.  I have been given 

permission to use the equipment and materials to conduct my research.  The workshop will be 

scheduled between January and February 2016.    

 The workshop will involve participants learning to make handmade paper using pulp 

made from their military uniforms or other cloth that is personally significant.  Although I am a 

doctoral student in art therapy, this workshop will not be called “art therapy”, and as the structure 

of the workshop will not include therapeutic processing, it will be considered more like “art as 

therapy”.  Rather, the arts workshop can function as an introduction to the therapeutic benefits of 

art-making and if desired, participants could pursue art therapy on their own. 

 At the beginning of the workshop, I will ask each participant to say something about 

themselves, their service, and their transitional journey from leaving the military to their current 

status as a student at a university.  If possible, a social gathering for participants will be held the 

day before the 2-day workshop begins.   

 The workshop will last two to three days and will involve a group of approximately 6-10 

veterans working together, learning and participating in every step of the papermaking and 

printing of images.  They will take place on the university campus, possibly in the art or art 

education department, which may be a location that the student veterans are unfamiliar with.  

This would expose them to faculty, staff and students and an area of campus they would not 

otherwise encounter.  This will be a hands-on, easy to learn art-making process with veterans 

working in groups assisted by non-veteran students and staff from across the university.  I will 

work with art department faculty, staff and student volunteers to involve participants with other 

departments at the university and promote interactions and relationships between them.    
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 After I introduce myself and my study, the participants will introduce themselves and a 

little about their background.  To give a historical context to hand papermaking, I will give a 

short introduction to the history of papermaking.  Participants will be shown how to cut their 

fabric to make paper, whether it is a personal uniform, a donated uniform from their branch of 

the military or other cloth belonging to the participant that holds personal significance.  This 

activity will happen in a group environment where participants may engage in conversation and 

share stories about their uniforms and their military experience.  After their fabric is cut into 

postage-sized pieces of cloth, they will be ready to pulp their fabric.  They will observe a 

demonstration of the Hollander beater machine and how it grinds the fabric until it becomes 

loose pulp.  I will demonstrate the technique using a mould (English spelling is traditionally 

used) and deckle to scoop up the pulp from a tub with water and press the pulp onto a piece of 

felt to create the piece of paper.  Each participant’s fiber will be pulped separately and kept in 

labeled buckets for their own use to make paper or share if they choose. 

 Participants will be invited to select one or two personal photographic images as a source 

to create silkscreen stencils and print on their handmade paper.  I will be available along with the 

lab assistants to work with the participants to digitally manipulate their images, intensifying the 

contrast, to make a clear and distinct stencil image. Art students, staff or researcher will prepare 

the silkscreens before the workshop begins but the participants can assist in exposing the images 

onto the screens and rinsing them in preparation for printing. 

 After the paper is transferred from the mould and deckles and pressed onto a wet felt 

surface (called “couching”) the silk-screened stencil can be laid over the wet piece of paper and 

the image transferred onto the handmade paper by the participants using a simple process called 

“pulp printing”.  With this technique, finely ground, dyed pulp can be sprayed using a generic 
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spray bottle through the stencil, onto the freshly pressed, wet paper.  The participant then 

carefully lifts the stencil off the paper, revealing the transferred image.  With this method, the 

image actually becomes part of the paper itself, rather than printing on top of dried paper.  The 

process of transforming a personal object from the past (uniform or other cloth) into a new form 

(paper) creating a work of art can be a reminder and symbol of their personal transformation 

(Richard, 2013).   

 At the end of the workshop, I will ask each participant to write a short reflection of the 

group workshop experience and the work they created.  Approximately a month later, I will 

arrange for an exhibit to be displayed on campus of the work produced by the student veterans 

and will include an opening reception.  Each participant will have at least one framed piece in the 

exhibit.  Allowing a period of time is important to allow participants time to reflect and 

internalize what the experience meant to them.   Showing their artwork on campus will provide 

an outlet to share their stories with other students and will demonstrate that their work is honored 

and valued.   

 Individual interviews will be conducted following the exhibition reception to gather any 

insights gained through the time period and reflecting on the process.  Giving a month to process 

the experience, the lapse of time will allow for relationships formed during the workshop to 

potentially develop and will also allow more time for the participants to interact with the college 

environment and reflect on how the workshop experience might have changed their level of 

engagement on campus.  

Methods of Analysis  

 With this group arts workshop, my goal is to gain an in-depth understanding of the 

transition experience for veterans leaving the military and entering college, specifically focusing 
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on the process of meaning-making through human interaction and art-making in a group 

workshop.  Additionally, I hope to gain understanding of the relationship between the 

participants and the art they create.  With a focus on the interactive process of meaning-making 

and individual perceptions of the participant’s life experience and identity development, the 

philosophical stance and framework of phenomenology and symbolic interactionism best support 

the goals of the study.  The methods of individual interviews, participant observation and 

document analysis of participant’s art work and written reflections will provide thick 

descriptions of individual experiences, and will provide the data to support the research 

questions.  Without a pre-conceived hypothesis, the researcher will allow the themes to emerge 

from the data.   

 Through these methods, I hope to shed some light on the experience of student veterans 

in their transition from the military into college and the shift in identity development.  I also hope 

to learn how the participants might use the art-making experience to interpret their life 

experience.   

Summary 

 The design and methods for this study will provide rich data and insight into how each 

participant interprets their experiences of art-making in a group environment. Using a diverse 

sampling of student veterans should provide a variety of reactions and responses to their 

participation in the creative art-making experience.  Allowing topics and themes to emerge from 

the empirical data, I will explore and analyze the findings, hoping to gain greater insight into art-

making and the transition process for student veterans.  I hope the workshop will be a positive 

experience for the participants and through art-making, it might provide an external outlet for 

expression of feelings and ideas otherwise unspoken.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

 
Chapter Overview 

  

In the following chapter a summary of the findings from the involvement of student 

veterans in the group papermaking workshop is provided.  Pseudonyms and direct quotes from 

the participants are included to describe, in their own words, individual experiences and 

impressions.   In keeping with the philosophical focus of phenomenology and the applied theory 

and conceptual framework of symbolic interactionism, the findings will include the individual 

interpretations of the processes involved in the workshop, including papermaking and the 

interactive group experience. Major themes will be explored related to the two foci of the 

research: transitioning from the military into college and communicating their military 

experience through the visual arts. 

Commitment and Preliminary Processes 

 

 I scheduled the workshop at the end of the third week of classes of the spring semester.  I 

began advertising before the holiday break, putting up flyers around the veteran’s center and 

advertising on the student veteran social media page.  However, I realized that the students who 

were just starting at the university in the new semester might not know anything about it until 

after classes began.  That only gave me a few weeks to contact the new students and for them to 

make the commitment.  I was able to make an announcement during a monthly free pizza lunch 

at the student veteran’s center at the end of the first week of classes.  This event, sponsored by 

the center is open to student veterans and anyone who wants to visit and meet student veterans.  

During the gathering, people make announcements of events and opportunities pertaining to 

student veterans.  As I signed up to be a student veteran liaison (there are many across the 
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campus), I have regularly attended the monthly lunch.  Because I have facilitated and led 

papermaking workshops in the past and have attended many social events organized by the 

veteran’s center (student veteran balls, film festival, football games, etc.), I have developed 

relationships with a number of student veterans as well as the center staff.  After my 

announcement, I walked around, introduced myself to students that I didn’t recognize and 

thought they might be new.  I talked with several of the new veterans who expressed their 

interest.  Once they did commit, they had to make decisions about what uniform they would use.  

But if they didn’t want to use their own, they could use a donated uniform.  They also had to 

choose an image they would like to print on their paper and get it to me in time to have it 

digitally altered into an image to be burned into a silkscreen.  Several of the returning students 

had more time to think about it as they had either had some exposure to a previous workshop or 

had planned to participate earlier but weren’t able to until now.  Even before starting the 

workshop, the mental and emotional process began in the preparation stage.  

Recruiting Participants and Gaining Commitments  

 Recruiting and getting a commitment from participants took some time.  However, I was 

able to get several returning students to commit pretty quickly as they had heard of the 

papermaking workshops before.  Unfortunately, the hardest group to engage was the new student 

veteran population.  It could be that the idea of making paper from military uniforms was such an 

unusual and foreign concept that it was hard for them to imagine what such a workshop may be 

like.  It is possible that the idea of cutting up a military uniform could be interpreted as 

destructive or disrespectful, so in my interactions I tried to clarify that this project and the art 

work that comes from it can actually be a way of commemorating and honoring one’s military 

experience.  Also, papermaking is a process that is hard to understand until you observe or better 
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still, experience it yourself.  But according to Bart, who had planned to do an earlier workshop, 

he believed it is more of a time commitment issue.  He thought that, “the cornerstone reason why 

it’s difficult to get veterans to do stuff is because they are going straight into harder stuff, already 

been through community college and they’re just trying to get their shit done.”  Although time 

was certainly a factor, the willingness to commit to the workshop also meant they would be 

willing to take some risks, delve into memories from their military past, and be willing to deal 

with the emotions they may have buried or consciously avoided. 

 Each student expressed different reasons why they decided to participate.  Bryan said: 

 I heard about it and didn’t really know anything about it, just that you make uniforms 

into paper and that was pretty much all I knew.  I had never, I don’t think I had ever seen 

any of the paperwork or anything like that, but I like to be around fellow student veterans 

as much as possible and I knew some of the people who were involved in that workshop 

and so, it was like a chance to get away from, you know, either being out at a real 

informal setting, where we’re just maybe drinking beers and talking and also away from 

formal meetings where like, the Collegiate Veterans Association, talking about budgets 

or something.  So it was kinda an in-between type of thing, I was really interested that 

part.   

Bryan had actually participated in a one-day workshop a year earlier, but had to leave before he 

was able to pulp his uniform and make paper.   

 Another participant, Mark, had just started at the university and was excited about all of 

the opportunities offered through the veteran’s center and said that he wanted to take advantage 

of as much as he could.  Bart, on the other hand, had a specific goal to use the uniform of one of 

his friends and fellow Marine who died from the long-term effects of a gunshot wound from Iraq 
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nine years earlier.  He wanted to create a piece of art to send his friend’s family, as a surprise 

gift.  George, another new student, had an idea for an image he had been thinking about creating 

for some time and this workshop gave him the opportunity to use his illustration for this process.  

For the returning students, word of mouth from other veterans and seeing the work produced 

motivated them to try it themselves. 

 Because of the hesitancy I thought student veterans might feel about participating in the 

workshop and because these workshops were not conducted as a more structured therapy group, 

I did not use the word “therapy” when recruiting, but rather I talked about it being personally 

meaningful as well as enjoyable.  I think they realized the personal nature of the papermaking 

process early on when they had to choose what uniform they were willing to cut up to make into 

paper.  A number of the participants talked about all of the memories that came back to them as 

they reflected on when and where they wore the uniform.  Choosing an image that they wanted 

to memorialize with their handmade paper also brought back memories of experiences and 

relationships related to the time they served in the military.  Although most didn’t know the steps 

involved in the process or what the end product might look like, these preparatory steps helped 

them form their initial intentions for the workshop. 

Introducing the Participants 

In the following section, I will provide some basic background information on each 

participant, including their military experience and what led them to the university after leaving 

the military (see Appendix B demographics chart).  A couple of students cancelled at the last 

minute, so the final group consisted of 4 male and 2 female student veterans.   
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Bart 

Bart, who was mentioned earlier, served in the Marines from 2003 to 2007.  He was an 

infantryman and scout sniper and was deployed twice to Iraq.  After leaving the military, he 

moved back to his home in the Tampa Bay area and went to a local college part time for a while 

and then attended a local university for a year, but was not happy there.  He transferred to this 

university when he realized it was where he had always wanted to go.  He said that he thought 

everyone that has been in the military develops a kind of “stubborn pride”.  He said, “They’re 

sort of super-proud of what they did, where they came from, so that kind of stuck with me.”  

After this realization he decided to “follow his heart” and after taking off a semester, he 

transferred here and finished his bachelor’s degree in Social Science with a focus in Political 

Science and Emergency Management.   At the time of the workshop, he was pursuing a second 

bachelor’s degree, after realizing in sniper school that he liked math, so he double-majored in 

Applied Mathematics and Mechanical Engineering.  

Bryan 

Bryan, also mentioned above, grew up in this university town and his father and wife are 

both graduates of the law school.  He joined the Army out of high school in 2000 as he was not 

sure what he wanted to do.  He’d always wanted to attend the university, but because he didn’t 

focus on his studies in high school, he was pretty sure he wouldn’t be accepted into the 

university based on his high school academic record.  He left the Army in 2010, after serving in 

two deployments to Iraq.  He had planned to leave the military earlier, but in 2006 he was 

detained or “stop-lossed” (a military term for being retained and not allowed to leave service) for 

an extra two years during the offensive they called “the surge”.    
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When Bryan left the military, he came home but was again unsure about what he wanted 

to do.  A short time later he was surprised when he saw a group of student veterans from the 

university marching in the local Veteran’s Day parade.  He didn’t know there was any kind of 

student veteran organization at the university.  He contacted the president of the student 

organization at that time who advised him to finish his Associate of Arts degree at the local 

community college and then transfer to the university, which is what he did.  He had been at the 

university for a year at the time of the workshop.   

Bryan is married with four children and hopes to pursue law school after he finishes his 

bachelor’s degree in International Affairs.   He had exhausted his educational funds from his GI 

bill, but received assistance through the Vocational Rehabilitation program.  He explained he 

was able to get funding from them because he had a partial disability rating due to both physical 

and psychological injuries he sustained from his deployments.   

Amanda 

Amanda started at the university over a year before the study, at the same time as Bryan.  

She knew him at the community college and they transferred to the university in the same 

semester.  After high school she went to college part-time, but she really didn’t know what she 

wanted to do.  So she decided to join the Navy and served for four years, from 2008-2012.  She 

recently remarried, but was married to her first husband while she was in the Navy and he was in 

the Army.  Being in different branches of the military, they were stationed in different locations 

most of the time they were married.  She also has a daughter to whom she gave birth to while in 

the Navy.   

Amanda said she did not do much in the first year after leaving the military because she 

wasn’t sure what she wanted to do.  She moved to town when her mother moved here and 
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decided to go back to finish her Associate of Arts degree and transfer to the university.  She said 

it had been her dream to be a student at the university since she was in the fifth grade.  Although 

she was majoring in International Affairs and Public Administration at the time of this study, she 

said she really wanted to go into Nursing.  She completed all of the prerequisite courses for the 

program and planned to pursue Nursing as a second bachelor’s degree after she completed her 

degree program. 

Mark 

Mark was in his first semester at the university.  He also transferred from the local 

community college.  Originally from Connecticut, he moved to the university town after leaving 

the military because his mother-in-law lived locally and worked at the university.  He served six 

and a half years in the Army and deployed twice to Afghanistan.  He served in special operations 

involving parachuting.  In his last jump, he injured himself, tearing his medial meniscus in his 

knees.  It was a difficult time for him dealing with chronic pain; his marriage suffered and he 

struggled with substance abuse.  However, he had surgery, sought mental health counseling, and 

began the recovery process.  He said he was “med-boarded” (see definition in Appendix F) for 

his knees, PTSD, and anxiety and retired from the Army in 2014.   

George 

George had also just started his first semester at the university.  However he earned his 

bachelor’s degree before entering the military and came to the university to pursue a master’s 

degree in Computer Science, with a focus in Cyber Security.  He served in the Army for 10 years 

(7 active-duty, 3 years reserve) and spent over two years (two deployments) in Afghanistan.  He 

was an infantry officer but was assigned a variety of different jobs, including military 

intelligence.  In his first deployment he was sent to an outpost and was involved with tracking 
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down “bad guys” as well as managing civil affairs, helping the local population get the funds to 

rebuild their house if the Americans blew it up in a firefight.  He said it was a little disconcerting 

as he said, “They knew I was the guy that carried cash with me everywhere” and everyone knew 

who he was.   

