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The contemporary higher education environment requires us to consider the 

challenges, needs, and contributions of a variety of diverse student audiences, and in 

particular the implications for how we serve non-traditional students. Editors Victoria 

McDermott, Leandra Hinojosa Hernández and Amy May provide us with a comprehensive 

roadmap to help educators approach this requirement regarding military-affiliated learners 

(MALs), defined as service members (active, reserve, veteran) and their dependents, 

namely spouses and children. Members of that community are an underserved population in 

higher education, despite comprising close to five million students in 2018 (p. xv), and 

“pursuing higher education at increasing rates” (p.231). The editors and authors in this 

three-part, sixteen-chapter edited volume are effective at making the case for educators and 

institutions to improve their strategies for supporting this particular audience – both to meet 

its demand for improved experiences, as well as to draw out the untapped potential that will 

benefit students, programmes, institutions, and society. According to the editors, “this 

volume explicates and humanizes MAL identities as they relate to higher education” 

(p.371), highlights the barriers faced by those among them seeking educational goals, and 

“provides readers with tangible, actionable solutions for improving [their] experiences and 

retention in higher education” (p.89). 

The editors of this book thus make their agenda clear – to provide tools and 

resources to educators so we may service this population of learners and help them achieve 

their educational goals. They also exhibit a clear understanding that to accomplish this aim, 

they must compel the reader. In the opening and closing chapters, they achieve this 

imperative by masterfully emphasizing a balance between the message that serving our 

MALs is the right thing to do, and the reality-check that directs our attention to the bottom 

line. The editors encourage us to “support a community of learners that so graciously 

sought to serve us” (p.391), while also highlighting the 75 billion dollars of Post-9/11 G.I. 

Bill funding flowing into our academic institutions, stating that, “with great funding comes 

great responsibility to ensure progress toward achieving educational goals” (p.371).  

Part 1, “Exploring MAL Identities”, provides a thorough and multi-faceted intro-

ductory overview of this group within higher education. In Chapter 1,
1
 the editors, along 

with authors Margaret Stewart and Carol Walker, illuminate the historical impacts and 

current contextual implications of the GI Bill. In Chapter 2,
2
 May and McDermott apply 
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social identity theory to provide a window into this nuanced population of learners, 

highlighting that they are a form of diversity, who “want others to know and learn more 

about military culture” (p.38). In Chapter 3,
3
 Nancy Chiara, Michael Chiara and Mary 

Ashlock explain that the military is a lifestyle, not a job – “so immersive that it is 

impossible to remain unchanged by the experience” (p.47). These insights are extremely 

valuable in helping readers interested in supporting them in higher education understand 

and appreciate the context, dynamics, and multi-faceted and layered MAL experience. 

Throughout Part 1, several vivid examples compel the reader to thoroughly consider 

the challenges they face, such as intensive job requirements, family needs, educational 

access issues, culture clash, mismatched communication styles, and misconceptions by 

others. For example, common misconceptions include civilians presuming to know their 

political affiliations, overestimating the occurrence of mental health issues among them, or 

asking inappropriate questions, such as “Did you see anyone die ?” (p.81). Beyond 

describing challenges, participant stories and direct quotes help illuminate their lived 

experience, including discussions of feeling “judged by instructors or peers” (p.24), 

receiving “animosity towards the military” (p.27), and wishing for “greater tolerance” and 

compassion for difficult circumstances (p.29). The research presented puts a human face on 

the MAL experience by sharing detailed, intensive, and at times emotional narrative content.  

Part 2, “Educator and Support Staff Experiences with MALs”, provides perspectives, 

challenges, lessons learned, and effective strategies developed by professionals who have 

substantial experience supporting military-affiliated learners. The overarching approach 

recommended throughout the book, and exemplified by the researchers, is that instructors, 

staff, and administrators should support them by becoming more aware of their needs, 

listening, getting to know them, and having empathy towards their challenges. Each of the 

authors highlights how this depth of engagement will enable educators to build the right 

strategies and practices to enhance the MAL learning experience. 

