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Abstract 
 

During the Spring 2022 semester, the Research and Instructional Services department at 
Duke University Libraries conducted a study to better understand the library and campus 
experiences of military-affiliated students at Duke University.  Overall, this research study 
focused on qualitative data gathering, using two semi-structured interviews and background 
research in the form of a literature review to help develop recommendations.  The goal of this 
study was to help improve Duke Libraries services and resources to better meet the unique needs 
of the Duke military-affiliated student population, and to better understand this group’s 
experiences within the Libraries.  There were four themes that appeared from the two interviews 
and background research: one, that military-affiliated students are older than the average civilian 
student; two, the drive to “try it out themselves first” before asking for help; three, the heavy use 
of online resources, versus using the libraries physical space; and four, how the library website 
can be confusing when first starting out.  In the end, the study highlighted six recommendations 
for the future (see page 12 for additional details): one, develop partnerships with campus veteran 
and military organizations; two, create a library orientation and tour for military-affiliated 
students; three, designate a military library liaison; four, publish a military student LibGuide; 
five, design veteran-targeted training sessions; and six, offer training for library staff.  
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Introduction 
 

Military-affiliated students, who include veterans, active duty personnel, reservists, and 
guardsmen, have long been a small but understudied group within the university system.  With 
the rise in military-affiliated students during both the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq (early 2000s), 
academic libraries have given more attention to supporting this population of personnel.  Their 
unique experiences, both at home station and deployed environments, increasingly require 
libraries to treat them as a community that can potentially experience barriers to access (LeMire, 
2017).  Also, whether on active duty, reserves, guard, or using one of the tuition assistance 
means provided from the military, military personnel are increasingly attending school at higher 
rates than in the past. The number of military personnel completing bachelor’s degrees increased 
6% from 2000 to 2010 (Westat, 2010).  Also, universities and colleges in the United States have 
seen significant enrollment increases in the number of military-affiliated students since the start 
of the wars in both Afghanistan and Iraq (Samson, 2017).  The introduction of the post-9/11 GI 
Bill in 2008 saw a 42% increase in veteran students between 2009 and 2010, as it provided “new 
incentives for veterans to use their educational benefits to transition from military duties to 
academic pursuits” (Samson, 2017).  These incentives include in-state tuition for veterans, 
dependents, or spouses, as well as a monthly housing allowance (US Department of Veterans 
Affairs, 2022).  More and more military personnel are going back to school, and this transition 
makes their population increasingly important to study for academic libraries. 
 

Military personnel also have a large presence within the state of North Carolina.  North 
Carolina is home to two major military bases, Fort Bragg (Army) and Camp Lejeune (Marines), 
as well as many other smaller stations, including Pope Army Airfield, Marine Corps Air Stations 
at Cherry Point and New River, and Seymour Johnson Air Force Base.  Due to the large military 
presence in the state, North Carolina has a larger veteran population than the national average, 
roughly 7.9% versus 6.9% nationwide (Tippett, 2020).  According to the most recent American 
Community Survey (2019), North Carolina’s total veteran population is at 654,365. 
 

During the Spring 2022 semester, the Research and Instructional Services (RIS) 
department at Duke Libraries conducted a study to better understand the library and campus 
experiences of this important population at Duke.  Previous studies within Duke Libraries 
focused on Black and first generation college students, as well as students with disabilities.  With 
a population of just over 300 military-affiliated students enrolled at Duke, it was important for us 
to explore this small but often understudied population of students, as their experiences and 
background make them an important population for group-specific library outreach services.  
 

Literature Review 
 

Scholarly research on military-affiliated students spans many different disciplines, but for 
the purposes of this paper, we focus on military-affiliated student research within academic 
libraries, as well as how universities and colleges are supporting this population outside of the 
libraries.  There are a few overall themes found during this literature review: one, veterans within 
academia differ from their civilian counterparts; and two, the needs of veterans in academic 
libraries, with examples of how to best support this population.  We will first dive into these 
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primary themes found in literature, and then we will pivot to two other user experience studies 
conducted at Duke that discuss the needs of two other important student populations.  
 
Military-Affiliated Student Population 
 

What does it mean to be a military-affiliated student? This population consists of students 
that are active duty personnel, who serve full-time in the various military branches; reservists, 
who are a part of the active component of the armed forces, and are called up to support active 
personnel during times of conflict or war; the National Guard, who are state-based military units 
that support reserve and active personnel when called up for national emergencies or wartime; or 
veterans, who are personnel “who served…in the U.S. Armed Forces, on active duty or in the 
National Guard or Reserves, for any period of time, regardless of combat service, deployment, or 
type of discharge” (LeMire, 2015).  The military branches include the Air Force, Space Force, 
Marines, Navy, and the Army, who all fall under the Department of Defense, and the Coast 
Guard, who is within the Department of Homeland Security.  Most academic research and 
statistical analyses through government websites (like the Department of Veterans Affairs) focus 
primarily on the veteran population, and not necessarily the larger population that also includes 
current active duty, guard, and reserve personnel.  Therefore, much of the historical statistics in 
this literature review focus on the smaller subset, the veteran student population.   
 