In his second deployment, George was one of the officers in charge of network 

operations for most of eastern Afghanistan.  He was in charge of making sure the communication 

networks were functional and ordering repairs if it was damaged during battles.  At the time of 

the workshop, it had been a year since he returned from Afghanistan and he left the military 

about nine months before coming to the university.  He was married and his first child (a girl) 

was born less than 2 weeks before the workshop. 

Barbara 

Barbara was also a graduate student, enrolled in the Masters in Social Work program.  

She served active duty in the Army for nine and a half years.  In the last two years before coming 

to the university she was in the reserves, at which time she finished her undergraduate degree.  

She joined the Army when she was 17 years old and deployed once to Iraq and once to 

Afghanistan.  While deployed she served in ground support for aircraft and crew and also 

tracking flights.  At times she said it was “intense” as she sometimes got calls for “medevac” 

access or “casevac” assistance.  “Medevac” and “casevac” are military terms or abbreviations for 

medical evacuations from combat or evacuation of casualties from the battlefield.  In addition to 

her deployments, Barbara was based in Germany two separate times, for a total of 5 years.   

Although Barbara participated in the previous fall workshop (her first semester at the 

university), she volunteered to assist in the research workshop as the workshop had been very 

meaningful to her and she was interested in learning more about the process.  When I had last 
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minute cancellations for the workshop, I asked if she would be willing to participate in the study 

and be interviewed.  She gladly accepted the offer and was able to display her work in the library 

exhibit as well.  

I had originally hoped to get more students in their first semester at the university, but I 

ended up with just two.  Several of the students had tried to participate in earlier workshops 

(Bryan did, but wasn’t able to complete the papermaking process) but this was the first time it 

worked out for them to attend.  In the end, the group was somewhat diverse except for race, as 

they were all Caucasian.  The group included 4 males, 2 females, two graduate students, two new 

to the university and two others that had participated in at least part of a papermaking workshop 

during their first semester at the university.  Four of the six participants were married and three 

had children.  All but one had experienced deployments to a war zone and two (that I am aware 

of) had been officially diagnosed as having some level of both physical and psychological 

disabilities.  They ranged in age from their late twenties to early thirties.  

 With such diverse backgrounds as well as military experiences, I hoped to get a variety of 

responses and individual insights.  I also hoped to find commonalities in emergent themes that 

would show the value of the process for a wide variety of individuals.  

Choosing the Uniform 

 After making the initial commitment, the participants had to decide if they would use 

their own uniform and if so, which one they were willing to cut up and have ground into pulp to 

form into sheets of paper.  They all chose to use their own except for Bart, who used his 

deceased friend’s uniform.  They reflected on where they wore their uniforms, which 

consequently brought back memories associated with their military experience.  Again, each had 

different levels of attachment and chose the uniform to cut up and pulp for a variety of reasons.  
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Bryan, the student who participated in part of the workshop a year ago, said “it was actually 

kinda interesting to pick which one.”  He said he had “a ton of them” but it took a while to 

choose one he could cut up.  Mark said he had worn his in both of his deployments to 

Afghanistan in 2010 and 2011. 

 Barbara used just half of one pant leg of her Army combat uniform (ACU) (See 

Appendix F).  Amanda talked about the attachment she felt towards her uniforms and because of 

that she said: 

I actually used my maternity uniform because it didn’t have too much… I mean it had 

meaning but it wasn’t like my actual uniform that I wore all the time, so I’d only worn it 

for maybe 4-5 months and so… so I used my maternity uniform just for that reason cuz I 

wasn’t sure if I was wanting to cut up mine or not and I had talked to my husband cuz I 

took his “dolphins” (Navy Submarine Warfare Insignia) off of his Navy uniform and he 

was like, don’t do anything with it, and I was like, I know, I know, like I had the same 

feelings, so that’s the reason I used my maternity uniform. 

Bart, talked about the experience of using his deceased friend’s uniform, and said:  

It was kind of weird cuz I realized that the deserts that I got was actually ones he wore on 

deployment, but it was a scrap, it was like a cut, but I don’t know why.  So, I’m curious, 

but it was like, I don’t know, it was kinda super-cool that I was using ones that he had 

used, that he had worn in-country. 

Choosing the Image 

 The next decision the participants were asked to make was to choose a personal image 

they would like to have made into a silkscreen stencil to print onto their handmade paper.  They 

each emailed me an image, which I forwarded to a graphic designer on campus.  Using an 
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illustrator program, he transformed the images into black and white shapes, creating a simplified 

stencil-like image, which was then burned into the light-sensitive emulsion coating on individual 

pieces of silkscreen fabric.  I sent the altered image to each of the participants for their approval 

before exposing the images onto the screens.   

 
FIGURE1  

Bart’s Friend in Iraq 
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 Going through images and reflecting on their military experience was another process 

that for some, uncovered memories that elicited strong emotions.  They had to make decisions 

about what image they felt was especially significant to print on the paper made from their own 

uniform, or in Bart’s case, his deceased best friend’s.  These images became the focal point of 

their work, giving a visual representation to what they held most precious or struggled with 

because of their experiences in war. 

 The sister of Bart’s deceased friend sent the uniform as well as the image she thought his 

family would like best.  The image flooded Bart with associated memories of their time in Iraq 

together.  In the final interview, after the exhibition opening, he talked about the image he used.  

He said: 

The image was awesome because it was, you know, on a mountain top during our first 

deployment…. well technically our second deployment, but our first deployment to Iraq, 

and it was during operation Matador, which was the day we basically, we crossed.  It was 

out west near the Syrian border and my company crossed the Euphrates River and swept 

down all the way to the Syrian border, cleared everything because no one had been in that 

area since the invasion, kinda like this wild west area.  So his platoon was out in the 

mountains providing over-watch on this mountainous range… really weird, cuz it was 

like this flat land and then boom, giant mountains and they were up there trying to stop 

insurgents from sneaking into the mountains.  So he was up there watching the whole 

time that I was getting into my first gun fights in Iraq along the Euphrates River.  So, he 

was like, it was weird, up there in that position on Mother’s Day of 2006 or 2005 the first 

time I got in a fire fight.  So, there’s a lot of connection to that photograph and his family, 

like, loves that picture; it’s their favorite one and I’m glad it was that one, personally, for 
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my own reasons.  Plus it’s just a good picture.  He was a very happy smiling person and 

you can tell in that one, so it’s a good representation of him.  He was a goof, definitely a 

goof.  It also showed how much being in the Marine Corps sucked.  Like you’re up in the 

mountains with all that gear you know.  But we had (pause), we definitely had a cool 

connection over there.   

 Although it wasn’t as recent a loss for Bryan, he also chose an image related to a friend 

that was killed while they were deployed together in 2008.  Although his friend died nearly eight 

years ago, the image was from a photograph taken recently when he and his family visited a  

 
FIGURE 2 

Bryan and Son at Friend’s Memorial 
 

memorial for his friend and others.  In the final interview, reflecting on the workshop and the 

significance of the image, he shared that:  

It was a few months ago, there was a reunion for my old unit that I deployed to Iraq with, 

and so we went up there and I took the entire family, and the picture is of my son 
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pointing at the name of the guy who his middle name is for, on the memorial wall that is 

actually getting torn down.   There’s an initiative to save it but, it’s not going too well…  

but, yeah that was really cool, I pointed to it first and said you know that’s the name of 

the guy you were named after and right after I pointed at it, he pointed at it too.   

He explained that his wife “snapped” the image just as his son pointed to his friend’s name on 

the memorial wall. 

 Barbara also participated in a workshop offered last fall, which was her first semester at 

the university.  She talked about a couple of cartoon images she had made into stencils that 

related to her friends that helped her through some tough times she was having in the military 

(which she did not disclose).  She said it helped her remember some of the good times she had 

and the close friendships she developed in the military.  But Barbara had also experienced loss of 

friends in the war.  She wears two memorial wrist bands for two friends, each with their name, 

date, and location of their deaths.   She used a ready-made stencil (not her own image) for the 

piece she chose to have framed for the exhibit.  She explained that the silhouetted image of a 

helicopter was: 

a Black Hawk (see Appendix F), and that one I made in memory to two different crews 

that were in units that I was with.  They both were killed during deployments, so just kind 

of (wanted to) remember them.  That one was actually made from one of my flight 

company t-shirts; a little bit of that and my ACU’s.  

   Mark chose an image from a personal family photograph with him, his wife and dog, 

taken in his home.   His said the image represented what he was fighting for in Afghanistan.  He 

said: 
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The image on the paper is just a huge thing to me.  I joined the military to support my 

family and friends and my loved ones and you know I started my own family right after 

my second tour in Afghanistan and so for them to be part of my military experience was a 

huge thing to me, and my wife has always supported me in any decision that I have or 

want to make, um, whether it be to retire or push through the pain or do what I gotta do, 

um, she’s always been there to back me up.  To me it means, life, liberty and the pursuit 

of happiness, cuz that’s the happiest I’ve ever been is with my wife and my daughter, (we 

both chuckle) my dog daughter.  It’s my everything.   

 Amanda’s stencil was from a photograph of her grandfather who was in advanced stages 

of Alzheimer’s.  He fought in World War II, and she printed his image on the pulp from her 

uniform as a symbolic way of connecting his service with hers, nearly 70 years later and to honor 

her grandfather’s life. (See Appendix F) 

 George had a lot to say about his image.  His image was the only one that was not taken 

directly from a photograph, but instead he created the illustration specifically for this workshop.  

When I initially saw his illustration, I was drawn to the “innocent” and “guilty” labels on the 

gun, and after reading the text I understood the concept of the life and death decisions that must 

be made in combat.  But I was curious to learn more about his concept related to his experience.   

He explained that the initial idea had come from a cartoon from a military humor website where 

someone had written “pew” for semi-automatic setting and “pew-pew-pew” for the “burst” 

setting on a rifle.  That got him thinking about the life or death decisions that have to be made in 

war and whether he could trust the local villagers or not.  As it always happens in war, civilians 

get caught in the middle of the fighting and are simply trying to survive.  But some are recruited 

to support the insurgents (a person who engages in armed resistance to a government) and 
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because they don’t always wear the military uniforms of the terrorist-supported enemy regimes, 

it can be difficult to know their allegiance. This idea related to his experience in Afghanistan and 

his assigned duty as a targeting officer.  He explained that his job was: 

more military intelligence, kind of sorting through uh “who’s who in the zoo” as far as 

who’s definitely a bad guy and who are some potential good guys and then kind of like 

getting a feel for different groups of people, what their interests are and it’s just a very 

complex and fluid environment and so it’s just, it’s really difficult to tell good guys from 

bad guys.  

So George found an illustration of a gun from a training manual and replaced the labels in 

the illustration.  Instead of the setting called “safe”, he replaced it with the word “innocent” and 

instead of the setting labeled “semi”, he wrote “guilty”.  He said the idea had been “kind of 

brewing in my mind for a long time actually, before I even heard about the workshop” and the 

workshop gave him incentive to follow through with his idea. 

 His image was directly connected to his experience in war where he was always on 

guard, and felt a huge responsibility in making decisions whether to trust someone or live with 

the consequences if he made the wrong decision.  He said that even on quiet days it was stressful 

because you could never be sure about the people around you, and he always had to be on the 

look-out for Improvised Explosive Devices (IED’s).  IED’s are hand built bombs which are 

made and planted by local insurgents, often on the roads or paths known to be travelled by the 

US military.   He said that: 

in a weird way, it’s almost more scary when you’re dealing with the thing that is 

probably nothing, because it’s probably nothing but you’re (not) exactly sure and then in 

the back of your mind, you’re worried about saying it’s safe and then somebody else 
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comes through like the next day and somebody gets blown up and you’re like, oh well 

that was my fault because I said it was safe and then it turned out not to be safe, so you’re 

kind of feeling, the stress is still there even when nothing is happening because you’re 

constantly analyzing, trying to make these really tough decisions. 

 
FIGURE 3 

George’s Illustration  
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 At the end of his interview, he went back to talking about having to make those decisions.  

He related it to the controversial rules of engagement that were established by General 

McChrystal while he was in Afghanistan during his first deployment in 2010 and 2011 

(McChrystal was commander of the Joint Special Operations Command from 2003 to 2008 and 

was top commander in Afghanistan from 2009-2010) (Etzioni, 2013).  The rules of engagement 

and guidelines for combat engagement were supposed to lessen civilian casualties, but some of 

the troops on the ground felt that there was less concern for them than the local civilians.  George 

told the story of one platoon leader that had been complaining and criticizing the rules.  To prove 

he believed in the effectiveness of his new rules, General McChrystal met with the platoon leader 

and went on a mission with him, without the usual entourage of protection that usually surrounds 

high officials. George had a lot of respect for the bravery of the man.  He remembered that: 

One of the things that, from one of the catch-phrases or mantras or clichés they would 

say, when they came out with all these new directives and stuff was the phrase 

‘courageous restraint’ and it was one of those things that I thought sounded cheesy but 

then lookin’ back at it later on, well, that’s a pretty significant (thing) to say or whatever.  

That’s when I wrote the thing about trying to protect somebody else at the risk of your 

own life…. that’s, you know, the embodiment of courageous restraint. 

 The phrase “courageous restraint” brings to mind the significance of those words and the 

many other terms and expressions that are unique to those in military service.  The military 

“rules of engagement” that encouraged “courageous restraint” directly affected the lives of 

military personnel in combat situations.  However, for civilians, they are concepts that, although 

they may sound noble or perhaps restrictive, depending on your point of view, they don’t directly 

affect civilian lives.  Because George had lived through situations where he had to make those 
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kind of life and death decisions, the words have personal meaning in a way that only those that 

have lived through those situations can fully comprehend. 

 Out of all of the participants, George was the most recently separated from the military, 

with his last deployment to Afghanistan ending just a little over a year ago.  Along with the 

intensity of combat and the responsibility he felt as an officer, it could account for his level of 

hyper vigilance and his tendency to revert back to thinking in survival mode.  He admitted that: 

It’s something that you never really turn off completely.  It’s something that is always 

kind of running in the background.  In computer science we’d call that a daemon 

processor or background process where if you boot up your computer and you don’t open 

any programs at all and then bring up task manager you’ll see there’s like 30-40 different 

tasks that are running, even though the computer’s not really doing anything or you don’t 

see it doing anything but there are all these things that are under the hood that are 

running.  It’s kinda like that where you’re like, you’re constantly thinking about things 

like, you’re just like walking down the street, you’re not even consciously doing it, your 

subconscious will (think) like ‘if artillery rounds start comin’ in now as I’m walking to 

Strozier (university) Library I’m gonna dive down into that ditch, this is the spot 

(laughing) that I’m going to go hide’.  It’s kind of like, and you’re just walking down the 

street and you’re like, ‘that would be a good spot to like curl up into a little ball (laughing 

some more) in the fetal position if artillery rounds start comin’ in. 

 This example of hyper-vigilant thoughts is to be expected after returning from combat, 

and normally will fade over time.  However there are often situations or sounds that can trigger 

those thoughts indefinitely.  A very successful and well-adjusted Vietnam veteran told me that 
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whenever he hears a helicopter overhead, he experiences thoughts and reactions that take him 

back over forty years to his experience in a war zone. 

 As he stated, this workshop gave George the opportunity to fully explore and develop his 

idea into a finished work of art.  In addition to the image, his print also included text explaining 

the life-threatening decisions warriors have to make every day, and that unless you are in that 

situation, you have no thought of the constant vigilance and protection required to keep others 

safe.  With this piece, he was able to communicate both visually and verbally the concept of 

“courageous restraint” just like the choices he had made regularly in his leadership role in 

Afghanistan.  

