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Specialist (Spc.) Burnett entered the military January 19, 2010 at 23. He has 
served with the 515th Engineer Company and 5th Engineer Battalion based in Ft. 
Leonard Wood. Spc. Burnett’s MOS (military occupational specialty) is combat 
engineer. He served in the Ghazni province, Afghanistan March 2011 to March 
2012. 

 

Transcript: 
Luce:  With growing up, what schools did you attend, and what other jobs did you 
also have? 

 
Burnett: Well, I went to Midlothian High School in Richmond, and worked a lot of 
construction while I was going through high school. Then I got the bright idea to 
go down to Florida to the University of North Florida, in Jacksonville, for college, 
and struggled there for a year.  I couldn’t actually find any work there; I couldn’t 
get a job to save my life. So, I moved back home to Richmond, started going to 
school at J. Sergeant Reynolds Community College and working for an 
engineering firm—2009, the engineering firm went under because of the housing 
collapse. So, then I—there I was paying for my schooling; so, I lost kinda money 
for that.  And I joined the police department, and worked for them for, like, a year, 
and then while trying to apply to a federal police agency, I was told I needed 
more experience and to be a little bit older, and get some more credentials. So, I 
was really unhappy with what I was doing at the time, so I came into the Army to 
get away for a while, and that’s where I am now.  [laughs] 

 
Luce:  If we could back track a bit, what interested you about going into 
construction? 

 
Burnett: Um, [laughs] I don’t know, it’s just kinda where I ended up.  I have a 
pretty good head for it. My spatial reasoning, I’ve been told, is fairly decent.  It 
just kinda fit. My best friend’s father ran a renovation company, and so that’s 
kinda where it started off.  We just kinda kept going from there. 

 
Luce: Kinda a knack for it? 

Burnett: Yeah. 

Luce: And—So, how’d you end up with the police force, then?  After going 
through, uh, civil engineering? 



Burnett: [laughs] It was just the—it was kinda the only other thing I wanted to do, 
and the engineering field at the time was so bad, you weren’t gonna find work 
doing anything. So, I just kinda switched over, you know, career paths, so— 

 
Luce:  Did you come from a military family? 

 
Burnett: It actually skipped a generation.  My father is the first not to have served. 
I’ve got parents, great-grandparents, uncles, on both sides that have been very 
active in the military. But I actually didn’t really know it until I got into the military. 
[laughs] I don’t know why. 

 
Luce: What impact has that had on you, having been in a military family? 

 
Burnett: Not much, because, like I said, it wasn’t really spoken about, you know? 
Now I’m finding out that my grandfather was in the Army for a while—and found 
some old pictures of him, and, you know. So, it didn’t impact my decision to join 
the Army, but now that there’s something that I associate with the rest of my 
family, it, you know, it’s something of a matter of pride, that you’re doing 
something that the rest of your family has done, which is—which is awesome. 

 
Luce:  So, going forward a little bit.  Where and when did you enlist? 

 
Burnett: I enlisted out of Richmond—the MEPS [Military Entrance Processing 
Station] process. Just going through the medical and the paperwork, and after 
talking to your recruiter—and I did my MEPS through Fort Lee, which is just 
South of Richmond, Virginia—you know, it’s a two or three-day process, so— 

 

Luce:  When did you enlist?  I’m sorry. 

Burnett: It was, oh, early January, 2010. 

Luce: So, that was way after September 11th happened.  How— 

Burnett: I was in middle school.  [laughs] 

Luce: What impact did 9/11 have on you? 
 
Burnett: Um, I can’t honestly answer that.  It’s—it was—horrific.  But I didn’t know 
anybody who was really affected by it. You know, people were upset, and I saw 
that. But I didn’t know anybody, you know; nobody lost anybody in the World 
Trade Centers or the Pentagon or the flight that went down up north.  But, it was 
more what happened after, you know, once we started getting in Iraq and 
pushing into Afghanistan, that’s where you, you know, that’s where I got impacted 
the most I would think. It was not necessarily the act itself, because I               
was really young.  I think I was like a seventh grader, which puts you at thirteen 
maybe—twelve, thirteen?  So, you understand the sadness.  But as I got older, 



[coughing] and we were really getting deep into these conflicts, you know, I was a 
sophomore, junior, in high school, and that’s really what—when I started paying 
attention, if you will, and getting my thoughts together on what we’re doing and 
why we’re doing it, so— 

 
Luce:  So, was that in the back of your mind when you first enlisted? 