Though this population is smaller (roughly 650,000 veterans used military benefits to 
pursue higher education in 2018), they are an important population in that they are different from 
their civilian counterparts in a number of ways (Postsecondary National Policy Institute, 2020).  
Kim and Cole (2013) found that 80% of student veterans are over the age of 25, 75% of student 
veterans are male, 60% of student veterans are first-generation students, and veterans are more 
racially diverse than their civilian counterparts.  Student veterans also exhibit different behaviors 
than their civilian counterparts.  Student veterans are more likely to: live off-campus, work off-
campus, and care for dependents (LeMire, 2015).  They are also less likely to participate in 
extracurricular activities or “invest time outside of the classroom on activities not essential to the 
completion of their course due to parenting responsibilities, work, or other factors” 
(Postsecondary National Policy Institute, 2020, p. 2).  Academically, student veterans are also 
more likely to spend time preparing for class, discuss grades and/or assignments with their 
instructors, and also have a positive relationship with faculty members (LeMire, 2015).   
 

Not only are student veterans demographically different from most civilian students, but 
they also report difficulty in connecting socially with traditional students, “who are less likely to 
have firmly established vocational, social, and family roles” (Borsari et al, 2017, p. 167).  This 
difficulty in developing social connections within academia can be due to various factors, 
including unpleasant interactions with civilian peers, who may convey little knowledge or 
concern for the current conflicts overseas, could potentially ask inappropriate questions, or 
express a lack of military appreciation (Borsari et al, 2017).  Some military-affiliated students 
also live with a mental health condition, like anxiety, depression, or post-traumatic stress; 
estimates suggest that between 20-46% of recent student veterans screen positively or report 
symptoms of these mental health conditions (DeCoster, 2018). 
 
Veterans in Academic Libraries 
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The rise of military-affiliated students returning home from the conflicts in Afghanistan 

and Iraq, and enrolling in higher education, has resulted in a shift in academic library research 
from outreach services in general, to developing outreach services specifically to military-
affiliated students.  LeMire (2015) found that the majority of academic libraries have lagged 
behind other campus groups and organizations in providing outreach and support to military 
personnel.  Aside from a handful of institutions located near military bases or military medical 
facilities, “few academic libraries thus far made this underserved group a priority despite 
compelling evidence of the positive correlation between library usage and student success” 
(Atwood et al., 2016, p. 172).  Along these same lines, Sojdehei (2013) found that outside of the 
library setting, higher education has done a good job at addressing the needs of student veterans 
through the development of campus faculty and student service departments, and that academic 
libraries can work with these types of organizations and services to better help the military 
student population.       
 

Though academic libraries were slower to develop services for this student population at 
first, in the past decade, there has been an increase in academic research on how best to support 
military students within the academic library.  Natal and Atwood (2018) investigated the needs 
and experiences of veteran and military students within their University of Toledo library 
system, finding that one of the best ways to reach out to the military student population is 
through an assigned library liaison to military organizations on campus, as well as partnering 
with military organizations on campus.  Similar to Natal and Atwood, Sojdehei (2013) also 
found that there are simple solutions to supporting the veteran population, from visiting the 
campus student veteran office and offering specially designed library services (on-site and/or at 
the library), to also organizing library staff development programs that describe and celebrate 
student veterans.  LeMire et al. (2020) also developed a library orientation for student veterans 
(in collaboration with their Veteran Resource and Support Center), and found the program to be 
successful, as student veterans were able to learn about library resources that were paramount to 
their academic success.  Other studies within academic libraries have also highlighted successful 
examples of student veteran programming, ranging from military-specific library collections to 
the creation of information packets given to veteran student offices, and lastly, to teaching 
opportunities at veteran resources centers (Miller et al., 2017; Samson, 2017).  All of these 
examples and methods of supporting this important population can provide a guide and starting 
point for how other academic libraries can also support student veterans.   
 
Duke Libraries Outreach Studies 
 

Duke Libraries conducted two prior studies on understanding the needs of two student 
populations: Black students and first generation college students.  In their Black student study, 
the Libraries conducted discussion groups and Photovoice research with both Black 
undergraduate and graduate students at Duke University (Chapman et al., 2020).  Their goal for 
the study was to understand student experiences in the Libraries and on campus, and to improve 
these services, facilities, and materials for this specific student population (Chapman et al., 
2020).  They broke their study into two main focuses: one, if the overall Duke arena was viewed 
as an inclusive space; and then two, if Duke Libraries were viewed as an inclusive space.  For the 
overall Duke arena, Chapman et al. (2020) found that Duke contributes to an overall feeling of 
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being welcome but provides a “less inclusive space for Black students than White students” (p. 
1).  Participants reported systematic bias in instructors’ behavior in various academic 
departments, as well as scholarly assigned readings discussed in classes, and microaggressions in 
every area of life at Duke.  Researchers also found a different viewpoint in the graduate arena, as 
Black graduate students have a level of support from their academic programs that was not as 
apparent in the undergraduate arena (Chapman et al., 2020).  For the second arena, specifically 
looking at the libraries as inclusive spaces, participants (both graduate and undergraduate) 
largely viewed the library as inclusive spaces, listing off many programs, services, and resources 
that they value, including providing support and a welcoming atmosphere (Chapman et al., 
2020).  These services include online journals, a variety of spaces, the textbook lending program, 
IT resources, events and training, and research support.  However, students reported a general 
feeling that both Duke and Duke Libraries, “while not actively hostile or racist, are complicit in 
their silence” (Chapman et al., 2020).  Overall, researchers found that Duke still remains a 
historically White space, and though this is not an easy fix, the Duke Libraries can continue to 
work towards ensuring that all students' voices are heard.   
 