 I was personally moved as I listened to all of the individual stories and as the participants 

communicated the intensity of feeling behind each of their images.  I was struck by the 

significance of the images they chose and how they represented their greatest challenges or 

symbolized what they held most dear.  They each had such different experiences in the military 

and the diversity of their images reflected that.  Grief and loss was a prominent theme for more 

than half and for George, it was the challenge of living with a mind in survival mode, unable to 

turn off the hyper vigilance.  Mark on the other hand, chose to focus on the positive inspiration 

and his rock of security that had kept him going through his recovery from injuries that forced 

his retirement from service. 

The Workshop Begins 

 The workshop took place in the sculpture lab of the art department at the university.  It 

was a large, cavernous space, very high ceilings, concrete walls, with lots of tools, including 

large power tools in a woodshop area, which was a fenced-in space (for safety reasons).  The lab 

was closed on Fridays, so no one else was in the space the first day of the workshop.  One of the 
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student veteran helpers, a Master of Fine Arts graduate student was a lab monitor there, and the 

lab manager was there part of the day, to make sure we had all we needed.  We set up in three 

separate spaces.  We used the large table in the main, open lab area for the initial introductions 

and uniform cutting table, which also became the social gathering area and where we ate lunch.  

We set out cutting mats, scissors and rolling blade cutters around the table with stools for 

students to sit.  The table was high enough to work on standing up as well.  The workshop was 

supposed to begin around 9am on a Friday morning, but only one participant showed up on time.  

I was a bit disappointed as I had expectations that because of their military training they would 

be more punctual.  But since the structure of the workshop was fairly fluid, I wasn’t overly 

concerned.  As it turned out, two of the student veterans who were also parents were late due to 

complications with getting their kids to school.  One of the parents, Bryan, came with his 

uniform already cut into pieces from a former workshop, so while we were waiting for the other 

parent, we went ahead and started pulping his uniform in the beater machine outside.  Two other 

participants had told me they had class or a test, or for some reason beyond their control were 

coming later, and one was a last-minute cancellation.  So the workshop began once there were 

three present.  Although we were off to a late start, I felt alright about the delays because I 

wanted the participants to feel relaxed and I knew they all had multiple commitments between 

school and family.  I also just felt so appreciative that they were willing to participate and I felt 

we had plenty of time with a two-day workshop for everyone to create their handmade paper art. 

Having the first uniform already started in the pulping process helped when I demonstrated the 

process and walked them through the various steps. 
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Background and Introductions 

 The workshop began with individual introductions.   I began by introducing myself and 

my journey to becoming an art therapist, working with student veterans, and being inspired by 

my son’s death in Iraq.  I was pretty certain they all knew about my son’s death, but I wanted 

them to understand my connection to the military.  I know that many veterans have experienced 

the death of a friend in the war, whether they personally experienced combat or not.  I wanted 

them to know that although I wasn’t a veteran and hadn’t experienced war first hand, I had 

experienced the loss of a loved one from war.   

  A history of the papermaking workshops at the university was explained, including the 

process of making paper from uniforms, which was inspired by the work of the Peace Paper 

Project.  One of the co-directors of the Peace Paper Project was there to volunteer for part of the 

first day and she shared the background of their work up to the present.  Lastly, I gave a brief 

summary of the history of hand papermaking and how it began in China in 105AD (Hunter, 

1943) and travelled through the middle-east, specifically Bagdad and then spread through the 

Muslim world to reach Europe and the Western world.  I thought that making the historical 

connection of papermaking to Iraq and the Muslim world might be meaningful to the veterans 

who had served there. 

 My introduction lasted approximately ten minutes and then each of the participants 

shared a little about themselves.  They were asked to talk about their background in the military, 

when they joined, what branch they served in, what their jobs were, where they served and then 

about their experience leaving the military.  Additionally they were asked to share why they 

chose this university and what got them interested in doing the workshop.   
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 Bart, who was standing beside me, spoke up first, saying that he had been in the Marines 

from 2003-2007 and as mentioned before, that he had been an infantryman and a scout sniper.  

He seemed comfortable sharing what he had done in the Marines with everyone present.  It took 

him a while to get to the university, but it was where he’d hoped for many years to be able to 

attend, so within a couple of years he transferred here.  He is now working on his second 

bachelors.  He said that he realized he liked math in sniper school and now is double-majoring 

with mechanical engineering and math.  He told the story of his best friend being shot in Iraq and 

how he finally succumbed to the complications of his wounds and died last summer.   He said, “I 

am doing this cuz, A.  It’s fun, and B., I get to use my friend’s cami’s (camouflage uniform) and 

make a portrait for his family and for myself and I thank you for having me.  I think this is 

great.” 

 Standing next to Bart was Amanda who shared her story next.  She served in the Navy 

from 2008-2012, as an air crewman technician.  She talked about not doing much of anything the 

first year after she got out (although she had the responsibilities of caring for a young child).  As 

she wasn’t sure what she wanted to do, when her mother moved here, she decided to follow her 

as she had always wanted to attend the university.  Amanda is now studying International 

Affairs, Public Administration and Emergency Management.  She had tried to be in earlier 

workshops but it never worked out, so she said she was excited to be there. Having submitted a 

family photograph, her intention was to print a picture of her “grandpa” who was in the Air 

Force towards the end of WWII, on her uniform, stating that he had recently been moved to a 

nursing home because he was in the final stages of Alzheimer’s.   

 Bryan, sitting across on the other side of the table spoke last.   He was in the Army from 

2000-2010.  He said he was not engaged with academics in high school and that was one of the 
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reasons he joined the Army.   He talked about being inspired to try to make it to the university 

after seeing the university student veteran group marching in the Veterans Day parade.  He had 

always wanted to go the university as his father was an alumni, he grew up in town, and was a 

big a fan of the school and the football team.  As mentioned before, he participated in a 

workshop during his first semester at the university a year ago, but he had to leave before he 

could finish the process.  He said that, “For me, it was part of the healing process, for some 

things that happened while I was in the military.”  He talked about one of his best friends who 

was killed by a roadside bomb in Iraq in 2008.  He said:  

he was just kind of a memory that lived with me… so I decided that for one, I was going 

to make the paper for myself out of my own uniform, cuz it’s cool to do a physical 

transition of something that was with me all the time, on my body all the time and then 

turn it into something I can display on my wall at home.  So I thought that was really neat 

and then I realized, hey, I could send a really cool image on this paper to his family as a 

way of saying, hey I’ve been thinking about him since 2008 and you know, he won’t be 

forgotten.   

The workshop gave him the opportunity to externalize the memory of his friend and create a 

symbolic object to honor his friend and also share with others. 

 As each student spoke everyone around the table gave their undivided attention.  After 

everyone had spoken I was personally moved and thanked them all for sharing their stories. 

 For the participants who came late, the introductions varied.  Since they came at different 

times, I talked to each individually.  I introduced them to the others and gave them a brief 

synopsis of the morning session.  I told them about the history of papermaking at the university, 

beginning with the Peace Paper Project and the goals of my research, but it was briefer and 
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perhaps a bit disjointed due to distractions from the activities and conversations happening 

within the studio space.  Unfortunately, this meant they may not have heard each person’s story 

and about their images, etc.  However, I did over-hear conversations between them, when they 

explained their images and talked about their military experiences.  George had multiple 

schedule conflicts on the first day, so was in and out and didn’t have as much social interaction 

that day.  It was also unfortunate as the late arrivals were also the student veterans who had just 

started at the university a few weeks earlier and didn’t know many people or fellow student 

veterans.  Barbara, who wasn’t there at all the first day, had a different experience as well as she 

had participated in an earlier workshop.   

 I think the lack of consistency and structure at the outset of the workshop may have 

inhibited or delayed the building of relationships.  If they had all been together, listening to each 

other’s stories as they each spoke, the group may have developed a more cohesive quality as a 

whole.  But at the same time, even those that came late talked about how much they enjoyed 

being around other student veterans.  It is impossible to know how the group dynamics and over-

all experiences for each individual might have been enhanced or different.  

Demonstrating the Process 

 Before demonstrating the process, I explained that several weeks following the workshop 

there would be an exhibit in the main university library and we would frame one picture of their 

choice for each of them, which they would be theirs to keep and do whatever they wanted to with 

following the exhibit.  It was explained that this would be the second veteran papermaking 

exhibit, with the first taking place three years earlier, following the first papermaking workshop 

held at the university.  The library exhibition staff was enthusiastic to have another showing of 
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the student veteran’s work as the previous exhibit had received interest and positive comments 

from the general student population.   

  As Bryan’s uniform was already pulping in the machine outside, we walked out to see 

how the machine worked and also see how much his uniform had broken down.  The machine, 

called a Hollander Beater was outside, accessible through a large industrial doorway with long 

and thick hanging plastic strips that overlapped each other sealing off the outside air.  To walk 

through it, you simple parted the strips to pass through to the outside covered area.  Being in late 

January, it was fairly cold but the sky was clear.  They saw that the soft vinyl channel or trough 

that wrapped around the beater section was filled with water that was circulating around and 

through the beater blades.  When the machine is on you have to speak loudly to be heard over the 

sound of the motor.  Bryan had added the pieces of his uniform a little at a time, pushing them 

down so they were immersed in the water and circulated with the water around and through the 

blades.  The steel blades attached to a heavy steel cylinder, look like ice skate blades, blunt but 

sharp on the outer edges.  They protrude about an inch or so from the cylinder, are about 8 inches 

across and are attached to the cylinder about an inch apart.  The action is actually more of a 

pounding than cutting, but as you stand and watch the small scraps of cloth circle through the 

beater blades, each time, you see the fibers loosen and after a while (30 minutes to an hour 

generally), it becomes pulp, unrecognizable anymore as a uniform.   

 Next they were led into another enclosed room, which also connected to the large lab area 

where we began the group.  This smaller room had four tables, 4 foot by 8 foot with two large 

plastic trays on each table with a plywood board beside each tray.  It was explained that this was 

the “sheet formation” area and a demonstration was given showing how a sheet of paper is 

formed out of the pulp.  Following the sheet formation demonstration, the process called “pulp 
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printing” was also demonstrated, an immediate process of transferring an image on to the freshly 

pressed paper. (See Appendix A for more detailed information of the papermaking process, 

including sheet formation and pulp printing.)  

 The sheet formation and pulp printing took around 10 minutes, as it is a quick and easy 

technique to learn with a little practice.  The participants gathered around during the 

demonstration and asked questions, making comments about how “cool” it was.   

 Once all of the stages of the process had been demonstrated, we all went back into the 

main area and the table where we had begun.  They were told that they could start cutting their 

uniform and I and the volunteers would be around to help if they needed anything.  It was also 

explained that there was waiting involved as we could only pulp one person’s uniform at a time.  

To get them started, I explained that they only needed to cut up about a half of a pound and we 

had a scale on the table to weigh it out.  They were instructed to cut the fabric into little squares, 

approximately the size of a postage stamp.  So, Ben and Amanda settled in and started to work.  

As facilitator, I moved between the rooms, going back and forth to the beater machine to check 

on it and lower the cylinder down to pound it into finer pulp.  Bryan went back and forth to 

check on his pulp as well.   

 Around this time, the fourth student veteran, Mark, arrived after his previous appointment 

was over.  As he was new to the university, he didn’t know many people and so he was 

introduced to the other participants and volunteers. Because of the somewhat loose structure of 

the workshop with volunteers coming and going and an occasional person stopping by to see 

what was happening, the other veterans did not seem disturbed or distracted by his presence.  He 

was led around the rooms and was shown the beater machine outside and the sheet formation 

room.  He had his uniform and was ready to start cutting it up.  It was explained that we had 
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done introductions earlier and asked if he could answer the same questions and allow me to 

record it.  So, as he was sitting there, beginning to cut his uniform, with the other participants 

around the table, he told his story.  

 He said he had been in the Army for six and a half year.  He was in Germany for the last 

two and a half years.  His first 4 years he was at Ft. Campbell with Special Operations with an 

airborne unit which included parachuting.  He deployed twice from there to Afghanistan.  He 

would have deployed a third time, but he injured himself on his last jump.  As he talked, he 

looked across the table at Mark and Amanda and spoke loud enough for them to hear his story.  

He said he tore his medial meniscus.  He said he was having problems with his marriage when he 

got out and after having surgery he sought out mental health and started into a program called 

ASAP, which he explained stood for Army Substance Abuse Program.  He reported he was 

“med-boarded” (see Glossary for definition) for his knee injuries, PTSD, and anxiety and 

subsequently retired from the Army.  I noticed that like the others participants, he didn’t seem at 

all inhibited talking about his experience.  They had all talked openly about emotional events 

related to their time in the military. 

 When asked about his experience leaving the military he said: 

 Getting out of the military was the worst experience that I’ve ever had in my whole 

entire life.  Ah, cuz I had nothing at all.  Nobody, no friends, nobody.  I moved to a state 

where I didn’t know anybody and all I had was my wife and my mother-in-law for about 

six months.   

 This had to have been a very difficult time in his life, having to leave the military at a 

time he was still suffering from physical and psychological wounds. Leaving behind a way of 

life and a job he could no longer physically perform, he had to find a different path for his future. 
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 He began his new life after the military, with his move to town from Connecticut because 

his mother-in-law lived here and worked at the university.  He started making contacts and got 

the advice to complete his AA degree at the community college and then apply to transfer to the 

university.  He said that through that process he met a lot of other veterans and became the 

president of the student veteran organization at the community college.   

 He proudly announced that he had graduated with honors from the community college 

and had just started in the criminology major at the university.  When asked how he liked it so 

far, he said it was “amazing!”  When I commented that it sounded like he had a rocky start in 

civilian life after leaving the military, he talked about the big adjustment he experienced 

transitioning from the northeast for the southeast and he said he had very little contact with his 

family at home.  When asked what interested him in the workshop, he said, “To be honest I 

thought it would be something fun to do and get my mind off of everything I got going on right 

now.  Um, and then of course, meet other veterans and what-not.”   I responded by saying I 

thought those were good reasons and that I hoped it would be relaxing and enjoyable for him. 

 I was pleasantly surprised when Kenneth, a student veteran and papermaking veteran 

walked in.  He went through training over a year ago to assist with papermaking workshops and 

has participated or assisted in each workshop we’ve had sense that time.  I didn’t know he was 

coming, but I welcomed his presence.  He had a warm smile and greeted those he knew in the 

room, including the PPP co-director and other veterans and was introduced to the new student.  

He basically sat around and visited with the others most of the time, later helping people 

individually if they needed assistance in the sheet formation process.   Everyone seemed very 

relaxed and appeared to be enjoying themselves.  I was pleased as I had hoped to emulate the 
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atmosphere and looseness of former workshops, which I felt would help relieve any anxiety or 

stress about the workshop. 

At this point, the structure became quite loose, and the conversations began to flow.  

Bryan, who was waiting for his pulp to finish, sat and joined in with the conversations.  He 

began talking to the PPP co-director and she asked him what his job was in the military and he 

told her the story behind the silkscreen image he was using.   They talked about all kinds of 

topics, including learning to change diapers, good places for a kid’s birthday, etc.  There was 

plenty of laughter and joking around.  Then something would come up about their military 

experiences and they shared more stories.  There was a kind of balance between small talk and 

memories that related to their experiences in the military and in war, which kept it from feeling 

too emotionally heavy.  For example, Bart talked about a friend of his that became famous 

because of how good he was.  Mark recognized the name and said he had heard that he had over 

100 kills. Having not been in combat, hearing them talk about “kills” in such a seeming 

nonchalant manner was disconcerting to me, but I kept my feelings to myself.  Mark, Bart and 

Kenneth were talking about different areas they were stationed in during their deployments to 

Iraq and Afghanistan.   

