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Interview by Dr. Tara Hembrough with Dr. Virginia Parrish, faculty emeritus 

Conducted at Southeastern Oklahoma State University in 2015 

Note: Virginia Parrish, a former faculty member, offers some information about reaching student 

veterans and other students interested in military topics in her literature course. The course 

curriculum and class outcomes that she relays may be useful to other faculty teaching student 

veterans. Moreover, Parrish shares needs for veterans at our campus, which may be applied 

generally to those at like institutions. 

TH: Can you tell me a little bit about your seminar course, “Impressions of War: A Study of 

Literature, Photography, and Film”? How many students, the general number, the general ratio 

of men to women, general age range, number and types of service members, any minorities 

within the military identity? 

VP: I believe the course began with ten or eleven enrolled. Then, there were ten, and one 

withdrew, so [I] basically had nine students. Five or six males, three or four females, only one 

with a defined military identity, and he was a veteran of, I believe, the second push of Iraq, or the 

second Gulf War. The seminar course, “Impressions of War: A Study of Literature, Photography, 

and Film,” developed from a specific poetry unit that I would teach for Introduction to 

Literature. I approached the chair, Dr. Randy Prus, about the possibility of a seminar and then 

opened the possibilities with photography and film. We use several textbooks. One was a book 

of American war poetry. I used websites to help refresh them in the background and cultural 

situations then. I used a world atlas text, just like a pocket guide, so they could always locate 

what was happening. 

TH: So was it mostly WWI and WWII? 

VP: We did quite a span of history, from the Revolutionary War to the “War on Terror.” I should 

also say I had . . . a collection of short fiction, a short story cycle, titled Dancing at the Gold 

Monkey, written by a Vietnam war veteran, Dr. Allen Learst. The short stories, however, deal 

with how life was experienced by a Vietnam veteran some years after returning from the war.  

The students studied fiction, poetry, prose poetry, photographs, film; that is, they looked at and 

studied images evoked in the written word and still photography, as well as film. Students 

examined language, word choices, content, context, images.  In addition, they studied works that 

were not specific to war veteran writers, but poetry written by those individuals, who did not 

participate as combatants in a war but either supported or protested it, as well as poetry written 

by individuals, who were either victims or [were] of the culture, who had suffered and were 

writing about the victims.  

We began with Ralph Waldo Emerson’s poem, “Concord Hymn,” which is commemorative to 

the Revolutionary War and commemorative to a monument they were placing, but there are 

some lines and words within the poem that became threads that we pulled throughout our studies. 

One line is, “Spirit, that made those heroes dare / To die, and leave their children free,”. We 

examined that. We also looked to terminology used for wars, terminology used or what comes to 

mind when you think of soldiers, veterans, bravery, courage, etc.  
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We began with “Concord Hymn” and advance to Francis Scott Key’s “Defence of Fort 

McHenry” involving the War of 1812.  The students were surprised by the first section of that 

poem saying, “Oh I know this!” Yes, it’s “The Star-Spangled Banner.” Then, they experienced 

the interpretations of that. They already know the poem.  

Next, we studied interpretations to the National Anthem. We discussed how people present that, 

the sacredness of it, the pride of it, and how people interpret it when they perform it at events, 

and they are held to great criticism. They also watched a video by a conservative, hard rock 

group called Madison Rising.  

The images are pronounced. It’s very hard and very dry, very contemporary, and some students 

will say that it was really cool, and they felt so good about it, but the band also does something 

that students aren’t really aware of that occurs not only within the poem, the “Defense of Fort 

McHenry,” but also in “The Star-Spangled Banner.” There are a series of questions, and so this 

band in a coda seeks to answer those questions, but they also change the lyrics.  

You have perspective, all kinds of things come into plan. You also have people, who are moved 

by images and words and bring their own experiences to that, so they might not get the true 

content.  

Progressing to the Civil War, then WWI. WWI is a special nod to the British because we look at 

Wilfred Owen, Siegfried Sassoon, and several others. Then WWII, Vietnam, and the War on 

Terror, or Post 9/11. 

TH: Do you think students connected most with the most recent wars [rather] than the older? 

VP: To a degree. In the poetry unit, [there was presented] a very specific impression of war for 

Introduction to Literature because we would go into other types of poetry later. As well as for the 

seminar course, there is a connection to 9/11. Many of them were young, but they remember, 

knowing individuals, a cousin or someone who served. The others, I received some interesting 

comments about that, one in regards to poetry, “I just thought dead white guys wrote poetry.” 

The other was “Gee, I really wish they taught this alongside history because it made it come 

alive.” They were intrigued by it.  

When we studied WWI, not only do we do the nod to the Brits, but there are poets they 

recognized bridging the gap between WWI and WWII, such as Robert Frost, Carl Sandburg, so 

those names were familiar to them from their literature studies in high school.  

