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Project Description

• Panel discussion led by four veterans now involved in the Humanities, framed 
by the following questions: 
• What expectations did American culture give you of military service and/or the combat 

experience? 

• How did your service and combat experience undermine or uphold these expectations?

• How should American culture portray the military and/or the combat experience, if at all?

• Small-group writing workshops designed to empower veterans from the 
community to reflect on, construct, and compose the narratives of their 
experiences as veterans, especially in terms of the framing questions from the 
panel discussion

• Event coordinated by Davis Winkie and Paul Blom





Project Goals

• To examine the effects of American cultural conceptions of military 
service and war on veterans by exploring the contrast between 
veterans’ received cultural expectations of military service and their 
lived experience. How did their experience uphold their expectations? 
How did it undermine their expectations? 

• To empower veterans with narrative and storytelling strategies so that 
they may reconstruct and share their own military experiences, 
allowing them to use such narratives as potential tools for artistic 
expression, psychological health, and improved interpersonal relations 
while also serving as potential resources for their own advocacy and 
awareness campaigns. 



Project Output

• Creation of knowledge through collaboration with organizations and individuals 
both within and beyond the campus community, especially via a joint effort with 
the engaged public

• Creation of workshop resources to be shared with other organizations and the 
public

• Quantitative and qualitative feedback from the participants regarding the target 
population’s response to the framing questions and the event’s efficacy; data to 
be analyzed and shared to improve future events and aid in further research

• Digital archive housing participants’ narratives and all other resources from event 
(participants opt-in)

• Potential for participant-driven edited volume centered around 
expectation/experience gap

• A variety of additional benefits to the University, to UNC graduate students, and 
to veterans/current service members, and to the general public





Event Schedule

• Public forum: 10:30am-12:00pm

• Lunch: 12:00pm-1:00pm

• Workshop: 1:00pm-4:00pm
• Session 1: 1:00pm-2:45pm 

• Introductions & framing
• What makes a good story? 
• Generative exercise

• Break: 2:45pm-2:55pm
• Session 2: 2:55pm-4:00pm 

• Generative exercise
• Sharing feedback
• Revision exercise
• Wrapping up & making plans for next steps





Partner Organizations

Sponsored by: 
• Humanities for the Public Good
• The UNC Graduate School

Additional support provided by: 
• The College of Arts & Sciences, Division of Fine Arts & Humanities
• The College of Arts & Sciences, Division of Social Sciences & Global Programs
• Carolina Veterans Resource Center
• Department of English and Comparative Literature
• Curriculum in Peace, War and Defense (including admin. support)
• Department of History
• Center for the Study of the American South
• UNC Writing Center
• UNC Writing Program
• Chapel Hill Starbucks on Franklin Street



Other Personnel Support

• Project Advisor and Humanities for the Public Good Initiative 
Director: Dr. Robyn Schroeder

• Administrative Support: Luke Morgan

• Marketing and Outreach: Rob Williams

• Day-of Coordinator: Emma Neely

• Green Zone Training: Amber Mathwig

• Mental health professional on-site: Dr. Deborah Sebring

• Other assistance: Dr. Gabrielle Calvocoressi, Dr. Michael Keenan 
Gutierrez, Chris Wolfe



• Davis Winkie (Panel Moderator): PhD student in History, NC Army National Guard

• Dr. Michelle Moyd: East African military historian, early/mid ’90s USAF officer

• Kate Dahlstrand: Civil War/Reconstruction historian, Director of UGA’s Student 
Veteran Oral History Project, GWOT enlisted combat vet

• Joe Kassabian: Author of The Hooligans of Kandahar, host of the Lions Led by 
Donkeys Podcast

• Eric Burke: Civil War historian and OIF/OEF enlisted infantryman





Workshop Facilitators

• Nora Augustine: PhD candidate in English and Comparative Literature (ECL), UNC 
Teaching Fellow in ECL and Women’s and Gender Studies

• Anna Broadwell-Gulde: PhD student in English and Comparative Literature, UNC 
Teaching Fellow in ECL

• Dr. Gale Greenlee: PhD in English and Comparative Literature, former UNC 
Teaching Fellow in ECL

• Don Holmes: PhD student in English and Comparative Literature, UNC Teaching 
Fellow in ECL, veteran

• Dr. Hilary Lithgow: Teaching Associate Professor of English at UNC, co-facilitator 
of Vets For Words book group

• Leslie Rowen: PhD student in English and Comparative Literature

• Paul Blom (Workshop Moderator): PhD student in English and Comparative 
Literature, UNC Teaching Fellow in ECL





Workshop Goals

• Empower individuals to reflect on, construct, and share their stories

• Storytelling as a method of:
• Maintaining and/or building new connections and community

• Reconstructing one’s own narrative for empowerment and healing

• Testimony of one’s own experiences
• To confront misconceptions

• To maintain/rebuild one’s own sense of identity

• Witnessing for the readers/listeners

• Many experiences (such as one’s military experience) demand to be 
put into a story





Empathy and Awareness

Through the cognitive and imaginative processes of transport, 
transformation, and merging with the teller and the told, 
intersubjectivity is achieved. The subject-position of the reader can be 
temporarily abandoned in favor of—or enriched by—the subject-
position of the character…. We can choose, that is, to see the world 
from another’s position in it. (Charon 112)

Charon, Rita.  Narrative Medicine: Honoring the Stories of Illness.  Oxford: Oxford UP, 2006.