Similar to the Black student study, Duke Libraries also conducted a study focusing on 
supporting the success and needs of first-generation (1G) college students.  To better understand 
the needs of this population, a cross-departmental team within the libraries, including Research 
and Instructional Services (RIS) and the Assessment and User Experience (AUX) departments, 
conducted six focus groups during the 2017-2018 academic year, and analyzed responses from 
the Libraries’ 2018 user experience survey (AUX & RIS, 2018).  From the survey and focus 
groups, researchers were able to provide nine findings related to 1G student’s experiences on 
campus and in the Libraries.  Regarding Duke overall, researchers found that finances are a 
stressful point for many 1G students, and a source of feeling unwelcome, and that an “ecosystem 
of supportive offices and people on campus is critical, but knowledge and the willingness to 
access resources takes time” (AUX & RIS, 2018).  For the libraries, participants voiced opinions 
that it can be hard to find resources at the Libraries, and that while many students view the 
library as a safe space, 1G students felt less strongly that this was true.  These findings provided 
a wealth of recommendations to the Duke Libraries on how to best support this student 
population.  Both the Black and 1G student studies were used as models to help develop our own 
methodology and how to best study the military-affiliated student population at Duke.              
 

Methodology 
 
Qualitative Approach 
 

Overall, this research study focused on qualitative data gathering, using two semi-
structured interviews and background research (literature review) to help us develop 
recommendations.  The goal of this study is to help improve Duke Libraries services and 
resources to better meet the unique needs of the Duke military-affiliated student population, and 
to better understand this group’s experiences within the Duke Libraries.  This study was modeled 
after both the Black students (Chapman et al., 2020) and first generation college students (AUX 
& RIS, 2018) studies completed in previous years at Duke Libraries.  The author, Emily 
Arnsberg, was a practicum student in RIS during the Spring 2022 semester when this study was 
conducted, and was supervised by Jodi Psoter, the Chemistry and Statistical Sciences Librarian.  
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During this semester-long study, we divided the study process into three main areas: one, 
literature review and background gathering; two, recruitment and data collection; and three, 
analysis of data and compilation into a report.   
 

For the first phase, we first conducted a scoped literature review that focused on veteran 
and military support (active duty, guard, and reserve personnel), which included both the broader 
scope of education and academia, as well as support for military-affiliated students in academic 
and public libraries.  The goal was to find resources that ultimately summarized the conversation 
around libraries supporting military populations in higher education.  The search strategy used a 
three-pronged approach: first, researchers found articles and books using the “citation-chaining” 
method; second, researchers dove into multidisciplinary databases to find literature across 
relevant academic disciplines; and third, researchers focused on discipline-specific databases to 
include articles that may have been missed in the first two steps.  See Appendix A for more 
information on the literature review and search strategy. 
 

After the literature review was finalized, we then moved to the background-gathering part 
of phase one.  We met with both the AUX department at Duke Libraries and the Veteran Student 
Affairs Office to understand the best method of conducting the study, as well as how to recruit 
Duke military-affiliated students.  During discussions with Joyce Chapman in the AUX 
department, the methodology for the study was discussed, and based on the short time frame and 
wanting to maximize the students we spoke with, we decided on using focus groups, with three 
to six students per group.  Since previous studies at Duke Libraries were conducted over a multi-
semester time-span, we also decided on using semi-structured interviews as a back-up plan, 
especially since our timeline was condensed to the Spring 2022 semester.  Focus groups are used 
heavily in user experience studies and provide an efficient way of reaching many students and 
opinions in one sitting (Wildemuth & Jordan, 2016).  Though interviews are different from focus 
groups in that you will not see participant interaction and cannot infer differences in opinions 
between individuals, they are still a great method to dive deep into an individual's thought 
process on a specific event or idea (Luo & Wildemuth, 2016).  
 

Understanding our research strategy helped us to scope out how we wanted to recruit 
military-affiliated students for the focus groups.  We met with the Duke Veterans Student Affairs 
Office to understand how their organization worked with military-affiliated students and how 
they reached out to this population.  The Duke Veterans Student Affairs Office works with 
graduate military-affiliated students and sends bi-monthly emails out to their email distribution 
list with news and information on resources and upcoming events.  Based on our discussion, we 
decided on recruiting military-affiliated students using their email distribution list.  
 

Phase two of our study included the recruitment and data collection portions of the 
process.  First, we contacted the Institutional Review Board (IRB) to determine if our research 
activities needed IRB approval.  The IRB confirmed that our research activities did not qualify as 
research with human subjects, since we are using the findings for internal improvement only. 
 

For the recruitment portion of the process, we drafted an email that was sent out twice 
during the month of March 2022 to the Veteran Student Affairs email distribution list (see 
Appendix B for the recruitment email).  During this timeframe, we received four volunteers for 
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the focus group.  With a handful of volunteers, we planned for just one focus group, reaching out 
to volunteers to find a common time.  Unfortunately, with the focus groups conducted at the end 
of the semester during finals, only two individuals joined the Zoom focus group at the 
prearranged time.  The focus group later morphed into two separate, semi-structured interviews, 
as one individual was unable to stay for the entire time and reached out instead for a one-on-one 
interview.  Each participant was given a $10 Amazon gift card for participating in the interview.   
 