 A short while later, the other new student veteran, George stopped in, just for a few 

minutes as he was between tests.  By this time, Bryan was already making paper and Bart’s 

uniform was pulping, so people were scattered around.  I walked him through the three rooms 

and explained what was happening and introduced him to the others.  He said later that he didn’t 

really know many other student veterans.  At noon we had pizza delivered and served it on the 

table around where people had been cutting their uniforms and socializing.  It was a good time to 

take a break and come together again around the table where the workshop began. 
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Creating Communitas 

 Making social connections was a crucial component to the success and meaning-making 

that participants took from the workshop.  In the brief, written reflection they wrote at the end of 

the second day, four out of the five who completed the reflection form (Barbara didn’t complete 

the form since she had participated in the previous workshop) mentioned getting to know each 

other and hearing each other’s stories as a meaningful part of the experience.  George wrote, “I 

enjoyed the company of my fellow vets.  It was nice to just be in a low stress environment with 

very cool people.”   

 Beginning the workshops with the introductions and sharing stories seemed to really 

make an impression on the group members that were there.  Reflecting on the many comments 

by the participants on the value of the social aspect of the workshop, I thought about how the 

military training and culture promotes and instills the sense of community and interdependence 

within the troops.  Once they leave the military they leave that sense of family and re-enter 

civilian culture, which can lead to feelings of isolation.  As veterans, they become a minority, as 

most Americans have not served in the military.  Participating in the papermaking workshop 

gave veterans time in a relaxed, supportive environment to make connections with each other 

and re-establish a kind of community amongst themselves.   

 Michael Schwalbe (1996) used the term communitas when he researched the men’s 

movement in America in the 1990’s.  In contrast to a community created through living or 

working close together and developing relationships over time, the men’s groups he describes 

fostered connections through the sense of shared experience and community experienced by the 

group.  Through sharing stories, poems, or other expressive performances, connections were 

made through emotional responses, exposing their commonalities.  “In these moments the men 
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learned about their complexity as emotional beings and about their similarity to others” (p. 73).   

Psychologist Robert McInterney (2016) described communitas as a coming together and 

recognizing commonalities.  He wrote that “Communitas is, I believe, the phenomenological 

character of community, that is to say, it is a phenomenon that we co-contribute to and make 

meaning of. We do not passively receive communitas; rather, we wake up to it, if you will, and 

note it” (p. 268).  Veterans learned of their commonalities during the workshop through sharing 

stories and relating to each other’s challenges, including grief and loss, physical pain and the 

transition from the military back into the civilian world and academia.    

 During the workshop, while participants were in different phases of the process, whether 

they were in the process of cutting up the uniform or waiting for it to finish pulping, the large 

table in the main room became a social gathering location, the central location for the developing 

communitas. Bryan recalled a time while they were gathered around the table and the 

conversation turned to their military past when they spontaneously began to share stories of their 

experiences.  He described that they, “hardly knew each other, but we all just kinda opened up 

and started telling war stories… so it was really cool cuz how we all kinda clicked.  Just cuz of a 

shared experience.”  In the presence of other combat veterans, he knew they could relate.  He 

also talked about having time to get to know another student veteran better.  Nathan was another 

student veteran who was volunteering to help out, having participated in previous workshops.  

Although he had met him before, this was the first time Nathan opened up about his passion for 

art.  He was a student veteran in the graduate art program and worked part-time in the sculpture 

studio where the workshop was taking place.  Bryan said, “It was really neat to see a fellow vet 

who was passionate about something that’s not, you know, typical for a veteran to be in.”  
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Participating in the workshop, away from their usual school commitments, gave them time to get 

to learn more about each other in a different context than the typical student veteran activities. 

 Mark, who had only been at the university a few weeks, was moved by the level of 

openness and support he experienced in the workshop.  He described it as comradery that “made 

me feel at home again.”  This sense of connection and communitas he experienced helped him in 

his adjustment to his new environment at the university.  He described how he “got to meet new 

people and built bonds with these guys and now, you know, you see ‘em and you got something 

to talk about.”  He went on to say that the focus on him as a human being made him feel that, 

“there are actually people out there that care about the feelings and the stress and the issues that 

are actually going on around us.  It’s not just worrying about, did he do his paper, did he do well 

on his test, you know, what’s his GPA.” 

 Repurposing the Self 

 While the social interactions were taking place around the large table, the participants 

were also actively engaged in the process of cutting up their uniform or other cloth of 

significance.  Considering the thought processes that went into choosing the uniform, for many, 

this was an emotionally challenging act.  However, because of the growing sense of communitas 

within the group, the comradery provided the support and perhaps distraction from the intensity 

of emotion.  There was plenty of laughter and joking around, remembering fun times during their 

military service.  

Deconstruction 

 Perhaps the most challenging part of the process was seemingly destroying something 

that represented a hugely significant part of their past.  For Bryan, it was the hardest, but he 

described it the most “therapeutic” part of the papermaking process.  Initially he was very 
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skeptical about cutting his uniform, thinking, “I can’t believe I’m cutting up a piece of my 

history” and he re-emphasized that, “like I said, I was really attached to all of those pieces.”  But 

as he was cutting his uniform, he was convincing himself it would be ok, and he told himself, 

“This is going to be something that I can hold onto and it will be even more meaningful.”  He 

realized that it was also a kind of release, a letting go of the past and he thought, “I’m shredding 

up a piece of something that I’ve been holding on to.”  Listening to him took me back to my own 

experience, having pulped the dress I bought to wear to my son’s memorial service.  I had felt a 

mixture of feelings, but knowing I didn’t want to wear the dress again made it easier.  I began 

cutting my dress at home before the first workshop at the university (when I was also a 

participant).  I started it at home on purpose, as I didn’t want to become outwardly emotional in 

front of the student veterans.  But in the process, both at home and at school, images and 

memories flooded my mind. 

 Mark, who got a later start than the others, was sometimes working alone at the table 

while others were outside with the beater or making paper in the smaller classroom adjacent to 

the main lab are and the table.  He said he thought about all of the things that happened to him 

when he was wearing that uniform while in Afghanistan.  He was aware of trying to let go of 

some of those memories, the “hard, fearful feelings and scary feelings and feeling of 

disappointment”, and put them in the past.  He said he told himself, “it’s done and it’s over with 

and nothing can change from the past.”   In our interview several weeks later, he said that, “it 

was a way for me to let go of my memories that I had of what I had gone through and what I had 

done while I was deployed and to let it go was like a weight being lifted off my chest.”  Again, 

although different circumstances (but both involving war), I was reminded of my own 

experience. 
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 All of the participants acknowledged the process of deconstruction when cutting their 

uniforms but the experience triggered different thoughts and feelings for each of them.   Barbara 

also described a process of release and letting go, but for her, it brought back good memories.  

She described it as “bitter sweet”.  George said he was drawn to the idea of using the uniforms.  

He used the terms “recycling” and “repurposing” and saw it as symbolic of the process of 

reinventing oneself after leaving the military.  He used the transformation of the uniform as a 

metaphor for the life changes veterans go through.  The physical process made an impact on him, 

explaining that: 

Seeing something that had a very specific purpose and then rebuilding it into something 

that has a different purpose, it’s kind of what a lot of us are doing as we transition out of 

the military.  It’s kind of repurposing our lives because our lives have been built around 

doing one particular thing whatever that thing happens to be, because being in the 

military is not really a job so much as it’s an entire way of life.  So now I’m doing 

something else, it’s kind of like you’re remaking yourself, you’re recycling your whole 

mindset I guess. 

 That military way of life being so focused on such a single, specific, assigned function is 

very different from non-military culture.  Leaving the military opens many opportunities, but 

then just having choices is an adjustment in itself.  Although the participants had the option of 

using a used uniform that was provided, they all chose to use one of their own, or in the case of 

Bart, his friend’s uniform.  The deconstruction was impactful if not challenging for all of them 

and released feelings related to memories, both fond and painful.  After the cutting, they had to 

wait their turn to have theirs put into the Hollander beater.  For most, it took between 30-60 

minutes to beat it down to pulp to then transform into paper.  However the uniform belonging to 
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Mark took more than twice that long.  It was made from a flight suit, containing Kevlar (blast 

protectant) particles and was 100% synthetic fabric, which also required additional cotton fiber 

to be added in the pulping process.  The beater continued the deconstruction process, freeing the 

tightly woven fibers, unwinding and shortening the length of the fibers until they became free-

flowing pulp suspended in the water, circling around the trough of the beater machine.  The 

loose, cleansed, and unformed pulp was now ready to be reconfigured and repurposed into 

handmade paper art. 

Reconstruction and Redefining the New 

 This was the part that everyone looked forward to:  learning to make paper and print their 

images on their freshly pressed handmade paper.  Depending on the order of when their uniforms 

went into the beater, it may have been the afternoon of the first day or even mid-day on the 

second day.  During the waiting period, they had eaten lunch which had been delivered, they had 

lots of time to engage in conversations with other student veterans as well as volunteers, they 

assisted others who needed an extra hand in the pulping and papermaking, and observed other’s 

making paper and the process called pulp printing.  So, when their pulp was finally ready, their 

excitement level was high and they eagerly began making paper, learning the process through 

trial and error.  

Sheet Formation and Pulp Printing 

 As described in Appendix D, sheet formation involves whole body movement, with 

repetitive motion that is slow and smooth.  Although they had seen the demonstration and 

watched others making paper, the participants had to get the feel of it themselves, often taking a 

few attempts to get comfortable with the process.  However, it is easy to start over, as the pulp 

can always be returned back into the tub of water, scraping off the fibers and putting them back 
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into the tub to try again.  There is also a technique called “kissing it back” if the fibers are spotty 

or uneven on the screen of the mould.  By simply turning the mould upside down (the pulp sticks 

to the screen), in a swift motion, slapping the mould against the surface of the water, the pulp 

releases from the mould, coming off in the water.   

 Once the paper was pressed, the participants had the option of printing their image or 

other images from silk screens provided onto the wet surface of the paper.  Some sheets they 

chose not to print an image so they would have some blank sheets to use for whatever purpose 

they chose later on.  The amount of paper each made varied from 12-35 sheets with some using 

stencils created for previous workshops in addition to their own image.  

 During the process of pulp printing, there were moments of anticipation, not knowing 

what the image would look like until the stencil was removed.  Some were clean and well 

defined, and other times, the image was blurred and smudged.  I was also drawn in to watching 

the images as they were revealed as you don’t know what it will look like until the stencil is 

removed.   The excitement was contagious, watching the participants delight in how the image 

looked on the paper.  I shared in their excitement when they had a print they were pleased with.   

 The first print was the most exciting because no one knew exactly what the image left on 

the paper would look like.  Although some participants made several sheets of blank paper, 

having an image on the fresh paper gave the work expression and meaning beyond the military 

uniform used. Several of the participants reflected on that moment and how they felt.  Bart 

recalled, “I just remember my first one turned out really well and it was just kinda like, wow, this 

is going to be awesome, like this is really going to look great and it got me really excited.”  

Amanda had a similar reaction, saying, “I wasn’t sure how any of the parts were going to look 

and so I was kinda nervous spraying the ink on the paper at first, but then as soon as I peeled it 
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off, it was perfect, like I loved it! It was very perfect; I was very happy.”  Seeing the image on 

the paper added meaning to the product for Bryan.   After putting the image on the paper he 

realized the value of the work and thought, “Wow, this is really cool, having something to hold 

onto for a long time.”  Again, I could relate, having printed images of my son and also an image 

from his memorial service. 

 Some participants had stencils that were more detailed than others and had to work a little 

harder to get a clear and legible image.  Mark recalled how the volunteer Kenneth really helped 

him with a technique he had developed when he had printed his own image in a previous 

workshop.   Kenneth commented that he could tell this image meant a lot to him (the family 

portrait with him, his wife, and dog) and he showed him a way to spread the pulp across the 

stencil.  It meant a lot to Mark and he talked about that sense of comradery coming “outta 

nowhere.” 

 Again, there is a learning curve, and some prints came out better than others.  At times it 

could be frustrating.  Bart expressed the frustration he felt in the beginning and the pressure 

because as he stated, “it was for me but it was also for, you know, my friend’s family.”  He said 

that it was something that takes practice.  The more paper he made and printing he did he started 

to relax into the process.  He said he’s wasn’t an “artist person” so at first the imperfections 

made him nervous but then he realized, “it kind of creates character I guess in the piece.”  By the 

end of the workshop, they all were able to experience success and each had multiple good prints 

of their image as well as blank sheets and some with various borrowed stencils as well.   

Finishing the Work 

 At the end of each day we sandwiched each participant’s stack of paper on vellum sheets 

between thick plywood boards and gathered together to create what is affectionately known as a 
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“people press,” to press out as much water as possible before hanging the vellum sheets on a 

clothesline to dry.  Someone thought to add a large, heavy medal grate that was nearby so that 

even more people could stand on the boards at once, to help squeeze out as much water as 

possible.  About five to six people stepped up onto the grate and everyone held on to each other 

for balance.  There was a lot of laughter and people taking photos with their phones.  Once the 

water had been squeezed out of the paper stacks, everyone helped hang the vellum sheets with 

wet paper attached to clothes lines that had been strung across the sheet formation room.  As 

everyone pitched in and worked together to finish the day’s work, I sensed that feeling of 

communitas that had developed through the experiences and interactions of the first day of the 

workshop.  In thinking about bracketing my feelings, I realize it is hard for me to verify that 

other’s felt that closeness as well.  I know I was very pleased with the way the day had unfolded 

and it seemed they were truly enjoying themselves and the company of their fellow veterans and 

the volunteers. 

 For me personally, the second day was harder as I did not have the support of multiple 

volunteers.  However, all of the participants helped out by moving the paper that hadn’t dried 

over night outside where we strung up a clothes line in the sun.  Once most of the pieces had 

been moved, the student veterans were busy talking and someone suggested going across the 

street for a cup of coffee.  They asked if I would mind and I said that was fine.   They insisted on 

bringing me back a cup as well.  I sensed that feeling of communitas through the growing 

familiarity and connection within the group members.  As they walked off to the coffee shop 

they were talking and laughing together and seemed very comfortable with each other. 

 Mark and George, who were the two that still needed their uniforms pulped, eventually 

became very knowledgeable of the workings of the beater.  They took ownership in monitoring 
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and adjusting the level of the cylinder, which as it was lowered, would pound and grind the 

fibers at a greater intensity.  I only had one volunteer which was Barbara, who had participated 

in the fall workshop.  She told me she loved it so much she just wanted to come and help out, 

and later agreed when I asked her to be interviewed for my research.  She was as helpful as she 

knew how to be, but having less experience that I did in the process, she wasn’t able to monitor 

the beater and was dependent on my instructions and for me to ask when I needed help.  Still, I 

was very grateful she was there and it was definitely a support. 

 The most unsettling issue of the workshop was the length of time it took to pulp Mark’s 

uniform.  It went on for at least two hours and I still wasn’t sure if it was pulped to the correct 

level.  I was feeling insecure due to my lack of expertise and experience working with the beater 

machine without a more knowledgeable person helping me.  George was next in line and had 

been patiently waiting.  While he was waiting, he made some paper using the donated, dyed 

pulp, just so he could get the hang of it (although he told me later he didn’t want to keep any of 

those pieces).  When we finally took out Mark’s pulp and George cleaned up the machine ready 

to put his in, we realized that Mark’s pulp really wasn’t done, as the fibers were too long and 

they clumped up on the screen of the mould when he tried to make a sheet of paper.  I didn’t 

know how much longer it was going to take to pulp his uniform so I made the call and asked if 

he would mind if George went ahead and pulped his as he was all ready to go.  He was very nice 

about it (outwardly), but I felt very uneasy about my decision.  I was concerned that either one of 

them might become tired of waiting and leave, which I certainly didn’t want to happen.  I felt 

they were both anxious to make paper and I knew they were both tired of waiting, although they 

had been polite.  Neither volunteered to let the other one use the beater next; they were leaving it 

up to me to decide.  After I asked him if he would mind if George went next, Mark walked out 
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and said he was going to his car for a bit but that he was fine.  I was relieved when he came back 

a short while later.  George was able to pulp his uniform within 30-45 minutes and then we put 

Mark’s back in.  It only took another 20-30 minutes and then they were both intensely making 

paper, each at their own table.  We all watched on and Kenneth was helpful suggesting pulp 

printing techniques that had worked for him.   