Listening, Witnessing, Healing

One of our most difficult duties as human beings is to listen to the voices of 
those who suffer. The voices of the ill are easy to ignore, because the voices 
are often faltering in tone and mixed in message, particularly in their spoken 
form before some editor has rendered them fit for reading by the healthy. 
These voices bespeak conditions of embodiment that most of us would rather 
forget our own vulnerability to. Listening is hard, but it is also a fundamental 
moral act; to realize the best potential in postmodern times requires an ethics 
of listening. I hope to show that in listening for the other, we listen for 
ourselves. The moment of witness in the story crystallizes a mutuality of need, 
when each is for the other. (Frank 25)

Frank, Arthur.  “When Bodies Need Voices.”  The Wounded Storyteller: Body, Illness, and Ethics, Second Edition.  Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 2013, pp. 1-25. 





Storytelling, Testimony, Empowerment

Storytelling is for an other just as much as it is for oneself. In the 
reciprocity that is storytelling, the teller offers herself as guide to the 
other’s self-formation. The other’s receipt of that guidance not only 
recognizes but values the teller. The moral genius of storytelling is that 
each, teller and listener, enters the space of the story for the other. 
Telling stories in postmodern times, and perhaps in all times, attempts 
to change one’s own life by affecting the lives of others. Thus all stories 
have an element of testimony. (Frank 17-18)

Frank, Arthur.  “When Bodies Need Voices.”  The Wounded Storyteller: Body, Illness, and Ethics, Second Edition.  Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 2013, pp. 1-25. 





Warming Up with Ice-Breakers

• What’s something you saw today that no one else probably saw? 

• Tell me about your writing life. 

• What does “story” mean to you? 

• Where are you at in your process/what’s your goal today?

• What’s prevented you from writing your story until now? 

• Why do we write? 

• What’s different about writing about the military experience? 

• What are you trying to achieve today or with your current piece?





Getting Started: Writing Prompts

Finish one of the following sentences, and use that sentence as the opening line in 
your story or scene:

• S/he was the kind of person who…

• It was already too late when I realized that…

• To this day, the sound/smell/taste of _____ reminds me of…

• I’m staring at leaves slowly falling from trees, scattered in the wind, but all I can 
think about is…

• The sun was still setting, and that smug horse was still staring at me from behind 
its fence, staring at me like it knew something I didn’t, staring at me like…

• When I stepped out of the car and looked around, squinting at this new world 
around me, the first thing I heard was someone cursing and calling my name. And 
before I knew what was happening a…

• I always feel ____, and I just wish that people understood what it’s like to…

• My military experience has changed the way I…



Images as Writing Prompts



Revision
• What happens if you change some of your sentences into questions?

• Focus on punctuation and see the effect you can create with subtle 
changes

• Try to use more descriptive/vivid/precise wording 

• Give me more detail; spend more time lingering on a particular 
description, moment, character, etc.

• What if the writer wrote this same story/scene from a different 
perspective? Like a different character? Or switching from 1st-person 
to 3rd or vice versa? 

• Aim for concision. Are there places where three sentences could be 
combined into one? Where ten words could become five? Would that 
make it just as effective? Perhaps more effective? Perhaps less? You 
won’t know until you try it. 







Workshop Participants: UNC Affiliation

No affiliation
50%

Undergrad student
25%

Grad student
6%

Faculty/staff
13%

Alumnus
6%

Workshop Participants (n=16)

No affiliation Undergrad student

Grad student Faculty/staff

Alumnus





Workshop Participants: Likely to Attend Again

Extremely Likely
69%

Likely
23%

Maybe
8%

Unlikely
0%

Not at all
0%

How likely is it that you would attend this event (or a similar one) again or recommend it to a friend or 
colleague? (13 participants responded)

Extremely Likely Likely Maybe Unlikely Not at all







For More Information

• Website (temporary, new site under construction): 
https://hpg.unc.edu/home/uncvetswriting/

• Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/UNCVetsWriting/

• Twitter: https://twitter.com/UNCVetsWriting

• Full video of panel discussion: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w2smgJm-Eyc
• Highlight video from entire event coming soon!

• The Carolina Graduate School Magazine event feature: 
https://gradschoolmagazine.unc.edu/2019/04/graduate-students-lead-outreach-efforts/

• Paul Blom: paulblom@live.unc.edu

• J. Davis Winkie: jdavisw@live.unc.edu

We are working towards making this a recurring annual event, 

and we are interested in your thoughts and input!

https://hpg.unc.edu/home/uncvetswriting/
https://www.facebook.com/UNCVetsWriting/
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