The two interviews were conducted using a semi-structured format, as this provided us 
considerable flexibility and freedom to adjust questions as we went, and to take out questions 
that did not work with a specific participant or context (Luo & Wildemuth, 2016).  The main 
goal for these interviews was to work in conjunction with background-data gathering on veteran 
students in libraries to supplement the data found in the literature review, as well as provide 
more depth to the overall findings.  Each interview was conducted over Zoom and recorded to 
help in the transcription phase of data analysis.  The moderator for the two interviews was also a 
military-affiliated graduate student, as veterans might be resistant to outreach from nonveterans 
(Mills et al., 2015).  Zoom recordings were kept in a secure location and erased once analysis 
was complete and were then permanently deleted.  
 

For the final phase of the study process, we performed qualitative thematic analysis on 
the semi-structured interviews to develop overarching themes.  We began the coding process 
using the open coding method, and then followed this up with axial coding to help draw linkages 
between the labels and themes found in the open coding step (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2016).  
Lastly, we used selective coding to connect categories together into higher level themes from the 
previous two steps.  Once the coding portion of the analysis was complete, we compared these 
themes from this bottom-up approach to findings from our literature review to see if there were 
similarities or differences.    
 
Limitations   
 

With our primary recruitment method focusing on the Veterans Student Affairs’ email 
distribution list, we only received replies from graduate student volunteers, which limits our 
findings primarily to thoughts of graduate students and not undergraduate students.  This was not 
a surprise because most military-affiliated students at Duke are graduate students, since the 
military puts a heavy emphasis on achieving your education while in the service, whether that is 
getting an undergraduate or graduate degree (LeMire et al., 2020).  Also, rather than reaching 
more students like originally planned with the focus groups, we were only able to complete two 
individual interviews.  Though this sample is small, the aim of this study is not to generalize 
findings outside of the Duke Libraries (Ryan et al., 2007).  However, having a larger sample in 
the focus groups would have provided more depth in our findings and recommendations, rather 
than relying on two individuals’ opinions.     
 

Discussion and Findings 
 
There were four themes that appeared from the two interviews:  
 

- Military-affiliated students are older than their civilian counterparts. 
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- They need to “try it out themselves first” before asking for help. 
- There is a heavy use of online resources, versus using library physical spaces. 
- Military-affiliated students can find the library website confusing when first using 

its resources. 
 

For the first theme, this finding aligns with previous research that military-affiliated students 
tend to be older than most civilian students (Kim & Cole, 2013; LeMire, 2015).  Along these 
same lines, both interviewees commented on their age, and one participant highlighted: 
 

I’m older, and I’m retired from the military…I had never really done anything like 
[online learning] before…so just trying to figure out all of the technology.  Imagine your 
grandmother doing this!  I am not that bad, but it makes it difficult. 

 
Understanding that military-affiliated students at Duke tend to be older than most civilian 
students is an important finding, because it directs us to focus on creating technology-focused 
programming (“how-to” videos for Microsoft PowerPoint, Word, etc.) and/or programming on 
how to use the Libraries’ website.  Both participants paralleled their discussion on age with a 
discussion on how it can be difficult to use library resources or even to navigate school life, as it 
has been a while since they were both in school.  One participant commented, “I am up there in 
age as well, so you know, I am not going to be hanging out playing foosball right there in the 
main quad or so.  I want to try to get back home, and not hangout further on campus after 
classes.”  Since many military-affiliated students are older, and it has been a while since many of 
them were in school, there are many resources that they may have never used or had the 
opportunity to work with in their previous high school or college settings.  Another participant 
commented on this idea when discussing their undergraduate library experience, finding that 
even the layout and structure of the libraries has changed:  
 

The librarian was somewhat helpful there, but usually there was one person for all of the 
students that were in [the library].  And now a lot of the library is digital access, and from 
what I have seen so far, [Duke’s] libraries are more separate, you know you have the 
medical library, you have whatever other libraries, but I know there’s multiple, so that’s 
new to me. 

 
This age gap can have huge implications for understanding the new library technology, learning 
styles, and even fitting back into the school life, so it is important for us as librarians to 
understand this age difference, and be able to support military-affiliated students by providing 
age-appropriate training and resources for this population. 
 

The second theme found in the literature review and from the two interviews focuses on 
how military-affiliated students feel when needing to find information or need help in their own 
research.  Both interviewees commented on this fact, highlighting that when they have any 
questions or concerns about the school or library, they try to figure it out themselves first: 
 

Mostly I try to figure them out on my own, first I just kind of go into like the class 
website first.  And then, if it involves like last semester, I was in nursing scholar, which 
offers a lot of research papers in that kind of thing.  So, when I would struggle with my 



UNDERSTANDING THE NEEDS OF MILITARY STUDENTS    10 

all searches, I tried to look into the classes, the short classes, that the library has.  The MC 
library’s main website is really where I found a lot of stuff…I still really do not know 
how to use a lot of the reference stuff, so that’s actually one of my goals for this semester. 
 
I usually try to figure things out on my own, I think that is the old-military way…you 
know, just good enough to drive on. Because I am older, I feel like I have life 
experiences, and I can manage a lot of stuff.   