While the call for empathy towards such students is not the only important message 

of the book, it does serve as an orienting assumption. Readers who accept this overarching 

value proposition will be more likely to get the most from the best practices offered. Each 

chapter presents many specific classroom strategies and educational practices that will 

support not only MALs, but other non-traditional students, and in many cases, every 

student. Readers who subscribe to the editors’ and authors’ fundamental premise of 

empathy will find many helpful and immediately applicable ideas to engage students. 

One of the most effective descriptions of empathetic support through increased 

awareness is articulated by Nick Sciullo in Chapter 9.
4
 The author explains how classroom 

debate which is overly dependent on discussions of the low-probability, high magnitude 

impact of nuclear war fails to recognize how MALs may be alienated by the callous 

treatment of this topic. He provides several tangible alternatives for policy debate 
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discussions about lower-magnitude, higher-probability global issues such as sexual 

violence, ethnic cleansing, genocide, forced labour, hunger, or poverty. This chapter 

illuminates how educators can be more attuned to the MAL experience and develop more 

nuanced and inclusive approaches to exploring important issues.  

Another key point argued throughout this volume is the value of an assets-based 

approach to supporting the target population over a deficit-based approach. In Chapter 11,
5
 

Hinojosa Hernández and Jennifer Belding illuminate this distinction : “while MALs may 

have unique experiences and characteristics that can present a challenge in higher 

education environments, it is also important to note that they bring many assets to the 

classroom” (p.234). This implies the need to understand enough about this community and 

their experiences to determine and draw out how their existing skills, abilities, values, 

mindsets, and educational goals can be leveraged and bring value to classrooms, fellow 

students, and institutions. For educators to develop this detailed under-standing, it is 

essential to embrace the imperative to listen and empathize. 

Part 3, “Building Inclusive Learning Communities Virtually and Beyond”, provides 

in-depth overviews of several specific pedagogical practices designed to support military-

affiliated students. These five chapters detail tangible strategies to enhance learning and aid 

in the positive transfer of military skills and knowledge into the academic environment, 

including the use of backward curriculum design, SMART goals, and problem-based 

learning (Chapter 11), two-way communication (Chapter 12), social media learning 

communities (Chapter 13), collaborative writing instruction (Chapter 14), and meta-

cognition and reflection (Chapter 15). All of these tools are particularly useful because 

educators can incorporate them in the classroom to better support all types of students, but 

especially MALs. Practices such as metacognition and reflection, in particular, can enhance 

the development of mental acuity, contextualized thinking, and cognitive flexibility
6
 which 

not only enhances the academic experience but can also be applied back to military 

members’ professional context.  

As with previous sections, Part 3 promotes an assets-based approach to these 

practices. In Chapter 13,
7
 Bree McGregor highlights the need to help MALs identify and 

build bridges from their military community of practice to their educational practice, 

enabling them to leverage prior social learning experience to enhance their academic 

experience. The bridge is a helpful metaphor to conceptualize many of the specific 

practices and approaches recommended throughout the book. Taken together, three broad 

themes – listen and empathize ; focus on assets ; and build bridges – provide a roadmap for 

individual educators, curriculum developers, programme directors, and institutional 
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administrators seeking ways to support MALs. As with many of the best practices offered, 

this empathy-asset-bridge framework could also be employed to improve the support of any 

specific community in higher education, especially non-traditional student populations. 

The editors and many of the authors in this volume are communication scholars, and 

the focus on communication courses and programmes is made clear throughout, yet the 

applicability of the practices and strategies across all disciplines is quite evident. MAL 

experiences with writing and communication will be impactful for all their academic work. 

Ashley Ludewig in Chapter 14,
8
 explains : “so much of academic success is grounded in a 

student’s ability to participate in academic discourse” and “writing-intensive courses can 

have considerable influence on MALs’ educational experiences” (p.309). Similarly, 

Catherine St. Pierre, in Chapter 15,
9
 points out that “stakeholders like administrators, 

faculty, and students expect instruction in communication and critical thinking to benefit 

students in other university classes, in workplaces, in civic spheres, and in many other 

contexts” (p.337). As such, the applicability and relevance of this volume are far-reaching 

and most of the suggestions could be applied in any discipline.  