 It became clear in retrospect that Mark’s uniform could have been processed more 

quickly if the beater cylinder had been lowered to increase the pressure of the pounding on the 

fabric containing Kevlar (bullet proof material). In the written reflection, he wrote that 

“Sometimes things go slow and problems occur and there is nothing I could have done to change 

the outcome and not stress out about everything”.  In the interview that followed several weeks 

later, he talked about needing time to relax and get away from all of the things going on in his 

life.  When I expressed remorse that it had taken so long, he said, “You know what, it doesn’t 

matter” and used the expression, “you just gotta drink water and drive on,” which he explained 

was a military expression.  He said in the end it all worked out.  He actually seemed to get 

something out of the waiting period and was so pleased with his paper and images in the end.  He 

compared it to other challenges that come up and he said, “Everybody has a hump in their life 

and they just need to find a way to get over it”.  Although I sensed he was trying his best to be 

nice and patient during the workshop, I knew he was frustrated.  But when he came to the 

reception for the exhibit and for his interview, I believe he was being honest about how much it 

meant to him and how much he enjoyed it.  At the same time, I did sense he wasn’t totally 

forthright about his level of frustration, perhaps because I was as a mother of a fallen Marine.  As 

a military mom, I believe he saw me as an “insider”, part of the military culture, which helped in 

developing trust.  But at the same time, he may not have been as honest and straightforward if I 



119 

 

hadn’t have held that position in the culture.  In the final interview he expressed how meaningful 

the workshop had been to him, which I think overshadowed the frustrating moments.  From our 

conversation, I realized that through the technical difficulties experienced in pulping his uniform, 

he was able to turn it into a lesson in acceptance, non-judgment and patience. 

 In a way, the process is tiring as it is both physical and emotional.   By the end of each 

day, between three and four o’clock in the afternoon, everyone found a stopping point, whether 

they were making paper or still cutting their uniforms and the energy in the room seemed to be 

running down (at least it was for me).  Thankfully everyone pitched in with cleaning up.  Bryan, 

who pulped his uniform first on day one, did most of his papermaking and printing on the first 

day and felt fatigued by mid-afternoon.  After standing on concrete floors and bending and lifting 

buckets of water, he started to feel pain from some of his injuries he incurred in the military.  He 

sat down and watched others for a while and left a little early.  He came back late on the second 

day to watch and assist, but he had pulped all of his paper the day before. 

 The following Friday, I met with the participants at a social gathering in the veterans 

center and gave them their paper after it had dried and I pressed all of their paper for several days 

in a paper press for it was smooth and flat.  They were asked to pick out one piece that they 

would like to have framed for the exhibit in the school library, which would be hung for display 

in about two weeks. They were also asked if they would like to donate one piece for the new 

veteran handmade paper archive that was started by the special collections department of the 

university library.  Some, but not all, gave one piece they wanted to contribute and wrote a short 

statement about the paper and the image they printed. 
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Exhibition and Post-Reflections 

 The final event and data collection was several weeks following the workshop.  The time 

lapse was intentional to allow the participant’s time to reflect on the experience and to frame, 

organize and hang the exhibit.  Furthermore, seeing their work framed and hung in the university 

library after this time period gave them a fresh look at their work, viewing it as a work of art and 

worthy of a public exhibition. 

 The university representative for special events and exhibits in the library was 

enthusiastic and supportive about having an exhibit of student veteran handmade paper in the 

library.  This was the second exhibit of student veteran handmade paper, the first of which was 

three years ago following our first papermaking workshop for student veterans at the university.  

After having one piece for each participant professionally framed, we combined the five pieces 

with eight from the larger fall workshop, for a total of 13 works of art.  Each participant from 

both workshops wrote a statement which was displayed on the wall beneath their framed 

artwork.  We had an opening reception, advertising around campus about the event.  All but 

Amanda (who was ill) were in attendance.  We had a short opening talk and several people 

spoke, including me, one of the fall workshop participants, as well as the director of the veteran’s 

center.  The message was one of celebrating the work and the value of sharing their personal 

stories with the university community.   It was a message of inclusion and creating the sense of 

family and communitas.   

Invoking Institutional Pride 

 All of the student veterans expressed the pride they felt in having their work hanging in 

the library.  The main university library probably has the highest volume of students at the 

university who pass through on a daily basis.  The work was hung in the main entrance of the 
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library, right after entering the security gates and in front of the check-out counter.  In the 

interview following the opening, Bart’s pride was evident when he talked about how much it 

meant to him to be a student at the university.  He said, “I’m very proud to have it hanging up in 

Strozier.  I’m very proud to be here to begin with, so like being a (university) student, like it 

means as much to me as being a Marine.”  Knowing how proud Marines are of their service, with 

their motto, “Once a Marine, always a Marine”, I could appreciate how strong his feelings must 

have been.  He added that seeing young people going to school and working hard made him feel 

like what he went through in war was worth it.  He also said, “I’m very proud you know, to 

represent my friend and his life and being a Marine, somewhere where people will appreciate it.” 

 Barbara talked about how much she loved the exhibit and how she was able to bring 

some fellow students from her class to view the work a few days later.  Mark said “It’s like now 

I’m a part of something even bigger.”  He brought his wife and mother-in-law to see it later in 

the week.  He also contributed another print to the special collections archive and talked about 

the honor of having his work there permanently.  He said “it’s a great feeling because it’s like 

leaving a legacy.”  Being a part of the special collections archives in the university library gives 

veterans a way to literally leave a record of their time at the university. So in addition to 

statistical records, they were leaving a personal, symbolic object representing their military 

service as well as a transformational workshop they participated in during their time as students. 

 The opening exhibit was a very emotional experience for Bryan.  He brought his oldest 

son with him and when his son saw the image and read what his dad had written about his 

friend’s death, his seven year old son became emotional.  As he was telling me about his son’s 

reaction in the individual interview a few days later, his emotions spilled over.  The impact on 

Bryan was intensified by the fact that his young son was so affected by the death of his dad’s 
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friend and seemed to comprehend the connection with his little brother, who in the image was 

pointing to the name and image of the fallen soldier whom he was named after. 

Reawakening Creativity 

 Several participants talked about a renewed interest in the arts.  George said that it 

reminded him of the woodworking he used to do with his dad when he was a kid and how much 

he enjoyed building things.  He said, “It kind of reminded me of that whole hand-crafting 

process.”  He added that “It was nice to just learn a skill I guess… it’s always a fun thing for 

me.”  Bryan recalled how much he like making art as a kid and how he hadn’t really done 

anything creative like that since middle school.  When asked what he learned from the process, 

he said “I guess just rediscovering how much I liked it.  How calming it is.”   

 Bart also related the creative process to the woodworking he had done in the past.  It also 

brought up a memory from his childhood of making paper in Cub Scouts with his mom.  He 

talked about how much he liked the environment of the sculpture lab and how it was conducive 

to art making.  But besides woodworking, he didn’t think of himself as artistic.  He talked about 

a bad experience with an art teacher in high school.  He added: 

I guess to actually create something that I didn’t think I could do, and even though I 

guess I’ve built some pretty cool stuff out of wood before, maybe I just kind of like, 

haven’t given myself enough credit.  Maybe it’s brought me out of my shell a little bit, 

who knows.  It would be nice. 

I think he realized that the workshop helped him take chances in learning something new and 

that he did in fact have creative and artistic abilities. 

 For Amanda, the experience of art making was something new.  In the interview she said 

more than once that she wasn’t artistic.  She said she learned “there are just different things that 
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you can do to express yourself.”  She said she also learned to be more patient with herself in 

learning the process and because of the importance of the work, which she gave to her 

grandmother she said “I was actually trying to take the time to do it right.” 

 All of the participants were learning something new.  Several expressed not knowing 

what to expect.  But they all seemed to find lessons they could apply to their lives.  Learning to 

be more patient with themselves, remembering how calming art making could be to them, and 

realizing that they were creative and capable of making beautiful art were all validating 

experiences.  They gained a greater sense of self-efficacy through their accomplishments and 

were proud of their work. 

Redefining the Self 

 Through the increased sense of self-efficacy, the participants began to redefine their self-

image.   Several participants talked about the workshop helping them let go of some of the 

negative feelings and painful memories.  Through the deconstruction and transformative 

processes of making paper from their uniforms, it created a new way of looking at the 

experience.  

  Barbara said that the process reminded her of some of the positive memories she had, 

despite all of the painful ones that often overshadowed the others.  She said “Sometimes even the 

bad stuff has its own beauty to it.  I learned to try to think of the positives.”  But she admits that 

it isn’t easy to do.  She talked about having some experiences that she had struggled with in the 

past, describing them as feeling “kinda like rocks on my back and it was time to take them off.”  

She said she had received a lot of support from friends while she was in the military and she felt 

that, “If I keep holding on to those rocks then I’m letting the other people that put so much faith 
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in me down.”   I responded that what she said about not wanting to let other people down 

reminded me of that sense of shared responsibility the military instills.  

 Mark said art was “definitely a way to let off stream.”  He said it had given him time to 

reflect on what he had done with his life and he was able to open up to other student veterans in 

the workshop.  He said being able to “swap stories” with others “helps relieve stress and it helps 

relieve some depression and anxiety.”  I recalled how open he was when he was sharing his story 

during the workshop and the trust he placed in me and the other veterans to talk about those 

hardships. 

 Bart talked about making the print of his friend and how it “gave me some closure” 

because he was able to create his own memorial and he said, “There’s satisfaction in that I was 

able to give something for him.”  Besides that, he said he was friends with a couple other 

participants before the workshop, but this gave him a chance to get to know them better.   He 

said that “The networking thing is fun.  There isn’t anything like that, everyone comes together 

and does something and to gets to talk.”  It reminded him also that he isn’t the only one that has 

experienced war and how reassuring it was to be “with a bunch of people that have been through 

something pretty similar and you’re not the only one.” 

 Having the exhibit in the university library not only filled them with pride, it connected 

them with the university in a powerful way.  They shared the stories from their military 

experience with the students and staff of the school who responded enthusiastically.  The 

exhibition organizer wrote several weeks later to let us know what a great response they had to 

the exhibit.  She said that, “Many guests commented on the individual pieces and shared their 

personal stories of their military experiences or those of their family members.”  Bart said “being 

able to share stories with everyone was pretty key in my opinion.  Like that was really neat.”  
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Remembering his earlier comment about being just as proud of being a student at the university 

as he was proud of being a Marine is an example of the shift in identification.  Although he will 

always be a Marine he is not stuck in the past, but discovering and developing his life beyond his 

military experience. 

Following the Workshop:  Having Their Art as a Reminder 

 Although the workshop and the exhibit are over, the art is a reminder of the experience. 

Most have kept their work; some perhaps hung the framed print in their house. Others gave their 

work as a gift to family members or close friends.  The art is a tangible reminder of the creative 

experience.  Bryan talked about how much it meant to have his artwork that he can look at.  He 

said, “That’s special to me.”  In late spring following the workshop, Amanda’s grandfather, 

whose image she had printed on her paper, passed away.  She told me that her grandmother 

placed the framed handmade paper image next to his casket at his memorial service and her 

mother mentioned her piece during the service.  It was touching to hear about the impact of her 

meaningful work and the ripple effect it has had on her family. 

 All of the participants said they wanted to do another workshop.  Mark said he thought 

they should be more often.  He suggested that students that had done a workshop before could 

help teach new student veterans and how it could “bridge the gap” between new and returning 

student veterans at the university.  This is idea we tried to develop in the past and Kenneth is one 

of the students who went through the training a couple of years ago to be an assistant.  His role 

was just as Mark described and making connections with Kenneth gave Mark a sense of 

belonging and the feeling that others really cared.  Amanda also said she would be happy to be a 

volunteer in future workshops.   
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Bryan was very supportive of continuing the workshops as well, saying that: 

It’s really beneficial to the entire community at the university for student veterans to have 

a place like this that we can go and kinda work through some of those things without all 

the, without too much emotion involved I guess, if that makes sense.   

I think the relaxed and creative environment provided a counter-weight against the heaviness of 

the internal emotional processing that happened during the workshop. 

 Barbara expressed interest in sharing the papermaking group process with her cohorts in 

the social work program, saying “I’m completely interested in holistic therapy and working with 

trauma.”  As we talked about possibilities, we both became excited about the opportunity to 

share this with another college within the university.     

 It was validating and encouraging hearing such remarks from the participants.  The fact 

that they wanted to be more involved and help with future workshops indicates to me how 

meaningful and positive it was for them.  I think it also suggests that they are willing to continue 

to learn and grow from the group art making process in the future.  Perhaps for some, this was 

just the beginning. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

 

Research Reflection 

 

 In concluding the research, this final chapter begins by summarizing the structure and 

procedures of the papermaking workshop.  Reflecting on the philosophical approach, theoretical 

framework, and research questions, the findings are reviewed as they relate to the theoretical 

focus and concepts.  Major themes found through the research methods including observation, 

interviews, and document analysis are summarized as well.  Looking at the implications of this 

study, the meaning and significance of the findings that came from this project are assessed on 

their relevance for anyone working with the student veteran population in this era of ongoing 

military confrontations.  The appropriateness of this creative process for student veterans is 

briefly explored as well as the distinction between art therapy and art as therapy.  Lastly, the 

limitations of this research are examined with suggestions for further research with student 

veterans and the therapeutic use of papermaking. 

Review of Research Questions  

 This research was inspired by previous papermaking workshops I have participated in at 

the university working with student veterans. For me, this workshop was an opportunity to 

observe, interview and document individual experiences and the impact the workshop had on 

student veteran’s transition and adjustment into the university after leaving the military.  The 

main research question examined was how a creative arts workshop could be helpful for student 

veterans in their transition into college.  A secondary question was how student veterans might 

interpret their life experiences through the creative arts.    
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 In conducting a qualitative research study, I hoped to gain insight into the individual 

responses of those involved related to their experiences.  I collected data through a triangulation 

of sources including observation, document analysis (including art produced, written statements, 

and reflections), and interviews, both group and individual. 

 Because the focus was on the individual experience, I chose Phenomenology as my grand 

philosophical approach.  This philosophical stance influenced my interest in learning about how 

each person interpreted their life experiences and how they assigned or signified meaning to an 

experience or event in their lives and how that signification influenced their experience. Also, 

with a phenomenological approach to art therapy, the focus was on what the individual “sees” in 

their work and how they used their art to illustrate their experiences and what it symbolized to 

them.    

In choosing Symbolic Interactionism as my working theoretic approach and conceptual 

framework, with the focus on how each person assigns meaning to life occurrences, I looked 

specifically at how social and symbolic interaction promotes self-reflection and influences our 

interpretation of actions and responses.  How we interpret interactions with others, as well as 

ideas and objects affects our behavior and how we assign meaning to experiences. Being a group 

workshop provided the opportunity to examine group interactions, discover what the exchanges 

meant to them, and how the relationships that developed affected their experience.  Incorporating 

their own words, this framework informed me on how the participants interacted with their own 

artwork and what it symbolized to them.  Through displaying their work for the university 

community to see, their work represented a symbolic object from their military experience for 

non-veterans to interact with and through the process, gain insight into the very personal cost of 

war and what it meant for these individuals to serve in the military.  In addition to these main 
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philosophical approaches, the key factors in Schlossberg’s transition theory (2011) were also 

applied to the individual outcomes of the workshop. 