 
This drive to seek answers themselves connects to discussions about military-affiliated students 
not having the time outside of classes to interact or engage with other faculty or students (Natal 
& Atwood, 2018).  Because military-affiliated students may not have the time to participate in 
activities or collaborate outside of class, they tend to want to find answers themselves on how 
they can find an article for a research process, or they will search through the library website on 
their own until they hit a dead end.  Natal & Atwood (2013) also found that veterans enrolled in 
higher education are more likely to be married than their civilian counterparts, and therefore do 
not necessarily participate in activities outside of class to the level of their non-military cohort.  
Though both participants prioritized finding the answer themselves first, they both stated that if 
they did need help with research and/or hit a dead end in their own exploration, they were 
comfortable with asking faculty for help or support.  One participant stated: 
 

If I do have questions or concerns, the first people I would go to is my faculty…they have 
done an outstanding job of making themselves available to us, and they seem interested 
in our outcome there.  Being prior service and being the person that I am, it does make 
me feel good.  I tend to look at people sideways…just knowing that they are putting 
themselves out there, I appreciate that. 

 
Though previous research has found that most military-affiliated students do not participate 
outside of class or engage in other activities due to their life experiences, age, and other 
commitments, interview participants did feel comfortable enough to reach out to faculty 
members for help, and both even cited that they used faculty members for support and 
mentorship: “faculty was very welcoming, they seem very sincere and transparent, and they 
really seem to have our best interest.”  Along these same lines, Hannaford (2013) found that 
military-affiliated students saw a difference in their information-seeking between the military 
and the outside, finding there was always “someone to ask” if they needed help or support (p. 
13).  This idea can make it confusing when after searching on their own and not finding answers, 
it may not be the easiest to find the right person to ask.  Many military-affiliated students are 
“first generation college students and although they may have more life experience, they still 
face the challenges of not knowing where to go for help and what questions to ask” (Phelps, 
2015, p. 237).  In the case of the participants, they lean on their faculty for help, which can help 
lead students to the library for support, but this is not always the case.         
 

The third theme furthers what was found in the second theme, in that military-affiliated 
students at Duke rely heavily on the Libraries’ online resources.  Both interview participants 
discussed that they had not stepped foot inside of a physical campus library yet (due to the 
COVID pandemic and finding what they need online), and had relied on the Libraries’ online 
platforms for research: 
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When we first started, I didn’t even know if [the library] was open…I hardly ever come 
to campus.  I primarily use the [Medical Center] Library online for resources. 
 
For my program, we are given case studies…the last one we looked at was a case with a 
person with cystic fibrosis.  So, we are given a scenario…and these questions range from 
how do you treat it, how do you respond to these questions, what is the management of 
care…there are a lot of particular categories that we have to address.  So, in doing that, 
we have to use our medical online library to research what is the appropriate intervention, 
what is the recommendation to provide the proper nutrition for people…so we have to 
look through a lot of articles…and primarily online articles and databases.     

 
Participants also cited that their classes were either not close to the main campus and did not 
have the time to visit the library in-person, or that their classes were primarily online, and they 
did not live close enough to campus to use the Libraries.  Since military-affiliated students tend 
to be older and less involved in activities outside of classes, it can be easier to use the Libraries’ 
online resources from their own home, or from study spaces or their classrooms when on 
campus.  This finding highlights the importance of Duke Libraries being able to support students 
from the online sphere, and how best to design support and services asynchronously.  By finding 
what types of online support military-affiliated students need, we can target training sessions that 
fill these needs, or even develop online “how-to” videos in the research process.  We can also 
make the library website more easily navigable for students, so that when they seek to find 
support on their own, or decide to use the Libraries’ online resources, it is easy for them to find 
what they need.  As a note, both interview participants stated that they want to use the physical 
libraries more and would like in future semesters to get a change of scenery when studying by 
using the physical libraries’ study spaces. 
 

The last theme, that the Libraries’ website can be daunting when first using it, stems from 
the participants' use of the Libraries’ online resources.  Both participants described the website as 
overwhelming, and not as easily navigable: 
 

A bit overwhelming, to be honest, and I think I may feel differently and maybe more 
comfortable with the physical environment, and that’s probably due to my age, and 
everybody else may feel like that too, but I’m not like a super user on the computer. 
 
It is challenging not knowing how to utilize all of the functions that you can manipulate 
to help you with your research.  I remember the [librarian] representative that showed us 
how to use the searching tool, I know how to plug in the keywords in the box, but all the 
other features is a bit overwhelming…what do I click on, okay, I am just not going to 
mess with this. 

 
This daunting feeling can translate as stress and difficulty in finding resources during the 
research process.  Similar to interviewees’ comments about making the Libraries’ online sphere 
more accessible, having the ability to easily navigate the Libraries’ website with a good location 
for how-to videos for different databases is crucial.  As one participant mentioned, having to 
“search through thousands of articles can be overwhelming.”  Also, both participants said they 
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did not participate in in-person training, as the library was not close to their classes and/or their 
program was fully online.  This finding furthers the idea of developing a relationship with the 
veteran student office and creating veteran-targeted research training that meets these students in 
their own spaces.  This population could also potentially benefit from Zoom classes, rather than 
strictly in-person training.    

 
 

Recommendations 
 

1.  Develop partnerships with campus veteran and military organizations 
 
There are a few military-affiliated organizations on Duke’s campus that support this specific 
population, including the Veteran Student Office, which is housed under the Duke Student 
Affairs Office, along with the Duke Armed Forces Association attached to the Fuqua Business 
School.  By reaching out and developing a working relationship with these various organizations, 
we can strengthen our support and help for military-affiliated students. 
 