We had a guest speaker, Dr. Stan Alluisi, for photography. It was a wonderful presentation on 

that. Then, I had two links for them. One was a short subject film titled Symmetry, written, 

produced, directed by Jeremy Naranjo, a graduate of Southeastern. It is short enough that 

students can be taught camera angles, movements, imagery, mythology, etc., in film.  

I have a friend, former colleague, Dr. Hugh Foley, who is a Communications professor at Rogers 

State University. As Dr. Foley sometimes uses YouTube for film lectures, I included the link so 

the seminar students could access the information. Dr. Stan Alluisi, who gave the photography 

lecture to students, returned towards the end of the semester to visit about being a veteran of the 
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first Gulf War. I was always trying to establish the culture, the context, which gave birth to the 

poems, and the poems are speaking about much more than simply a war. I think that was 

challenging with the students asking them to do multidiscipline. 

TH: Did your student with the military identity talk about his military identity or talk about his 

background, ethnic background, anything that was related to the class? 

VP: When I was advised that this student would be in the course, I was somewhat concerned 

because I knew we would go deeply in many things, and it wouldn’t be that kind of brief 

presentation. Also, I knew this student was, I didn’t know how many years out he was, but I 

knew it wasn’t very far out. He did struggle in that he was at a very rough place any way. The 

students knew he was a veteran. He would talk a little bit about it but not necessarily experiences 

about warfare. Never was political, never detailed. The only detail he would ever present would 

be in his writing, but I noticed that it was uncomfortable to him, and his attendance was not 

strong as it is today, and he and I talked about that afterwards. 

TH: Do you think the class material was the reason for the poor attendance? 

VP: I don’t think he was ready for that. His advisor thought, oh well, you could have a lot to 

contribute, but you are still processing and dealing with that. I had veterans in the Introduction to 

Literature; most of them did well within the “Impressions of War: Poetry.” They might 

contribute especially when they were in small groups talking about things. I only had one student 

one time interrupt me to say, “And this is how this went.” He said, “No we did this, this and 

this.” I said, “Great, thanks, most of us don’t know that.”  

TH: Did they like to be together? Did you have more than one in class? Did they like to hang out 

together? Did it not matter? 

VP: To my knowledge, there is probably only one in a class. If there were others, they didn’t 

specify. 

TH: Did they talk about their race or ethnicity in relation to how that was part of the experience 

or not? 

VP: No. There is a sense of brotherhood, and I think that is probably very strong in WWII and 

very strong today as well. Ultimately, it doesn’t matter the color, faith, ethnicity, or anything 

else. You know you are defending the person on your left and the person on your right, and that 

person is doing the same. I will backtrack to that seminar course and some of the reflection 

papers they wrote towards the end. Two of the female students, one going into education and one 

going into law, but they mentioned the impact it had on them to have a veteran in the class and to 

realize what they were reading and seeing, so they made that connection. 

TH: Do you have any advice you might offer other faculty teaching a veteran cohort or veteran 

students in general? 

VP: I think whether it be veteran or not, probably more strongly present in veteran, to be aware 

of where they choose to sit and how they approach discussion. That at first, they may need to 

have a certain trust--if you can put them in small groups, where they can develop a level of trust . 
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. . . They are there to do a job. They may disagree, but they most generally respectfully disagree, 

and that makes a really intriguing discussion because you’ve got people exploring and 

challenging themselves. 

TH: Did your veterans, did anybody kind of think about the other students, who were maybe 

traditional--if the traditional students didn’t have their homework done on time, they were late to 

class, they didn’t have their books? Were veteran students more serious about class? These 

students, who had to face these life and death situations, and the traditional students were 

thinking about what they were doing that night, who they were going with, and what they were 

wearing as opposed to something . . . ? 

VP: I think that would be a mix. I don’t believe veterans any more than non-traditional students. 

I’ve taught quite a few of those in classes, [who] look upon the traditional students as being 

fruitless or lighthearted or ill prepared. I think they look upon them with a certain amount of 

wisdom like “I was there.” They also, veterans as well as non-traditionals, are well aware that 

each person, each student in a classroom brings his or her own baggage, and that baggage can be 

traumatic, abusive, and similar to but different from what a veteran encountered. We have 

traditional students, who are single mothers, who left an abusive situation, so they know what 

that daily challenge of whether they are going to survive or not is similar to a veteran. I say 

similar to but different from, so I think in that, I call it the meeting place; there’s a meeting 

ground. Either one can directly share and say, “Oh, yes, you understand what I meant, or you 

understand the survival, you understand the fear.” 

TH: What do you believe needs to be done at Southeastern for veteran students? 

VP: Having a defined veteran’s service center, a defined and clear link on Southeastern’s 

webpage. With that link, to access a veterans’ page, having a veteran student association. Much 

of that will come, I’m hopeful, in this finding’s committee.  