 As the organizer and leader of the papermaking workshop, I was not only immersed in 

the process and interacting with the participants both as a teacher or guide, but also on a social 

level as well as an insider in their culture as a military mother.  This required me to employ the 

method of participatory observation, interacting with the participants and building relationships 

through shared experiences.  Because I was so engaged, I did very little note taking during the 

workshop and relied instead on audio and video recordings.  I also wrote reflections afterwards, 

recording not only the activities and interactions I witnessed, but also my own impressions and 

feelings. 

 Additional related concepts and theories of interest to me included social cognitive theory 

(Bandura, 2004) and the emphasis on human agency and how one interprets behavior and makes 

decisions about how to respond to situations.  This empowering view of human behavior points 

out that people have choices that affect how they change and grow through their life experiences.  

Developing an awareness of their abilities and inner strength increases their sense of self-

efficacy.  This positive approach to working through trauma and becoming stronger in the 

process relates to the study of Post-traumatic Growth (Tedeschi, 2001). 

 Central to all of these theories and concepts is the focus on meaning-making.  As Viktor 

Frankl (1959) wrote about so eloquently, having something to believe in and having a purpose 

for living is the single most important factor in surviving even the most extreme circumstances.  

Again, he believed people have the power and freedom to choose what to believe in and find 

meaning through how they interpret their life experiences.   
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Process of Analysis 

 After transcribing each individual interview as well as the audio tapes, I read through the 

transcripts multiple times.  Key words and statements expressed by the participants that related 

to their experiences, past and present, were underlined.   

 In noting these key words, I realized the many expressions and colloquiums that were 

unique to military culture.  These expressions were part of a cultural language they all 

understood.  Sometimes they used a kind of short-hand, like when Bart talked about wearing his 

“deserts”, meaning his “desert camouflage uniform” (See appendix for glossary of terms, 

expressions, and acronyms).  

 After noting key words, I began to see common themes between the multiple interviews 

and transcripts that emerged from the data.  To organize the data and interpret the experiences of 

the participants, I chose to structure my analysis based on the time involved in the process of the 

workshop.  Common themes and shared experiences in each stage of the workshop, from the 

preparation before it began to the exhibit several weeks afterwards and the following interviews 

were noted.  Another way of organizing the material was based on the transformation from the 

old to the new; from the cutting up and dissolving of the uniform fabric to the creation of a new 

piece of handmade paper and applying an image related to the past, giving it a new context as a 

work of art. 

Results 

 The analysis of the data gathered from observations, documents, and interviews revealed 

common themes through the process of deconstruction of military uniforms and creation of the 

paper art.  Those prominent themes ranged from the art making process, the development of 

relationships, an increase in self-efficacy, to their feeling of connection with the university. 
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 Students were able to relate the transformation of their uniforms into a new work of art to 

the symbolic transformation of their lives from the military into their new identities as students.  

They acknowledged the importance of connecting with others, especially fellow student 

veterans; creating a sense of communitas.  The element of time during the workshop proved to 

be important to allow for connecting with other and processing their thoughts and feelings.   

 Being a phenomenological study, I reflected on how the participants used their art to 

illustrate something from their lived experiences.  Additionally, the work could be seen as the 

product of a process in which the meaning evolved.  For the artist, the work produced and the 

images created related in some way to their military experience, whether it was an image of a 

friend that died from war-related injuries, or family that represented who they were fighting and 

kept them going, or an illustration of the life and death decisions and risks inherent in combat.  

Each person who looked at the work viewed the work from their own perspective, not knowing 

the artist’s story.  Without the written descriptions accompanying their work, it would have been 

difficult to discern the meaning, especially for those using personal photographs.  George’s work 

that included a description as part of the print was perhaps more universal, but his statement 

again was personalized to his experience in war and related to the concept of “courageous 

restraint”. 

 Interacting with the art as a symbolic object, the artist as well as other viewers interpreted 

the meaning and gained insights into these lived experiences.  Using the framework of symbolic 

interactionism, I noted how the participants interacted with their own artwork and what it 

symbolized to them.  Additionally, through displaying their work for the university community 

to see, their work represented a symbolic object from their military experience for non-veterans 
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to interact with.  Through the process, viewers were able to gain insight into the very personal 

cost of war and what it meant for these individuals to serve in the military. 

 Through learning a new skill, they experienced an increased sense of self-efficacy in their 

ability to express themselves creatively.  Lastly, most participants expressed feeling an increased 

sense of connection with the university.    

Emotional Timeline 

In tracking the emotional experiences and the therapeutic process for the participants, I 

will attempt to convey what I have interpreted through my observations and through their own 

words, but I acknowledge that although I will try to bracket out my own feelings, my 

impressions are based on what I noticed and perceived.   

Self-reflection and emotional processing from past experiences.  Beginning with the 

preparation for the workshop, each participant began the decision-making process of choosing 

the uniform and the image they wanted to use for the workshop.  They faced their feelings of 

attachment and their positive and/or negative memories from their military past in deciding 

which uniform they could let go of, or rather, allow it to be deconstructed and transformed.  They 

also sorted through  photographs they saved, again confronting the emotional content the images 

represented, to choose which would best symbolize an aspect of their military experience that 

they wanted to memorialize with this work.  Taking them into the past, the images related to 

their identity as active duty military, their duties, where they served, what they did, and the 

relationships they had.  For some, it also opened up wounds related to loss and trauma.  For 

Amanda, choosing her grandfather’s photograph was bittersweet because of his decline into 

Alzheimer’s disease.   
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Sharing stories and connecting with others.  As the workshop commenced, they came 

together as a group and began by sharing their stories with others that they didn’t know well.  

But as fellow veterans, they knew they would understand the structure and lifestyle of the 

military and could relate at least to some degree.  The stories behind the history and meaning 

associated with the uniform and the image were unique to each participant, but they all related to 

some aspect to their military service and were emotionally significant to them.  Although no one 

talked about their expectations, I know that I felt some trepidation and anticipation in the 

beginning.  They told me later that they weren’t quite sure what to expect, not knowing the 

process, and in an environment on campus they had never seen, but hearing each other’s stories 

and being listened to seemed to relax and inspire them.   

Balancing emotions with activities and social engagement.  Next was the 

deconstruction, cutting the uniform.  Alternating between engaging in conversation and working 

silently, I perceived an emotional, reflective process happening within each participant, some 

sharing their thoughts, talking about where they wore the uniform or in Bart’s case, talking about 

his friend’s uniform.  I sensed that they were aware of the emotions they were feeling, but 

wanting to keep it light, their conversations included mundane aspects of their lives in the 

present.  Perhaps this was a way to avoid delving in too deep emotionally.  Several participants 

verbally acknowledged the symbolism of the transformation from the uniform to the paper and 

related it to their lives.  In vivo words such as “deconstruction”, “recycling” and “repurposing” 

were used to describe the process and how it related to their transition back into civilian life. 

Developing mutual support and communitas.  During this time of sharing stories and 

sharing in the deconstruction process, I sensed the participants beginning to come together with a 

feeling of community or communitas.  With the recognition of their commonalities, they 
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connected through the artmaking process and their time together as a group.  Although they were 

all student veterans with commonalities before the workshop, they did not know each other well, 

if at all.  They were reconnecting with a culture they had all been a part of in the past, but they 

were able to make those connections within the university.  The communitas that developed 

could also be seen as a rekindling of the community they felt in the military, but in a new 

context.  They seemed to relax into the process, having ample time to “hang out” and share 

stories.   

Slowing down, relaxing into the process.  Because cutting and pulping the uniforms 

takes time and participants had to delay their turn with the machines used to create pulp, there 

was a lot of waiting.  Although at times frustrating for one or two participants who had to wait an 

especially long time, that free time offered opportunities to learn more about each other which 

supported the developing communitas and provided relaxing downtime.  The element of time 

involved in the papermaking process of the workshop itself as well as the time lapse between the 

workshop and the exhibit was important to allow for emotional and mental processing of the art-

making and group interactions, giving them time to reflect on what they learned from the 

experience. Amanda talked about how much she enjoyed the whole process, saying, “I loved 

cutting up, relaxing, just cuz things are really hectic and so just getting together with everybody 

and hearing everybody’s stories, cutting up the uniform and watching it go through the pulping 

machine, I thought that was really neat.”   

Creative expression and transformation.  Once the uniform was processed into pulp, 

the energy, excitement, and activity level increased as they learned to make paper and apply the 

images on the paper.  Some participants expressed initial frustration during the learning period.  

Bart shared that he had to adjust his expectations of what he thought it would look like, realizing 
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that the imperfections and lack of clear, hard-edges in the image were because of this particular 

printing process.  They were all excited when it was their turn to learn the techniques and they 

were actually able to make a piece of paper, and see the printed image for the first time.  

Participants continued to interact, encouraging and sharing in the joy of a successful print.  They 

also helped each other when they were struggling, so that warm feeling of support continued.   

Completion, satisfaction, and winding down.  At the end of each day during the 

workshop, when their work was completed, the energy level began to drop, but there was a sense 

of accomplishment in learning something new and making art that was truly meaningful.  

Everyone helped in the clean-up and lent their weight to the “people press.”   There was a lot of 

laughing and joking as we huddled together to put as much weight as possible on the layers of 

wet sheets of paper stacked between boards.  After the paper had been compressed and hung to 

dry, the participants that had time (most of them) stayed to help clean up.  It was a group effort in 

finishing the job.  After a full day of working together everyone went their separate ways, and 

from what they exhibited, they were tired but satisfied, which was how I felt as well.   

Feeling pride and a sense of belonging.  I know from personal experience how 

gratifying it can be to see your own artwork framed and exhibited in a professional setting.  After 

not seeing their work for several weeks since submitting their best sheet of handmade paper to be 

framed, and then seeing their work transformed into a work of art, the experience was truly 

impactful for the student veterans.  George commented that “it’s really neat, not only to see my 

stuff up there but everybody else’s stuff and to see the finished product.”  They each took time to 

look at each person’s work and interacted, talking about their work.  However, there were less 

interactions between the participants because some had brought friends or family and others 

were in attendance, diffusing the original group dynamics.  Being a part of an art exhibit 
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promoted a sense of pride for the participants as well. Bart said he’d never “created something 

that would be considered art and been displayed before”, and Mark admitted it felt “weird to see 

something, you know that I made, and of me up, on a wall in this prestigious school.”  

Challenges to Integration into University Culture 

 Colleges can provide opportunities to reintegrate veterans into civilian culture as part of 

their educational experience.  Veteran’s centers and special programs facilitate student veterans 

coming together to support each other.  These spaces can provide a place on campus where they 

feel understood, through shared experiences, and quite literally through speaking the same 

language.  But with reintegration as the goal, the challenge is finding the balance between 

providing the familiar, comfortable space for fellow veterans and offering opportunities to 

reconnect with the civilian population. 

Military language. It didn’t take long for the student veterans to develop rapport within 

their group.  They seemed to gravitate to one another and before long their stories from their 

military experiences began to flow.  They also understood each other when they used acronyms 

and slang terms.  After struggling to fit in with civilian culture and university community, they 

found themselves with a group that literally spoke the same language.   

The strong comradery, like family, within the military is a quality missing from the 

general population in American culture.  I’ve personally thought it is one of the best values the 

military teaches, that you take care of your brothers and sisters and you work together for a 

united cause.  There was a part of me that wanted to be included in that family as a way of 

holding on to that connection with my deceased son.  Upon reflection, I think for multiple 

reasons including understanding the military language, I was more a part of their culture than I 

realized.  I had become accustomed to some of their expressions, like being “in country” and 
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talking about their “deserts” or their “cami’s.”  I also remember feeling bad that I didn’t know 

more of the acronyms for the different uniforms.  To help those new to the military culture, there 

are multiple websites and publications with translations (more in-depth than my brief glossary).  

These efforts to educate civilians to better communicate with veterans have been created to help 

them feel understood and supported.  However, these good intentions could keep them alienated 

from the general population.  I am reminded of the debate over languages other than English 

being spoken in this country.  I think it is understandable that subcultures would want to speak 

their native tongue in their own community.  But it is important to note how military language 

can be a barrier to integration for veterans and yet to also be sensitive to the language and not let 

the words block communication.   

Finding a balance. One of the challenges I found for programming with student veterans 

is finding the balance between creating support amongst the veteran population and encouraging 

integration into the civilian population.  College can facilitate the transition by developing 

supportive veteran groups and connecting them with the civilian population and general college 

community.  The value of bringing veterans together is so they don’t isolate themselves, thinking 

no one understands them.  But the socialization should not stop there.  Bart talked about getting 

to know fellow veterans better.  He knew Amanda in passing, but he stated “I think that’s the 

first time that she and I just talked, so we connected.”  George, who was new, disclosed he just 

“enjoyed the company of being around the other veterans,” and that “the people that were there 

seemed genuinely excited to be there and be a part of the process.”  I hope that Mark can gain 

trust in civilians beyond the sentiments he expressed following the workshop when he remarked 

that, “we only like to talk to people we know or feel we know, and the thing is, whether you’re a 

veteran or a dependent or a family member, you’re family.  And that’s the way it always is.  And 
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if you meet any veteran, they’ll tell you [the same] almost 9 times out of 10.”  Again, I related to 

those sentiments.  Knowing that several of them lost friends in combat, I understood the 

attachment.  There is a comfort in the familiar and being with others connected to the loved one 

that was lost.  Sometimes it is the closest you can get.  Again, I am reminded of my personal 

interpretation of his statements about the enduring connection with the military and how I see 

their feelings through the lens of my life experience. But with this recognition, I offer this as one 

interpretation. 

 In contrast, Bryan expressed appreciation for the non-veteran volunteers as well, saying 

that, “it was really neat to see some people who weren’t veterans to come and just lend a hand.”  

This could be simply because Bryan had a lengthy conversation with one of the non-veteran 

volunteers during the workshop and Mark did not.  Since Mark has expressed that he wants to be 

involved with future papermaking workshops, perhaps he can help teach the process to non-

veteran students, staff and faculty.  The art-making could then serve as a bridge for 

communication and interaction, enabling him to build new relationships and communitas with 

others outside of the military culture.   

 I don’t believe it is possible to fully comprehend the military life and especially combat 

experiences without first-hand experience. However, through communication with civilians and 

developing relationships outside of military and veteran populations, compassion and empathy 

can develop.      

Expanding on Schlossberg’s four S’s 

 The development of a sense of community between the participants and an increased 

connection with the university points to one of the four S’s in Schlossberg’s transition theory 

(2011).  Having a support system at the university helps the adult student gain a sense of 
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belonging to their new surroundings.  Strengthening their sense of self-identity, another of the 

four “S’s” and increasing their self-efficacy are also key to adult transition.  By succeeding in 

creating works of art and having the work validated by the university community, they gain 

confidence in tackling new challenges as they pursue their future careers. But adding to 

Schlossberg’s theory, perhaps this workshop illustrates another helpful process in making an 

adult life transition: revealing personal experiences and synthesizing meaningful memories.  

Through the process of the workshop, participants were able to create an object that symbolically 

synthesized their previous life experience.  This gave them the opportunity to process memories 

and think about how they could illustrate the key elements or experiences from their past.  

Furthermore, through the papermaking process of deconstruction and repurposing a material 

object, a piece from their past, they created something new, producing a work of art that 

symbolized the process of their transformation.  By synthesizing and transforming the past into 

the present, the art became a scaffold or bridge connecting their military past to their present 

civilian life. The physical art object represented their past experience which they could then 

share with the students, staff, and faculty of the university. 

Summary 

In summary, student veterans responded positively to the art-making experience.  