2.  Create a library orientation and tour for military-affiliated students 
 
As we develop relationships with our campus military partners, we can start to provide library 
training and orientation for the military-affiliated student population.  Since this population tends 
to have more life experience than most of their civilian counterparts, we can work with these 
organizations to develop a more targeted training and orientation. 
 
3.  Designate a military library liaison 
 
This librarian would provide outreach, specialized training and workshops, and support for 
military affiliated students.  Ideally, this position would be a librarian who is also a veteran, but it 
can be anyone who is willing and passionate to help support this student population. 
 
4.  Publish a military student LibGuide 
 
Following the finding that the two interviewees primarily used online library resources, it can be 
beneficial to also have a military-affiliated student LibGuide that displays veteran campus 
resources, as well as links to “how-to” research tutorials.  
 
5.  Design veteran-targeted training sessions (online and/or in-person) 
 
Both interview participants brought up that it has been a while since they were in school and 
knew that technology and school resources had changed since then.  Therefore, along with 
creating a LibGuide, it is also beneficial to create veteran-specific training for military-affiliated 
students on examples like how to use PowerPoint, or other specific programs and systems that 
are heavily used in school. 
 
6.  Offer training for library staff  
 

https://studentaffairs.duke.edu/veterans
https://www.dukefuquaveterans.org/
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Developing training on the military-affiliated student experience for library staff is also 
paramount, as this will allow library staff members the opportunity to better understand this 
population, which in turn, allows us to better support and help military-affiliated students.  The 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill has a great example of this type of training that Duke 
can use as a template for future development.   

https://dos.unc.edu/student-veterans-resources/green-zone-training/
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Appendices 
 
Appendix A: Literature Review Search Strategy 
 
Researchers conducted a scoped literature review in February 2022 that focused on veteran and 
military support (active duty, reserves, and guard), including both the broader scope of education 
and academia, as well as support for military-affiliated students in academic and public libraries.  
The goal was to find resources that ultimately summarized the conversation around libraries 
supporting military populations in higher education.  The search strategy used a three-pronged 
approach: first, researchers found articles and books using the “citation-chaining” method; 
second, researchers dove into multidisciplinary databases to find literature across academic 
disciplines; and third, researchers focused on discipline-specific databases to include articles that 
may have been left out in the first two steps.  For the first phase, the citation-chaining method 
was used from a previous Master’s in Library Science graduate research paper about supporting 
this same population in libraries, but with a narrower scope for those with Post-Traumatic Stress 
Disorder.  There were two primary articles that researchers used for citation-chaining:  

 
- “Veteran Views of the Library: A Qualitative Study” by J.J. Pionke (2019) 
- “Supporting our Troops: Library Services and Support for Veterans” by Sarah LeMire 

(2017) 
 
Both of these authors are prominent researchers within this military arena, as their articles were 
each cited multiple times, and both wrote many articles on this topic that were published within 
peer-reviewed journals.  Researchers combed through these two articles and found the majority 
of their resources using the citation-chaining method on these articles. 
 
For the second step of our literature review search strategy, researchers searched through the 
following multidisciplinary databases: Google Scholar, Articles+ (available at UNC Libraries), 
Academic Search Premier, Web of Science, and All Search (available at Duke libraries).  Since 
both researchers are affiliated with UNC and Duke Libraries, they were able to conduct searches 
using both library systems to ensure coverage of a wider-breadth of databases, especially with 
recent budget cuts at both institutions.  Searches used a combination of keywords and controlled 
vocabulary, including: 
  

- Veteran or military or armed forces or Army or Navy or Air Force or Marines or soldiers 
or servicemen or servicewomen 

- Student or students 
- Library or libraries 
- United States or U.S. or U.S.A. or United States of America 
- Academia or academic or “higher education” or college or colleges or university or 

universities 
 
The four branches of the military were not initially included as keywords (Army, Navy, Air 
Force, or Marines), but they were added in later to ensure resources were not limited to just 
“veteran” and “military” verbiage.  Researchers also excluded the keyword “dependent” later in 
our search, as resources about military dependents were outside the scope of this study.   



UNDERSTANDING THE NEEDS OF MILITARY STUDENTS    15 

 
Using the same combination of keywords and controlled vocabulary in step two, researchers then 
dove into academic-specific databases in step three to ensure resources were not missed that 
could only be found in these databases.  Since this study falls primarily into the Library and 
Information Science discipline, researchers focused the search within two databases in this field 
using the UNC library website: Library and Information Science Source and Library and 
Information Science Abstracts.      
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Appendix B. Recruitment Email 
 
Good [Morning/Afternoon/Evening], 
  
The Duke Libraries Research and Instruction Services department needs your help.  We want to 
better understand the unique needs of all the students we serve, and this semester, we are 
speaking with military-affiliated students (veterans, active duty, reserve, and guard).  Your input 
will help us improve library services and resources to better meet your needs and help staff 
understand your experiences at Duke and with the libraries. 
  
We are currently looking for volunteers to participate in a focus group with 3-6 other military-
affiliated participants, conducted remotely via Zoom.  This focus group will also be facilitated by 
a veteran member as well.  Once we have a list of potential participants, we will schedule the 
discussion at a time that works best for the majority of the volunteers (most likely at the end of 
March/beginning of April 2022).  The focus group will last 90 minutes, and participants will be 
given a $10 Amazon gift card. We understand that you might not be able to participate once the 
exact date and time are set, and that is OK – just let us know if you are interested!  Depending on 
interest, we may not be able to accommodate everyone who volunteers due to scheduling.    
  
