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Facilitating Library Support for Student
Veterans

The Libraries and Veterans Toolkit

According to the Department of Veterans Affairs, there are approximately half a million
service members and veterans using educational benefits to pursue higher education
annually.' That number is likely much larger, as many veterans may not be eligible for
educational benefits or may have exhausted those benefits before completing their edu-
cation. What this means, in layman’s terms, is that there are more student veterans and
service members enrolled in higher education than one might expect. Whether you are at
a community college, an Ivy League institution, or a regional comprehensive university,
there are student veterans and service members on your campus.

Although student veterans and service members can be found on virtually any campus,
libraries often do not identify students as a unique population with particular needs and
strengths.” Student veterans and service members can differ from their civilian counterparts
in several ways, including age, work responsibilities, and time spent caregiving.’ These fac-
tors can impact student success; indeed, military-connected students are likely to exhibit
multiple risk factors for non-completion of higher education.*

Despite the challenges that student veterans can face, they also bring unique strengths to
the classroom. They bring a wealth of life experiences with them. They have lived around
the world, worked in high-pressure environments, and functioned as a member of a team.
Student veterans and service members are often highly motivated students; they have returned
to college for a reason, and they are focused on completing their studies. These and many
more strengths highlight that student veterans and service members can be highly successful
in higher education, despite the challenges that they may face.

Programming and Services for Student Veterans

As the number of student veterans enrolled in higher education increased following pas-
sage of the Post-9/11 GI Bill, colleges and universities increased their level of support for
student veterans. Many institutions created new veteran centers on campus, which were
often tasked with developing programming and services for veterans in addition to pro-
cessing educational benefits.” Following their campuses’ lead, some academic libraries have
begun to develop programming, resources, and services for student veterans. For example,
research has indicated that academic libraries have increasingly begun to assign student
veterans their own library liaison.°
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However, targeted library support for veterans is far from ubiquitous. Research suggests
that libraries providing this type of support are likely to have a staff member who has close
ties to the veteran and military communities.” Library employees who are veterans or military
family members themselves may feel a personal connection to the student veteran popula-
tion and be more likely to advocate for or undertake this work. However, student veterans
at all institutions can benefit from targeted support, regardless of whether there is a library
employee with ties to the military.

Getting started with this work can be a challenge, especially for library employees without
connections to the military. Librarians may feel discouraged if a program they develop has
poor attendance. They may not have ideas about potential partner organizations or how
to connect with them. They may even feel apprehensive about finding the right tone for
programming or inadvertently offending a student veteran. These challenges, and more, are
commonly encountered at the outset of developing a library support program for student
veterans.

There are also many library employees who have surmounted these obstacles and have
developed robust and successful veteran programs. These librarians have a wealth of advice
and experience to share with those just getting started (or those looking for new ideas). But
how can you find these experienced librarians? How can they effectively share their knowledge
and expertise with the profession? The Libraries and Veterans National Forum was created
as an answer to these questions.

About the Libraries and Veterans National Forum

The Libraries and Veterans National Forum was an Institute of Museum and Library Ser-
vices (IMLS) sponsored project intended to help library workers, from all types of libraries,
to better understand and support veterans and service members. Developed by a team of
librarians at Texas A&M University, one of the six senior military colleges in the United
States, the Forum brought together library workers to share what they are doing in their
libraries to support veteran and military-afhliated patrons. The format of the forum was
shaped by the pandemic, and ultimately became a multi-part initiative. The major elements
of the forum included the following:

1. Avirtual symposium held in September 2021. The symposium spotlighted successful
library programs and services designed to support veteran and military-afhiliated patrons.

2. A microgrants program which was offered following the symposium. This program
was developed to provide support for libraries interested in piloting new ideas from the
symposium.