Amanda expressed her feelings saying, “I seriously enjoyed it, completely.  I think it is amazing 

and I am definitely going to do it again.”  For some, like Bryan, George, and Bart, it was a kind 

of reawakening of their creativity from their youth, but for all of them, the papermaking and 

pulp-printing was something new and different.  When Barbara first came to the workshop, she 

confessed, “I didn’t know what to expect.”  Bart echoed the lack of expectations, saying, “It’s 

nothing that I had any like pre-conceived notions or expectations about.”  It was a gratifying 
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experience for him and he admitted, “I didn’t realize it was going to turn out that well to be 

honest with you.”  Being successful in making a finished product that he was proud of gave him 

added self-efficacy in learning something new that he had no idea how to do before the 

workshop. 

Bart enthusiastically supported the workshop, vowing that “If you do it again, I mean, I 

have a lot of veteran friends here that I am going to encourage to go and I think it was awesome.  

I think people should give it a shot.”  Bryan expressed his appreciation for the many 

opportunities that were offered to him when he arrived at the university, including papermaking, 

explaining that “there were so many activities, like this, that weren’t just, they were not only fun 

but helpful.”  Although Mark and George had to wait several hours for their uniforms to finish 

pulping, leading to feelings of impatience and frustration, once their pulp was processed, their 

energy was renewed and they went straight to work making paper and perfecting the process of 

pulp-printing.  George developed patience through the trial and error, recognizing the value of 

the time involved.  He admitted that, “It’s a little bit tedious but then that’s kind of the whole 

point, I guess.  The point is that it’s not something that is very fast.”   

 The images and the finished paper art represented important memories and relationships 

in the participant’s lives.  Amanda, who printed the image of her grandfather on her Navy 

uniform revealed that “when I showed my mom, she started crying because it, it was so special.”  

In addition to the memorial wristbands she wears, Barbara now has a work of art to display in 

her home, to “just kind of remember” her friends that were killed in helicopter accidents.      

In exhibiting the work on campus, the institutional recognition provided the student 

veterans the opportunity to impart personal stories through their art and their own words.  As a 

symbolic object infused with meaning from individual experiences in the military, the art became 
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a kind of bridge connecting student veterans to the non-military population at the university.  

These unique pieces symbolized the process of transformation, both literal and psychological, 

that the veterans experienced in the creation of the work.  The librarian in charge of exhibits in 

the library reported that staff working in the vicinity of the display received positive comments 

from more students and staff during the duration of the exhibit than any show for a long time; 

feedback that I shared with the participants.   

The Special Collections in the Library started an archive of veteran handmade paper.  

Contributing to the archive for Mark was a way of leaving his legacy for future generations at the 

university, saying, “Someday, you never know, your kid might come here and do exactly same 

thing that you did.” And he added, “In the end, it’s something that you’ll be able to reflect back 

on for the rest of your life and never forget.”  These findings validate the value of papermaking 

workshops to help student veterans develop connections and feel valued as members of the 

university community.  Their uniforms, images and associated stories from the past were 

transformed into new and beautiful works of art, linking their military pasts with their new lives 

and identities as student veterans. 

Implications of the Findings 

A wide variety of therapeutic programs have been developed since the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan for returning veterans.  These findings illustrate how a creative arts workshop can 

be a valuable tool to help student veterans make the transition from their military past to their 

new identity as college students.  Through repurposing their uniforms, transforming them into 

handmade paper and a work of art, they are left with a tangible object that symbolizes the 

repurposing of their lives as civilians and college students.  The workshop offers time to focus on 
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their transition, process through their past, connect with fellow veterans and others at the college 

and creatively communicate their military experience through their art. 

Meaning and Significance 

This research investigated how a hand papermaking workshop can facilitate the transition 

for student veterans into college after leaving the military.  Leaving the military is a major life 

change for veterans and requires readjusting to civilian life.  Depending on their experience in 

the military, they may also have physical and/or psychological wounds that take time to heal.  

Entering college offers veterans an opportunity to use the education benefits they earned from 

their military service and pursue future life goals.  College offers veterans many choices, but also 

requires learning to navigate multiple bureaucracies to access benefits and support.  After having 

clearly defined duties in the military, the choices can be overwhelming.  But college also 

provides crucial time and space to recover from any injuries or trauma, reassess their goals and 

refocus their lives.   

Getting to know each participant and the many challenges they faced in dealing with 

recovering from loss and trauma, I was struck by how well they were functioning in school.  

Some were carrying around a lot of trauma and anxiety, but managed to show up to class and do 

the work they were required to do.  Perhaps this has to do with the discipline and drive they 

acquired in the military.  It is admirable, however, just because they are functioning doesn’t 

mean they aren’t struggling internally.  That is where a workshop like this can help them release 

some of that stress they carry inside and improve the quality of their lives. 

The idea of making art can be intimidating to people that have not had exposure to the 

art.  As Amanda said, “I’m not very artistic whatsoever”, a common statement of people who 

haven’t tried it before.  Learning to make paper and print images in this workshop was presented 
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in a relaxed and supportive environment, providing a positive and fun experience.  It helped the 

participants realize that creativity can also be stress-reducing, meaningful and inspiring.  

Creating their own work was especially meaningful to the participants as it was so 

personal.  Using their uniform or other cloth of significance and transforming it to a new object 

that represented their personal experience in the military was a way to not only cherish, but also 

move beyond meaningful memories.  The object became the symbol that bridged the past to their 

present experience, which opened the door to talking about their personal experience.  The art 

work provided some distance and separation from the memories and emotions thus making it less 

threatening to talk about.  It also gave them a vehicle to release memories and emotions that were 

held inside and perhaps never voiced before.  Allowing them to write a personal statement to 

accompany the exhibit gave them time to reflect on their memories, the workshop experience, 

and what the image symbolized.  As Baxter-Magolda (2007) stressed in her theory of self-

authorship, that identity development and meaning-making are vital components in education.  

By creating a visual representation and accompanying personal statement, the participants 

conveyed accounts of their past military experiences and what they hold dear.    

Participants gained self-efficacy through successfully learning to do something new that 

they had never experienced before.  For some it awakened their desire to be more creative and 

active in art making as they had done when they were young.  But also, being successful at a new 

task can carry over into other areas of their lives, like tackling all of the challenges of the 

academic environment and adjusting to those changes after leaving the military.  Although they 

may have been very successful in the military, the civilian and academic worlds have different 

rules and norms that can be confusing and unclear to student veterans.  Participating in an arts 
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workshop, especially when they are new to the school and having a successful experience can get 

them in a positive mindset and excited to learn and excel in other subject areas in school.   

Displaying the participant’s personal images and sharing their stories with the university 

population at large not only gave the student veterans an increased sense of self-efficacy to be 

displaying their work professionally, but also added to their feeling of being connected to the 

university and increased recognition by the university, including their non-military peers.   

The sense of community or communitas created during the workshop provided a sense of support 

and inclusion between the student veteran population and the greater university environment.   

A papermaking workshop can open participants to the idea of art therapy and can be a 

possible stepping-stone to therapy, (art therapy or other forms) if the student veteran decides they 

need it.  In this workshop, the participants were able to face difficult memories, allowing the 

emotions that may have been repressed to be released through the symbolic art object.  They 

experienced the therapeutic benefits of using the arts as a means of self-expression and healing in 

a relaxed, casual group experience.  The workshop was not only meaningful but also promoted 

creativity, and at times playful, interactive moments as part of the experimental, art making 

experience.  The creative energy and fun diffused the intensity of emotion which was more often 

internal, creating a kind of balance between the light-hearted creative experiences while 

simultaneously dealing with difficult and sometimes painful memories. 

Paper-making as a Therapeutic Process for Student Veterans 

 In considering the compelling, interactive process of a group paper-making workshop, it 

seems to be a powerful process for student veterans.  There is a structured element to the steps 

involved in papermaking, yet it is a forgiving process, as pulp can always be returned to the tub 

to reform a sheet of paper or the beater machine if it needs more pulping.  In comparison to more 
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simple art therapy directives, this structured and complex process is more challenging to clients, 

requiring learning techniques that take a certain amount of practice.  So, it doesn’t always come 

easy.  For student veterans who have faced many challenges while in the military and then re-

entering civilian life and entering academia, they have had to adapt and learn a variety of skills.  

I think the participants in this study liked and accepted the challenge of the process and with the 

support and assistance of group members, they achieved success.  In the beginning, they didn’t 

know what to expect and in the end they were surprised at the level of sophistication and beauty 

of their finished products.  I think they also didn’t expect to feel such a deep connection to the 

work and the symbolism the work held for them.  They seemed to gain understanding of the 

power of art and the creative process to move people emotionally.  Learning to make paper art 

using significant fibers is one of those experiences that have to be lived first hand; it’s hard to 

grasp the meaning until you experience it yourself. 

Art as Therapy and Art Therapy  

 Unfortunately there is still a stigma within the military and veteran community about the 

word “therapy,” with the concern of being judged that there is something “wrong” with them or 

that they are weak.  Although there is an effort to change this attitude, it is still present within the 

military culture.  I believe that if the workshop had been labeled “art therapy” it would have been 

more challenging to get student veterans to participate.  Perhaps the fact that participants didn’t 

know what to expect was a good thing as well, as they were more open to experiment. Although 

in the beginning Barbara felt a little overwhelmed with the possibilities, upon reflection, she said 

that it wasn’t such a bad thing, as “there are so many different choices and different possibilities 

and none of them can be really bad choices.”   In the end, many of them acknowledged how 

therapeutic the experience that been for them, truly cherishing the work they made.  For Mark, it 
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“was a way for me to take all the bad and turn it into something beautiful and I’ve already 

framed like four of them.” 

 After experiencing the therapeutic benefits of a papermaking group workshop, 

participants could pursue more formalized art therapy if desired, whether it might be a more 

structured on-going papermaking group therapy or opening to other forms of art-making.  Since 

they developed friendships and shared stories with other group members, they may be more 

comfortable opening up to group processing and helping each other work through difficult 

memories and emotions that are uncovered. 

Limitations 

The participants in this study were quite diverse as far as their military and life 

experiences.  There was a good mixture of male/female, married and single, and an equal amount 

with and without children.  However, there were just six individuals, which is a limited amount 

of feedback to receive about the workshop experience.  With a different group of individuals, 

dynamics change depending on the relationships that develop between the members, which could 

color the experience and the reaction to the process.  Because my focus was on the individual 

experience, I was more concerned about the depth of knowledge, learning a lot about each 

individual and their workshop experience, rather than gaining a breadth of responses, as with a 

survey or questionnaire.  Perhaps with a longer time frame for a study, it would be possible to 

conduct multiple workshops, possibly from different schools around the country, providing more 

insights into common issues and themes that arise from the data. 

On a technical level, it takes time to master hand papermaking.  There are many small 

details to attend to in addition to knowing how to use the Hollander beater machine.  As there are 

no numbered dials to know how far to lower down the blades as the fabric begins to break down, 
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it takes experience to know when and how much to adjust.  If the blades are too high it takes 

longer to shred the fibers.  This can back-up the time involved to get everyone’s uniforms 

pulped.  Having to wait their turn had its advantages as far as socialization and internal 

processing, but with more experience, it wouldn’t have taken quite so long. 

Not everything went as planned with my workshop.  Initially, my intention was to focus 

on veterans new to the university to see how the workshop affected their transition, yet I only 

managed to get two out of the six that had just started a few weeks earlier. However, with the 

participants in this study, I realized that their transition process is ongoing.  Bart, who had been 

out of the Marines for nearly ten years, didn’t talk about some of the hyper-vigilant thoughts and 

reactions that George (who had just been out a year) described.  Yet Bart had recent challenges 

in dealing with grief from losing his good friend, who recently died from wounds sustained when 

they were deployed together years ago.  The creative transformative process of papermaking can 

be therapeutic and meaningful for student veterans at all stages of their education and beyond, 

because life is a continual process of adjustments and transformation.  

It is challenging to get veterans to participate partially because of the demands of school 

and for some work and family responsibilities as well.  Luckily, because there have been 

papermaking workshops involving student veterans for several years at the university, fellow 

veterans are the best recruiters as many talk openly about what a great experience it was for 

them.  However, there still may be trepidation or discomfort with the idea of cutting up one of 

their military uniforms, which may be seen as disrespectful.   

 For others, it could be threatening to confront the memories and emotions they may have 

repressed.  One of the student veterans (Special Forces with multiple combat deployments) who 

had signed up to participate cancelled at the last minute.  The last time I saw him he said he was 
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looking through his photos for the one he wanted to use.  He said something came up, but I 

wonder if it was just too difficult for him.  As mentioned before, the data collected showed how 

the emotional process began when making decisions regarding which uniform to use as well as 

the image.   

 There is also the risk that the workshop could overwhelm a participant with emotion and 

trigger flashbacks or strong reactions.  In previous workshops there have been non-veteran 

participants who had recently experienced grief and trauma.  They became emotional and one 

expressed that it was just too soon.  Being the group leader attending to participants in multiple 

rooms in various stages of the process made it hard to give the one-on-one time that might have 

helped.  Without follow-up sessions with participants that have strong emotional reactions, it 

could be an abrupt ending and leave them in a more fragile emotional state without continuing to 

work through their feelings.  In such cases, a two-day workshop could simply not be long 

enough. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

 There is a paucity of research on art therapy with student veterans or with the therapeutic 

use of the papermaking process.  More documented experiences will provide additional insights 

into the process and interviewing student veterans will add to understanding of the student 

veteran experience.  For example, applying quantitative methods could perhaps look for specific 

aspects of the process that are most therapeutic to the majority of participants.  The use of a 

control group without experiencing papermaking contrasted with a papermaking group could 

help focus on the creative aspects of the individual and group process.   

Employing different theories, such as Grounded Theory, could move the research 

towards developing a theory of the therapeutic use of papermaking for veterans using uniforms 
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or other cloth of personal significance.  Using a different theoretical approach to art therapy, 

such as Gestalt art therapy could focus on the whole body experience.  Papermaking could be 

studied using the Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC), focusing on the different levels of 

functioning. 

Because of the complexity of this process, there is the potential for a variety of studies.   

Additional research could investigate a theory surrounding the appropriateness and the healing 

qualities of this complex process specifically for the equally complex and interwoven issues 

involving student veterans.  As a means to increase integration of student veterans into the 

civilian university population, studies could include a mixed-population and compare how that 

might affect the development of communitas and their transition into a new identity as a civilian 

college student.  Another option could be to use a greater number of non-veteran volunteers to 

increase interaction or after an initial student veteran workshop, student veterans could then 

participate with other groups on campus as experienced volunteers, teaching the process to 

others. 

 Research could vary with format and use of the handmade paper.  There could be a 

different end product, like a journal rather than a framed piece in an exhibit.  Research could 

involve making art on the paper or even using it as part of a larger art piece.  It would also be 

interesting to contrast the experience between participants using their own uniform and imagery 

in contrast to those who use donated uniforms and more generic imagery.   

This was only a 2-day workshop, so there is the potential for a lengthier workshop or 

classroom experiences that could meet weekly and involve an ongoing group experience.  

Adjusting the workshop as a closed group and including therapeutic processing of their work 

might be a next step.  The more experienced the participants become, additional experimentation 
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with a variety of papermaking techniques, including layer of colors, masking, splattering and 

combining of imagery could be offered.  Participants could develop a body of work that again 

could result in a final project like an exhibit or a handmade book.   

In moving away from working with student veterans, the therapeutic properties of 

papermaking needs more research.  The Peace Paper Project has worked with many different 

groups, including patients in hospitals, at-risk youth, and children in orphanages in Turkey.  

They have created another project called “Panty Pulping”, conducting workshops with victims of 

sexual and domestic violence.  In those workshops, participants pulp their underwear or other 

intimate clothing, again transforming the representation of their pain and trauma into beautiful 

works of art, cleansing and exposing them to the light of day.  There could potentially be a study 

using the panty pulping workshop idea for victims of military sexual violence. 