If you are willing to participate, please send an email to the focus group facilitator, Emily 
Arnsberg, at Emily.arnsberg@duke.edu, with your interest in participating no later than Friday, 
March 25, 2022. 
 
Also, if you would like to learn more about the kinds of conversations we are having with 
students, see this post about our discussions with First Generation and Black Students at Duke.  
  
Please feel free to let me know if you have any questions or concerns.  I appreciate your 
consideration in this request and your interest in helping Duke Libraries staff improve services to 
better meet military-affiliated Duke students’ needs! 
  
Emily Arnsberg 
Reference & Instructional Services 
Duke University Libraries 
Emily.arnsberg@duke.edu 
 
------------------------------------------------- 
 
Your Privacy is important to us: 
We truly value the many unique perspectives that students bring to Duke, and it is important to the Librarians 
to understand all students’ experiences, backgrounds, and information needs.  We hope you will consider 
joining us.  While the Libraries will summarize what we learn from the focus groups in a report that will be 
shared internally with library staff, your participation in the focus group will be confidential.  Participants’ 
names will not be included in a report, and your name will not be associated with anything you say.  However, 
you will not be anonymous to your fellow focus group participants during the discussion.  We will ask 
everyone present to please keep what is said confidential out of respect for each other.  
  

mailto:Emily.arnsberg@duke.edu
https://library.duke.edu/about/depts/assessment-user-experience/user-studies
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Appendix C. Focus Group Script and Questions 
 
Introduction 
 
Welcome everyone, and thanks so much for being here!  My name is [name], and I am a [brief 
description of Duke affiliation and program/unit/work area]. The Duke library staff wants to 
make sure that we are fully meeting the needs of particular student groups at Duke.  In the last 
few years, we have talked with first generation college students, Black students, and students 
with disabilities; this year, we would like to learn more about the needs and experiences of 
military-affiliated students at Duke.  Again, thank you for being a part of today’s focus group 
and sharing your experiences on campus and using the library! 
 
I will moderate today’s session and will be watching the clock to make sure we stay on schedule.  
I will also record the session today over Zoom since I am both the note-taker and moderator.  A 
few notes with this - I will be the only individual to review this session and will delete the 
recording once I used it to enhance my notes.  Your names will not be used in the final report we 
will send to the Duke Libraries, and the final report will be placed into Duke’s digital repository.   
 
I have some questions to help guide us through the discussion.  Keep in mind there are no right 
or wrong answers to any of these questions, and you do not have to answer every question.  Just 
to reiterate what I said earlier - nothing you say today will be connected to your name.  We do 
have a recording consent form for you to fill out before we dive into the focus group. 
 
[Send link to online consent form in Zoom chat] 
 
Please take a moment to review and sign it electronically.  When you are finished, send me a 
quick Zoom message to let me know you have completed the form.  We are asking a few more 
questions on the consent form as well, like email and NetID, as we will need these items to email 
you the link for the $10 Amazon gift card.  This information is required for tax purposes for the 
library and will not be used anywhere else.  I will give you all a few minutes to complete this. 
 
[Pause for participants to fill-out consent form] 
 
Thanks for completing the consent form.  I will start the recording right now.   
    
Here are a few ground rules that we have found helpful in keeping these discussions productive: 
 

1. If a question does not make sense, please let me know.  It is absolutely fine not to answer 
every question! 
 

2. Only one person should speak at a time, but you do not have to raise your hand to talk. 
 

3. At a couple of points throughout our time together, I will ask you to use a piece of scratch 
paper to jot down your thoughts before we talk as a full group, so go ahead and pull out 
whatever you like to jot these thoughts down when it comes time.   
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4. Everything we say in the room will remain confidential.  Let’s respect each other’s 
privacy and not share any of the individual experiences that come up today outside of this 
room.    

 
Okay, let’s get started! 
 
Discussion Questions 
 
Warm-Up 
(5 minutes) 

1. Brief intro from moderator (include military background) 
 

2. Brief intros from participants: Name, place you call home, branch 
of service, and job in the military 
 
[moderator pastes these into items in the Zoom chat so participants 
do not forget] 

 
[End brief intros with more information from the moderator to 
model openness and vulnerability] 

 
3. SCRATCH PAPER: Think about the people, services, or spaces 

you feel are most supportive and safe at Duke.  Take a moment to 
write these down on your piece of scratch paper.  We’ll be 
discussing these later but not posting them anywhere. 

Sense of 
belonging 
(15 minutes) 

1. SCRATCH PAPER: What has made you feel welcome at Duke? 
Take a moment to write your thoughts on the blank paper in front 
of you; then we’ll discuss as a group. 

 
[Discuss as a group] 
 
Now, look back to the responses you wrote to the previous 
questions a few minutes ago.  What makes the people, services, or 
spaces that you wrote about particularly safe and supportive for 
you? 
 
[Discuss as a group] 

 
2. SCRATCH PAPER: What has made you feel unwelcome at Duke?  

Again, take a moment to write your thoughts down on the paper, 
and we will discuss as a group. 
 
[Discuss as a group]  

Campus and 
Libraries as 
inclusive space 

1. Think about your experience as a military-affiliated student at 
Duke.  To what extent does Duke University feel inclusive of 
military students? Does it not feel inclusive? 