Burnett: Yeah, yeah. 
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NPR, “A New Army Recruit's Reasons for Enlisting,” September 29, 2006 Radio Interview: 
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=6166799 
 

MIKE PESCA, host: The U.S. Army has reached its goal of recruiting 80,000 new 
enlistees for this fiscal year, which ends tomorrow. 

RENEE MONTAGNE, host: In a ceremony in New York, Army brass made a show of 
Recruit Number 80,000. She is Shirley Salvi, 23 years old and a graduate of Rutgers 
University. Most Army recruits are not college grads. Just seven percent have degrees. 
And here are some more statistics. The Army is about 70 percent white and more than 85 
percent male. 

PESCA: Eighteen-year-old Amanda Gillenger of Killeen, Texas, has just signed up. She's 
the daughter of two parents with military backgrounds. Amanda says she signed up for 
some pretty common reasons. 

Ms. AMANDA GILLENGER (Army Recruit): College is expensive nowadays, and I want to 
be a doctor. So I joined so that I can gain experience in other fields that also pay for my 
college. 

PESCA: I asked Amanda if her recruiter talked much about Iraq? 

Ms. GILLENGER: That was a topic at first, until I picked the job that I was doing, because 
my job - I'm battalion support - so I support Fort Hood when Fort Hood MPs go over to 
Iraq. So I don't have to go to Iraq. And when I go to college and be in ROTC in college, I 
will not be deployable. 

PESCA: And so did they tell - did they guarantee you that you wouldn't be going to Iraq? 
Or did they say this is the best plan but it call could change? 

Ms. GILLENGER: Pretty much. I mean it's the best plan but it could change at any 
moment. 

PESCA: So you're going into the Army. Would you be surprised if you ever have to go to 
Iraq? 

Ms. GILLENGER: No. Eventually, I'll have to go, and that's just something I'll have to deal 
with. 

PESCA: And did that weigh upon your decision a lot? I mean, if we weren't fighting a war 
in Iraq, would your decision have been any easier, or was it pretty easy to begin with? 

Ms. GILLENGER: I don't think it would have mattered any, because - I mean my mom's in 
Iraq right now. I mean I already have experience with deploying and all that kind of thing. 
But one tour, a year in Iraq, is nothing compared to how much better my life will be if I get 
to be a doctor, which the Army is helping me do. 

http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=6166799


PESCA: What has your mom told you about Iraq? Did she say anything like this is place to 
avoid if you can? 

Ms. GILLENGER: We don't really talk about it a lot. But the worst part about her being 
over there, I think, to her is that she's not here with us. You know? 

PESCA: Mm-hmm. 

Ms. GILLENGER: It's the separation part of it. I mean, yeah, I'm sure it's scary, and she's 
called a couple of times and has been upset. But of most of the time I don't think it's too 
bad. 

PESCA: Do you know off the top of your head how many people - how many Americans 
have died in Iraq? 

Ms. GILLENGER: No, I don't. 

PESCA: Is that something that you want to know or do you want to keep that out of the 
back of your mind? 

Ms. GILLENGER: I would rather not know, just because it makes me worry less. PESCA: 

Yeah? 

Ms. GILLENGER: Yeah. Like I believe in God very much, you know. I'm a very religious 
person. And I believe that no matter where you are, what you're doing, if it's your time to 
go, you go. So I think there's no point in trying to figure out statistics when statistics don't 
matter. 

PESCA: Do you consider yourself a patriotic person? 

Ms. GILLENGER: Yes. I mean, I love the United States. It's given me all that I have now, 
and the Army is giving me my future. So how can I not love it? 

PESCA: Do you consider yourself a brave person? Ms. GILLENGER: No. No, I don't. 

PESCA: So - what? You're looking at the Army as a chance to become brave? Or do you 
worry if you're going to be brave enough for some of the things you might have to face? 

Ms. GILLENGER: Sometimes I worry if I'm going to be able to stand up and do what I've 
got to do, just because I'm not that brave. And - but I think that if I really put my mind to it, 
I can do anything. So if I try and something happens and I can't do it, at least I know that I 
tried. 

PESCA: Amanda Gillenger is a high school senior from Killeen, Texas. She's enlisted in 
the Army, one of 80,000 enlistees that the Army signed up this year. Amanda, thanks and 
good luck. 