3. A toolkit designed to collect and share programming ideas in an easily accessible,
searchable format.

The forum intentionally brought together library workers from public, academic, military,
and special libraries to share ideas across the boundaries of library type. Because all libraries
have patrons who are members of the veteran and military communities, library workers
can garner ideas for programming, collections, exhibits, and more from all types of librar-
ies. The Forum’s schedule and recordings, as well as news stories outlining the work of the
microgrant recipients, is available on the Libraries and Veterans National Forum website.
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Introducing the Toolkit

The Libraries and Veterans Toolkit® was
designed to gather examples of successful
library support for veterans into a single
searchable and shareable resource. The
toolkit was initially seeded with resources
contributed by five teams of library work-
ers known as the toolkit committees. Each
committee had a specific focus, including
a committee with an academic library
focus. The committees were tasked with
compiling successful library programs,
events, exhibits, and collections for vet-
erans and service members. Each item
became a toolkit entry, which included a
description of the program and its timing, cost, strategic partners, and other tips for suc-
cess. The entries can be be tagged with relevant terms for end-users to be able to browse the
toolkit entries by library type, resource type, audience, or topic. An example of a toolkit
entry is depicted in figure 1.

The toolkit committees developed more than 70 unique toolkit entries and forum attendees
contributed additional submissions. Toolkit entries were aimed to support libraries with a
range of resources, including entries such as Stony Brook University’s Library Resources for
Veteran Students LibGuide as well as robust, resource-intensive efforts such as the University
of Toledo’s Carl Joseph Commons and Reading Rooms. The toolkit also includes entries
on a variety of topics such as exhibits (e.g., University of Illinois’ Gold Star Illini Exhibit),
orientations (e.g., Jacksonville University’s Military and Veteran Library Orientation Video),
and oral history (e.g., Duquesne University’s Duquesne Veterans' Oral History Project).
The purpose of the toolkit is to make it easier for library workers to come up with ideas for
programming, collections, services, and policies that their library can implement to better
serve their student veterans and service members. For this reason, each entry is Creative
Commons licensed to facilitate reuse and modification.

Although the toolkit was initially seeded by the toolkit committees, it is intended to be a
living repository of veteran-related programming. Since its launch, library employees from
a variety of library types have submitted their work for inclusion. For example, Appalachian
State University’s recent submission, Publicity Strategies for Library Services in the Student
Veteran Lounge, shares fun ideas for library promotion within the campus veteran center. If
you have a successful initiative that youd like to share, please use the link on the Libraries
and Veterans National Forum website’ to submit to the toolkit.

Figure 1. Screenshot featuring part of a toolkit entry.

The Toolkit in Action

The Toolkit website has seen steady usage since its launch in November of 2021 with an
average of 366 visits a month. Although the toolkit is particularly popular with public li-
braries, the three most commonly used resources are also well suited to academic libraries:
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* Honoring Military Service Display

* Cultural Competencies: Best Practice
for Librarians Serving Veterans, Active
Military and Military Families

These ideas can provide inspiration or a
launching point for developing ideas, or
they can serve as a road map for replicating
an event in a new institutional context. In
one local example of the latter, the Texas
A&M University Libraries adapted an idea
developed at the University of Nevada Las
Vegas (UNLV) Libraries."” UNLV’s Stu-
dent Veteran Scholars Symposium, WhiCh Figure 2. Screenshot of the toolkit homepage.
spotlighted student veterans as researchers,
seemed a perfect fit for Texas A&M since many of the University’s student veterans are gradu-
ate and professional students. Based upon this program idea, the Texas A&M University
Libraries reached out to the campus Veteran Resource and Support Center about partnering
on a similar research symposium. The inaugural Veteran Research Showcase was held March
31-April 6, 2023, in locations across the Texas A&M University campus."!

The ideas shared in the toolkit can be adapted and used in other library contexts. For ex-
ample, the Whittier Public Library’s Paint Night/Crafterhours could be used by an academic
library, in partnership with the campus veterans organization, to do outreach to veterans
groups. Similarly, Barr Memorial Library’s “Soldier Stories: Writing Workshops for Active
Duty, Veterans, and Military Affiliates”*? could provide a model for a collaboration with the
campus veteran center and creative writing program. With a little creativity, librarians can
find programs they can adapt for just about any organizational context.

Conclusion

Although student veterans can be found on nearly every college and university campus,
many libraries have yet to begin working with student veterans as a unique population. Be-
cause getting started with this work can be a challenge, experienced librarians from all types
of libraries have come together to share their successful programs, exhibits, collections, and
other resources. If you are thinking about building connections with student veterans on
your campus, please visit the Libraries and Veterans Toolkit for ideas that might work well
for your library. =
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