UNDERSTANDING THE NEEDS OF MILITARY STUDENTS    19 

(10 minutes)  
2. Outside of class, where do you spend your time when on campus? 

 
3. To what extent does the library feel inclusive to military-affiliated 

students? 

Info Seeking 
(10 minutes) 

1. Since you have been at Duke, what do you do if you have 
questions or concerns about school? 
 

2. Is there a person, group, office, or place you usually go too? 
 

3. If so, describe this person, group, office, or place and a time you 
went to that person or place for help. 

Library 
experience 
(15 minutes) 

1. SCRATCH PAPER: What words or feelings come to mind when 
you think about the libraries at Duke?  Take a moment to write 
these down.  These might come up in conversation, but we will not 
be posting these anywhere. 
 

2. Have you used the libraries at Duke?   
 
[If answer is no] - why have you not used it? 
 
[If answer is yes] - Think about library study spaces, websites, 
research materials, visits from a librarian to your class, workshops, 
etc.  Describe how you’ve used these during your time at Duke. 
 

- What about the library works well for you? 
 

- What about the library does not work well for you? 
 

- How do the libraries at Duke compare to libraries you used 
before coming to Duke - this can be high school libraries, 
previous college libraries, etc.? 

Research anxiety 
(10 minutes) 

1. What kinds of research have you done here at Duke? 
 

2. What do you find most positive or exciting about doing research? 
 

3. What do you find most confusing, challenging, or uncomfortable 
about doing research? 
 

- What services have helped you learn to do research or use 
the library?   
 

- What other services might help military-affiliated students 
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feel comfortable using the library and its resources during 
the research process? 

Libraries - self-
reflection 
(10 minutes) 

1. Are there things that you know now about the libraries at Duke that 
you wish you had known before you started at Duke? 
 
[If so] - what are those things? 
 
How did you come to know them? 

 
2. Anything else that the library can do for you? 

 
Conclusion 
 
Those are all of the questions I have for you.  I have really enjoyed talking with each of you this 
afternoon and wanted to thank you all for your service.   
 
Also, just as a quick reminder, to thank you for taking the time out to participate, don’t forget we 
are giving each of you a $10 Amazon gift card!  You will receive a link to your email you gave 
us on the consent form within five days.     
 
I appreciate you taking the time to meet with me today and will be happy to stay on Zoom after 
this session or meet with you later if you have anything else you want to share.  Thanks, and 
have a great rest of your day!   
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Appendix D. Focus Group Note-Taking Format 
 
Instructions: 
 

● [time] - check the record and insert the mm:ss when this new section begins 
 

● Quotes - if there’s a good quote but you cannot capture it all, write the first few words in 
quotations, followed by “QUOTE” and someone will go back and transcribe from the 
recording 
 

● Preface someone’s ideas being communicated with their initials.  For example, “EA:...” 
 

● If a bullet point is your own commentary, don’t preface with initials 
 
Date: 
 
Participants:  
 
Warm-Up 

 
2. Brief intros from participants: Name, place you call home, branch of service, and job in the 
military 

 
 
Sense of Belonging 
 
1. Now, look back to the responses you wrote to the previous questions a few minutes ago.  What 
makes the people, services, or spaces that you wrote about particularly safe and supportive for 
you? 

 
 
2. SCRATCH PAPER: What has made you feel unwelcome at Duke?  Again, take a moment to 
write your thoughts down on the paper, and we will discuss as a group. 
 
 
Campus and Libraries as Inclusive Spaces 
 
1. Think about your experience as a military-affiliated student at Duke.  To what extent does 
Duke University feel inclusive of military students? Does it not feel inclusive? 
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2. Outside of class, where do you spend your time when on campus? 
 

 
3. To what extent does the library feel inclusive to military-affiliated students? 
 
 
Info-Seeking 
 
1. Since you have been at Duke, what do you do if you have questions or concerns about school? 
 
 
2. Is there a person, group, office, or place you usually go to? 

 
 
3. If so, describe this person, group, office, or place and a time you went to that person or place 
for help. 
 
 
Library Experience 
 
1. SCRATCH PAPER: What words or feelings come to mind when you think about the libraries 
at Duke?  Take a moment to write these down.  These might come up in conversation, but we 
will not be posting these anywhere. 
 
 
2. Have you used the libraries at Duke?   

 
[If answer is no] - why have you not used it? 

 
 
[If answer is yes] - Think about library study spaces, websites, research materials, visits 
from a librarian to your class, workshops, etc.  Describe how you’ve used these during 
your time at Duke. 

 
- What about the library works well for you? 

 
 

- What about the library does not work well for you? 
 
 

- How do the libraries at Duke compare to libraries you used before coming to 
Duke - this can be high school libraries, previous college libraries, etc. 

 
 
Research Anxiety 
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1. What kinds of research have you done here at Duke? 
 
 
2. What do you find most positive or exciting about doing research? 
 
 
3. What do you find most confusing, challenging, or uncomfortable about doing research? 
 

 
- What services have helped you learn to do research or use the library?   

 
 

- What other services might help military-affiliated students feel comfortable using 
the library and its resources during the research process? 

 
 
Libraries - Self-Reflection 
 
1. Are there things that you know now about the libraries at Duke that you wish you had known 
before you started at Duke? 
 

[If so] - what are those things? 
 
 
How did you come to know them? 

 
 
2. Anything else that the library can do for you? 
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