 

Ms. GILLENGER: Thank you. 
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“The Pros and Cons of Military Service: Why many Americans choose to enlist”, 
U.S. News and World Report, Alex Kingsbury, October 21, 2010 
http://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2010/10/21/the-pros-and-cons-of-military-
service   

 
Military recruiting stations are often humble affairs. The modest-looking storefront 
Army recruiting station in Hagerstown, Md., is no exception: a few cubicles, some 
posters, an American flag, and the seven Army values listed on the wall. The 
simple fact is that the people who join up with Uncle Sam usually don't need to 
be wowed by flashy videos, though the Army does churn them out by the bushel. 
Most recruits have a good idea of what they're signing up for and why they're 
doing so. 

Brittany Gloss, sitting inside, certainly does. "I know what it'll be like. I've got a 
brother in the Air Force and a fiancé in Korea with the Army," says Gloss, who 
aims to be an Army nurse. Now, she's working at a grocery store bakery, waiting 
for her enlistment paperwork to clear. "It's time to get my life started, serve my 
country, and get some money for college," she says. That's a familiar refrain from 
enlistees, says Sgt. 1st Class Henry Oyler, one of the recruiters in the 
Hagers-town office. "The Army offers a way for people to help others, help their 
country, and change their own lives as well—it's an appealing offer," he says. 

Patriotism is always one of the top three reasons people give for joining the 
military, according to national recruitment statistics. One of the Army values 
painted on the off-white walls in the Hagerstown center is "Selfless Service." 
"Sure, I'm hard-core patriotic," says Gloss. "I've even got a red, white, and blue 
tattoo." Of course, the stagnant economy is also an important factor, but not one 
that alone can explain why the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines have all 
exceeded their recruitment targets this year, even with two wars in progress. 

Military work is perhaps the country's oldest and most dangerous form of public 
service. Historically, that service has often been a requirement rather than a 
choice, and the wars those conscripts were sent to fight were far bloodier than 
the current conflicts. Nowadays, the U.S. military is proudly an all-volunteer force 
of 2.2 million men and women that offers members a host of incentives in addition 
to the knowledge that they are serving their fellow countrymen. In his inaugural 
address, President Obama said that those in uniform "embody the spirit of 
service—a willingness to find meaning in something greater than themselves." 

The military's most public work is in war zones, particularly Afghanistan and Iraq. 
Nearly 2 million Americans have served in uniform in those conflicts. Yet war 
constitutes only a fraction of the military's daily activities, which range from 
humanitarian missions in places such as Haiti, Guatemala, and Pakistan to 
staffing bases from Germany to South Korea to thwarting pirate attacks in the 
world's sea lanes. 

http://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2010/10/21/the-pros-and-cons-of-military-service
http://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2010/10/21/the-pros-and-cons-of-military-service


In fact, the modern military has a "tooth-to-tail" ratio of 1-to-10 or more. Those are 
the estimated numbers of frontline troops compared to logistics and other support 
personnel. What it means for the majority of Americans in uniform is that        
they probably won't find themselves conducting raids against Taliban targets in 
the mountains of Afghanistan. Rather, they'll be in supply, logistics, training, and 
support roles far from the battlefield. No less vital to the mission, to be sure, but a 
far cry from the popular image of soldiers serving on the dusty and deadly front 
lines. 

Regardless of the assignment, military service carries with it the potential for 
great rewards, both in terms of the skills that members acquire and the potential 
for advancement afterward. The military has trained thousands of doctors, 
lawyers, mechanics, and other professionals—an enticement that is not lost on 
the recruits who pass through the Hagerstown storefront center. They're also 
looking at the educational funding benefits, which can include tuition assistance, 
full or partial repayment of existing college loans, and educational aid for 
dependents. And, for the ambitious, there's the prospect of continued public 
service after the military, whether in the civil service (the federal government and 
some states give veterans preference when hiring) or elective office. 

In the current U.S. Congress, there are 121 military veterans, or about 22 percent 
of the lawmakers, including several who remain on active duty or in the reserves. 
That share is actually near a historic low. In 1969, for instance, 74 percent of 
those in Congress had served in uniform. 

Two complementary reasons help explain why voters affix particular significance 
to military service, says Roy Scranton, a writer and Iraq War veteran. "In our 
culture, we have this idea that those who have experienced war and served in 
the military have had an epiphany about life, that they are somehow wiser than 
those who have not seen it," Scranton says. "It's also [considered] a place where 
leaders are tested, and that's very true." 