The editors, in the concluding chapter,
10

 usefully encapsulate the many ideas offered 

throughout the book in three sections, for institutions ; policymakers ; and educators and 

support staff. Readers may appreciate that, while the editors do promote the need for 

institution-wide and policy-level changes, the recommendations for individual faculty or 

staff do not hinge upon broader environmental shifts. This book delivers many applicable 

ideas that can easily be implemented by academic professionals working with MALs at any 

level, with or without the benefit of programmatic and organizational changes. The editors 

assert, “no one plays a greater role than educators and support staff in how well service 

members adjust and thrive” (p.383) in higher education. Too often we read scholarly 

recommendations for practice that depend upon sweeping institutional changes at a 

structural or cultural level. And while the scope of this text does hold implications for those 

larger shifts, the reader will come away with a plethora of tangible practices they can 

implement immediately, with or without mass-scale change.  

This edited volume can serve administrators, faculty, and staff within any role 

where they may engage with MALs. Several chapters providing detailed recommendations 

for instructors could be used for faculty development programmes targeting either a broad 

goal of diversity and inclusion or a more specific goal of supporting the target group. The 

entire volume should be required reading for faculty or staff – especially if they’re newly 

employed and/ or unfamiliar with military culture (in which case they will find the chapters 

in Part 1 particularly useful) – working in programmes specifically designed for MALs in 

either military academic institutions, or civilian schools with an especially high percentage 

of them enrolled, such as the University of Maryland Global Campus, Virginia Polytechnic 

Institute, the University of Mississippi, or Texas A&M University. 
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The book will also help researchers planning to undertake some of the studies 

suggested by the various authors, or any other MAL research. Each chapter has a robust 

description of the research design, methods employed, and limitations, which would be 

useful to the development of future studies. These sections may, however, be somewhat 

dense for readers more interested in the practical application or professional development 

uses of the volume. 

Although the research is mostly drawn from US MAL populations, the findings and 

recommendations can certainly apply in cross-national contexts. Both the common 

challenges the contributors address (e.g., bias and stigma ; time, money, resource, and 

geography barriers ; mental health concerns ; transition and negative transfer issues) and the 

valuable assets and positive transfer opportunities they highlight (e.g., professionalism and 

dedication ; maturity, diversity, life experience and broad perspective ; collaboration, 

teamwork and peer leadership) are likely universal among MALs throughout the world. An 

explicit discussion of that alignment or lack thereof would have been a valuable addition to 

this volume. For example, how relevant are the educational considerations for MALs in 

countries with smaller or less enculturated militaries, and would the same practices and 

strategies be applicable  ? Additionally, because many of the practices and strategies 

suggested would apply to a variety of non-traditional student groups, readers may consider 

how these ideas could benefit international students, cultural minorities, expats, and other 

similar global audiences.  

At nearly 500 pages, this is an intimidating volume, potentially requiring a reading 

strategy. Readers already accustomed to military-affiliated learners or with a working 

knowledge of the military might use the introduction and last chapter to identify which 

chapters offer the strategies and practices best suited to their contexts, needs, and 

pedagogical interests. Those hoping to learn about MALs should use Chapter 2 to become 

familiar with MAL identity in higher education, Chapter 3 to understand challenges they 

face, and Chapter 15 to learn about the many assets they bring into the classroom via 

positive transfer of “military skills and dispositions to academic contexts” (p.338).  

This volume quite effectively illuminates the significant impact of MALs on fellow 

students, faculty and staff, programmes and administrators, and higher education as a 

whole. Readers of Res Militaris will be interested in the relevance of this volume not only 

for the education of our military members and their families but also the second and third-

order effects of their engagement in civilian institutes of higher learning. The effectiveness 

of academic institutions at serving and supporting MALs could influence civil-military 

relations; social trust with the public ; composition, representativeness, ideology, and self-

image of uniformed personnel ; the impact of civilian social trends on the military ; and 

many other facets of military-affiliated learners’ important engagement with the academic 

community. 
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