Conclusion 

 A small but in-depth investigation into the lives of six student veterans and their response 

to the papermaking workshop revealed common themes indicating important aspects of the 

experience.  The supportive relationships that developed provided a safe place for the 

participants to express their creativity and share their stories.  They experienced the 

deconstruction of their uniforms and repurposing of the fibers, just as they were striving to 

transform their lives from their military identity to college students pursuing new paths.  

Through their chosen images and handmade paper art, they synthesized and communicated the 

meaning and significance of their art in relation to their military past.  Displaying their work at 

the university increased their sense of inclusion and validation by the college community as well 

as increasing their own self-efficacy.   
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 Reflecting on the question of how this workshop affected their transition, although the 

timeframe for the workshop and exhibit was brief, it provided a unique opportunity for student 

veterans to reassess their lives, from the past to the present.  The transformative process of 

papermaking served as a metaphor for their life transitions.  They were exposed to the sculpture 

lab, expanding their knowledge of what the university offers.  They developed supportive 

relationships with fellow veterans and civilians helpers as well.  As Mark expressed, this 

opportunity was not just about academics, and that they were able to have this time on campus 

for their personal growth.  Finally, exhibiting their work in the library and sharing their stories 

gave them a sense of belonging and connection to a larger proportion of the university 

community than they had previously encountered.  

 Although the size of the group studied was small, through their participation in this arts 

workshop, I was able to gather rich data about each individual, their military backgrounds, war-

related physical and psychological injuries and their current challenges.  I witnessed the deep 

emotional impact of the creative process with these six individuals and how the symbolic art 

object was able to evoke empathy and understanding.   

 Reflecting on my initial inspiration for this work, I have recognized my own healing 

through creative self-expression.  Learning initially as a participant and experiencing the 

therapeutic and transformative qualities of hand papermaking, motivated me to provide the 

experience for others who were making major life transitions.  Through these processes, together 

we extended ourselves beyond past connections, opening to new places, new people, and new 

ways of being in the world.  Therefore, this work has served as a way to honor the sacrifices of 

others and those no longer with us.   
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 I believe there is great potential for learning more about the therapeutic use of hand 

papermaking.  This first study lays the foundation for further investigation and I hope it will 

inspire other researchers to expand upon these findings.  
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APPENDIX A  

DESCRIPTION OF HANDMADE PAPERMAKING PROCESS 

To create a piece of paper from fabric ground into pulp using a Hollander beater machine, 

you use a mould (European spelling) and deckle. These are wooden frames, one of which has a 

fine mesh stretched across it (the mould) and the deckle is just the frame that is a little larger and 

fits over the frame with the mesh. The technique called “pulp printing” is a simple technique of 

applying an image to the surface of the freshly pressed wet paper.  The following paragraphs 

describe the process the student veterans followed to create handmade paper. 

 After 30-60 minutes (on average) in the Hollander beater, the participant, with the help of 

volunteers and fellow student veterans, drained their pulp from the beater machine by pulling out 

the plug on the bottom side of the soft vinyl circular channel into a large bucket and carried it 

into the room used for the actual papermaking or “sheet formation”.  Each student had their own 

station, consisting of a large tub about half full of water.  They scooped the pulp out of the 

bucket with a large plastic cup, adding it to the tub until they had just the right thickness for 

making the paper (which can vary depending on the thickness of paper desired).   

After the pulp was diluted with water in the large tray tub, the participant was ready to 

begin forming their sheets of paper.  Having the right amount of pulp in the tub took a while to 

learn to gage.  If a participant didn’t have enough, the pulp would be too thin to make a sheet of 

paper and if there was too much pulp, it will be too thick.  So, the participant added or removed 

the pulp to keep the right consistency.   

Once the pulp was pulled up out of the water, the water flowed through the pulp and 

mesh of the mould beneath, the deckle is carefully lifted off, leaving a nice even edge to the pulp 

sitting on top of the mesh surface of the mould.  Next the mould was turned on one side and 
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rolled down onto a sheet of pellon (interfacing).  Beneath were layers of felt sheets (for padding) 

on top of a plywood board. Pressing firmly on the surface, the participant carefully rolled the 

surface of the pulp layer on the mould from one side to the other, transferring the pulp to the 

pellon.  Transferring the pulp onto the pellon sheets involved movement, with a slow rolling 

motion.  So, as the participant made multiple sheets, there was definitely a kinesthetic, rhythmic 

motion to the process.  The pellon sheets were large enough to press two 9x11 sheets of paper 

onto one side.  Another sheet of pellon was laid on top of the fleshly pressed paper and the 

participant was ready to make their next two sheets.  Each person had their own stack of paper 

and they laid a small scrap of paper with their name in the corner of each sheet to identify them 

once they were dry (the labels peeled right off).  After making a few sheets, they added more 

pulp to the tub and circulate the fiber, which was called “hogging the vat”.  The experience was 

both kinesthetic and sensory, including movement and touch, with hands immersed in water, 

stirring the soft floating fibers.   

After the participants image which was exposed on to the silkscreen fabric coated with 

light sensitive emulsion (pre-made before the workshop), it was laid over the top of the wet, 

pressed paper and using a plastic spray bottle, a mist of very finely pulped dyed fiber was 

sprayed on to the stencil so that the dyed pulp went through the sections of the silkscreen where 

the image had burned through the photo emulsion.  Once the open areas of the screen were 

covered with the pulp spray, the stencil was carefully peeled off to reveal the image printed on 

the wet paper.  Again, this required some trial and error to get just the right amount of spray 

covering the image burned into the silkscreen.  Because the image was sprayed on the paper 

when it was wet, it gave it a unique visual characteristic of being slightly blurred with softened 

edges to the lines and shapes of the image.   
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APPENDIX B 

 

DISSERTATION DEMOGRAPHICS CHART 
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APPENDIX C 

DIAGRAM OF SCULPTURE STUDIO 

AND PAPERMAKING STATIONS 
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APPENDIX D 

 

WORKSHOP TIMELINE 
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APPENDIX E 

FRAMED WORK BY 

BARBARA, MARK, AND AMANDA 
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APPENDIX F 

GLOSSARY OF MILITARY NAMES, TERMS, AND EXPRESSIONS 

ACU:  Army Combat Uniform 

ASAP:  Army Substance Abuse Program 

Black Hawk:  Military helicopter 

Cami’s:  Abbreviation for camouflage military uniforms made from fabric with a multi-colored 

organic pattern designed to make military personnel harder to see when in combat situations. 

Casevac:  The process of evacuating casualties from the battlefield.  

Courageous restraint: Phrase describing military rules of engagement established by General 

McChrystal pertaining to military combat actions (Etzioni, 2013). 

Deserts:  Abbreviated term for the tan camouflage uniform they were issued to wear in desert 

areas like Iraq and Afghanistan. 

IED:  Improvised Explosive Device; meaning a handmade bomb. 

In-country:  Term used to signify being in Iraq or Afghanistan, both of which are active war 

zones.  

Kills:  Word used to signify number of fatalities executed by military service members. 

Med-boarded:  A term that means being medically discharged from the military based on the 

recommendation of a medical review board. 
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Page 2 Glossary 

Medevac: Term for emergency medical evacuation of sick or injured individuals, most often by 

helicopter.  

Rules of engagement: Rules that define the conditions when military force can be used. 

Stop-loss: A military term for involuntary extension of service enlistment based on the needs of 

the military. 

The Surge: An escalation in the Iraq war during 2007 when the number of troops deployed to 

Iraq were increased. 
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APPENDIX G 

PARTICIPANT QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

Research Project: Papermaking with Student Veterans 

Self-Reflection 

As the workshop is drawing to a close, please take a few minutes to answer the following 

questions regarding your experience in the papermaking workshop for student veterans: 

1. Please describe a meaningful or enjoyable experience you had during the creative 

arts/papermaking workshop. 

 

 

 

2. What did you struggle with the most?   

 

 

 

 

3. Please describe something that you learned during the workshop. 

 

 

 

 

4. What came into your mind when you were making paper and printing images? 
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APPENDIX H 

IRB APPROVED CONSENT FORM 

FSU Behavioral Consent Form 

Assessing the Value of Creative Arts Workshops for Student Veterans in Transition 

You are invited to be in a research study assessing the value of creative arts workshops for 

student veterans as they transition from the military and into college. You were selected as a 

possible participant because you are a military veteran or reservist currently attending Florida 

State University (FSU).  We ask that you read this form and ask any questions you may have 

before agreeing to be in the study. 

This study is part of the dissertation research being conducted by Meredith McMackin, doctoral 

student in the Department of Art Education, with a focus in art therapy.   

Background Information: 

The purpose of this study is to gain understanding of the benefits for student veterans involved in 

art-making in a group workshop with other student veterans and how the experience can help in 

the transition process into college from the military.  Through observations and interviews the 

researcher will examine how relationships form within the group experience and how that might 

affect participant’s transition.  Additionally, the researcher will ask questions about the art-
making process and how it may have helped participants share stories of their military 

experiences non-verbally through their art.  

Procedures: 

If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do the following things: Participate in a two-day 

workshop learning and following the steps involved in making paper from a piece of military 

clothing.  You may use one of your own uniforms or one provided by the researcher.  You will 

cut the uniform into small pieces and put into a machine that will loosen the fibers and turn it 

into pulp.  You will learn how to press the pulp into sheets of paper and how to print an image 

onto the freshly made sheet of paper, using a stencil made from a personal image you provide.  

You will be asked to engage in group introductions with other student veterans, stating your 

branch, rank in the service, occupation and general experience in the military.  Additional 

information about how you came to be enrolled in FSU and your current major would also be 

helpful.  The workshop will be videotaped and you will be audio-taped in a final interview.  With 

your consent, the researcher will frame one of your images printed on your hand-made paper to 

be displayed in an exhibit with other workshop participants and displayed in a prominent  
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location on campus.  You can also choose if you want to sign your name to your art piece or 

keep it anonymous.  If you have to leave to attend class or other activity during part of the day, 

you may leave and return as soon as you are able. 

Risks and benefits of being in the Study: 

The study has some potential risks. The cutting and breaking down of the uniform fabric may 

bring back memories associated with your military experience, both positive and negative.  

Negative memories could include any trauma connected with your service, whether in combat or 

other.  The images you choose to print could also bring back memories.  Using these materials 

for artmaking as well as conversations that may occur between participants could affect your 

thoughts and emotions.  Although dealing with potentially sensitive materials, the hands-on, 

creative process of papermaking can offer a stimulating and enjoyable experience, which can 

offset any mental or emotional disturbance.  Additionally, the researcher will promote a relaxed 

and supportive environment during the workshop in which you will be interacting with fellow 

military veterans.   

If at any time you become uncomfortable with the process, you may decline to continue with the 

workshop.  If anyone in the group becomes disruptive to others, the researcher will ask that 

participant to leave the workshop.  The researcher will terminate the workshop if any participants 

refuse to cooperate or threaten the safety of other participants in the workshop. 

The benefits to participation include learning new skills and the opportunity to create unique 

works of art that can represent and preserve memories and honor your military service.  It can 

provide a new way to record your military experience in a visual, non-verbal manner.  It can 

allow you to share your stories (if you choose) in a supportive group environment.  The group 

environment also provides an opportunity to meet new people and form friendships and 

connections with other student veterans on campus.  Finally, if you consent to exhibit your 

framed paper art, you can share your work with the university community and potentially 

increase understanding and awareness of veterans on campus. 

Compensation: 

The tools and materials for papermaking and printing will be provided for you, including 

donated uniforms if you choose not to use your own to make paper.  Additionally, you will 

receive compensation for your participation in this research project by receiving a framed print 

of your choice from the paper art work you create.  You will receive your framed work after the 

exhibition (if you consent to show your work) or following the framing of the work if you 

choose not to exhibit your work. 
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Confidentiality: 

The records of this study will be kept private and confidential to the extent permitted by law.  In 

any sort of report we might publish, we will not include any information that will make it 

possible to identify a subject.  Research records will be stored securely and only researchers will 

have access to the records.  The researcher will be the only person with access to the video and 

audio recordings, will use them for educational purposes only, and will erase them after 

completion of the study. 

Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

Participation in this study is voluntary.  Your decision whether or not to participate will not 

affect your current or future relations with the university.  If you decide to participate, you are 

free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships. 

Contacts and Questions: 

The researcher conducting this study is Meredith McMackin.  You may ask any question you 

have now.  If you have a question later, you are encouraged to contact her at 850-544-0506 or by 

email at mmcmackin@fsu.edu.  This dissertation research study is under the supervision of 

major professor Marcia Rosal. If you have questions or concerns, you can contact Dr. Rosal at 

(850) 644-2926 or by email at mrosal@fsu.edu.  

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 

other than the researcher(s), you are encouraged to contact the FSU IRB at 2010 Levy Street, 

Research Building B, Suite 276, Tallahassee, FL  32306-2742, or 850-644-8633, or by email at 

humansubjects@fsu.edu 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

Statement of Consent: 

I have read the above information.  I have asked questions and have received answers.  I consent 

to participate in the study. 

________________  _________________ 

Signature                                          Date 

 

________________  _________________ 

Signature of Investigator                    Date 
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APPENDIX I 

 

SUPPLEMENTARY CONSENT FORM 

 

 

Assessing the Value of Creative Arts Workshops for Student veterans in Transition 

Supplementary Consent Form 

 

In addition to the initial consent form you signed before participating in the veteran papermaking 

workshop in January 2016, please sign below and indicate if you are willing to have images of 

your design and/or photographs of your work included in the written doctoral dissertation of this 

research.  The dissertation may be available online through ProQuest and could potentially be 

included in articles or books or for other education purposes.  However, as in the written 

dissertation, acronyms are used to protect your identity.  

If you have any questions or concerns, please contact Meredith McMackin at 

mmcmackin@fsu.edu or call 850-544-0506.   

Statement of Consent: 

I agree to allow images of my work to be published as part of the doctoral dissertation _____ 

I do NOT want images of my work to be published as part of the doctoral dissertation _____ 

 

__________________________________________ ______________________ 

Signature       Date 

 

__________________________________________ ______________________ 

Signature of Investigator     Date 
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APPENDIX J 

IRB APPROVAL MEMO 

The Florida State University 

Office of the Vice President For Research 

Human Subjects Committee 

Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 

(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392 

 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 

 

Date: 11/16/2015 

 

To: Meredith McMackin 

 

Address: 1493 

Dept.: ACADEMIC AFFAIRS, PROVOST AND VICE-PRESIDENT FOR 

 

From:   Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 

 

Re:     Use of Human Subjects in Research 

Assessing the Value of Creative Arts Workshops for Student Veterans in Transition 

 

The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects in the proposal referenced 

above have been reviewed by the Secretary, the Chair, and one member of the Human Subjects Committee. Your 

project is determined to be Expedited per per 45 CFR § 46.110(7) and has been approved by an expedited review 

process. 

 

The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, except to weigh the risk to 

the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related to potential risk and benefit. This approval does 

not replace any departmental or other approvals, which may be required. 

 

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved stamped consent form is attached 

to this approval notice.  Only the stamped version of the consent form may be used in recruiting research subjects. 

 

If the project has not been completed by 11/14/2016 you must request a renewal of approval for continuation of 

the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to you prior to your expiration date; however, it is your 

responsibility as the Principal Investigator to timely request renewal of your approval from the Committee. 

 

You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed and approved by the Committee 

prior to implementation of the proposed change in the protocol.  A protocol change/amendment form is required 

to be submitted for approval by the Committee.  In addition, federal regulations require that the Principal 

Investigator promptly report, in writing any unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks to research 

subjects or others. 
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By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major professor is reminded that he/she 

is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving human subjects in the department, and 

should review protocols as often as needed to insure that the project is being conducted in compliance with our 

institution and with DHHS regulations. 

 

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The Assurance Number is 

FWA00000168/IRB number IRB00000446. 

 

Cc: Marcia Rosal, Chair 

HSC No. 2015.16363 
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