Thirty-one of the 43 U.S. presidents performed some form of military service. And 
in campaigns for offices large and small, military service is often the subject of 
heated debate: from Sen. John McCain's service in Vietnam to President George 
W. Bush's time in the Texas Air National Guard to Rep. Mark Kirk's inaccurate 
claim to have served in Operation Iraqi Freedom. 

There are numerous veterans vying for office this year, and their military service 
is on frequent display on the campaign trail as evidence of both their commitment 
to public service and their leadership. Nick Popaditch, 43, a retired Marine 
gunnery sergeant who lost an eye when he was hit by a rocket-propelled grenade 
during the battle of Fallujah in 2004, launched his bid for a                
congressional seat in the San Diego area by telling voters that "Our troops 
deserve the same courage and commitment that they display from their 
leadership." An iconic photograph of Popaditch smoking a cigar while a statue of 
Saddam Hussein is being toppled in the background has been a popular 
reference point for his campaign. 



Jason Kander, 29, was studying at American University, not too far from the 
Pentagon, when the 9/11 attacks forever changed his life. Like so many who 
joined the military soon afterward (though a dramatic surge in enlistments post- 
9/11 is a myth), Kander says that public service was always in the back of his 
mind before circumstances pushed it to the forefront. As an Army intelligence 
officer in Afghanistan, he was assigned to root out corruption in the Afghan 
government. It was a daunting task, but one that he says helped prepare him for 
his current job as a state representative, pushing for reforms to clean up the 
Missouri legislature. Indeed, Kander has earned the nickname "Mr. Ethics" in the 
state. "Everything I do in my political life is colored by my military service. It was 
the defining moment in my life and helped me develop the leadership skills that I 
still utilize," he says. 

But for all of its potential rewards, there are also substantial risks in military 
service, even after the smoke clears. More than 5,700 Americans have been 
killed in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, according to the Pentagon. Almost 
40,000 others have been wounded. 

Wartime injuries, both physical and mental, can last a lifetime, with corrosive 
effects on veterans and their families. Indeed, once the initial enthusiasm 
surrounding a conflict passes, the United States has a less-than-spotless record 
in dealing with its veterans. One need look no further than the so-called Bonus 
Army (World War I veterans, promised a bonus for days served—but told not to 
expect the checks for decades—marched on Washington, to no avail), the many 
homeless Vietnam vets, or the deplorable conditions uncovered several years 
ago at Walter Reed Army Medical Center. 

Veterans of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have faced serious challenges. The 
suicide rate for veterans ages 20-24, for instance, is estimated at two to four 
times the national average for civilians, which means the suicides for Iraq and 
Afghanistan vets may exceed the number of combat deaths. The Department of 
Veterans Affairs estimates that veterans overall commit suicide at the rate of 
about 18 per day. One fifth of the country's homeless population has served in 
uniform. 

Back in Hagerstown, the perils of enlisting are far outweighed by the potential 
benefits for Alex Fogle, 19, who graduated from a nearby high school last year. 
He's been working construction ever since and is eager for his paperwork to clear 
so he can ship out; he hopes for an eventual assignment in the Special Forces. 
"My friends aren't surprised," he says. "I've always been interested in military 
service, you know, doing something for my country." 



Analysis Questions 
 

1. Why did Burnett join the military? 
 
 
 
 

2. Do you think his experience of September 11 is a good example of many 
Americans’ reactions? Why or why not? 

 
 
 
 

3. Why did Gillenger join the military? 
 
 
 
 
 

4. How are her reasons different than Burnett’s reasons for enlisting? 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Which person’s experience of enlisting do you think is more characteristic 
or stereotypical of why young people enlist? Why? 

 
 
 
 
 

6. According to the U.S. News and World Report article, what are reasons 
that people enlist in the military? 

 
 
 
 
 

7. How do the reasons listed in the U.S. News and World Report article 
relate to the two interviewees reasons for enlisting? 

 
 
 
 

8. If you have the opportunity to enlist, would you? Why or why not? 



 
 
 
 
 
 

9. How do you relate to Burnett and Gillenger’s reasons for enlisting? Which 
experience do you relate to more? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

10. To what extent does being involved in a war or conflict affect enlistment in 
the military? Why? 


