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I.
Introduction
On December 13, 2018, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Chaim M. Deutsch, and the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Inez D. Barron, will conduct a joint oversight hearing on Veterans and Access to Higher Education. The Committee on Veterans will also hear Proposed Int. No. 1047, sponsored by the Public Advocate (Ms. James), which would require the Department of Veterans’ Services to establish and engage in outreach and education efforts to inform veterans about issues related to access to higher education. 
The Committees last held a joint hearing on the issue, titled “Oversight: Veterans in the CUNY System,” during the last legislative session, on November 15, 2016. Witnesses invited to testify include the New York City (“NYC” or “City”) Department of Veterans’ Services (“DVS” or “Department”) and representatives from the City University of New York (“CUNY” or “University”), as well as private colleges and universities located in the City, faculty members, veterans’ advocacy groups and organizations, student groups and organizations, and other interested stakeholders. 
II.
Background
Veterans in Higher Education
For decades, educational benefits following the completion of military service have been a significant incentive for those who choose to serve. The Serviceman’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (better known as the GI Bill), which provided stipends and living expenses for veterans attending college or trade schools, allowed 7.8 million of the 16 million returning World War II Veterans to participate in an education or training program.
 The GI Bill has undergone several revisions since its original enactment. The Veterans Adjustment Act of 1952 extended benefits to veterans of the Korean War, and the Veterans Readjustment Benefits Act of 1966 allowed those who had served during times of both war and peace to access them.
 The Montgomery GI Bill, enacted in 1984, entitles enrolled active duty service members who pay $100 per month for a 12 month period to receive a monthly education benefit pending completion of a minimum service obligation.

In 2008, President George W. Bush signed the Post-9/11 Veterans Educational Assistance Act of 2008, best known as the Post-9/11 GI Bill. This legislation enhances the educational benefits for individuals who served on active duty in the Armed Forces on or after September 11, 2001. Qualifying service members can receive as much as 100 percent of tuition equivalent to the cost of the most expensive public school in the state, as well as 15 years of eligibility for benefits and a housing stipend.
 As veterans have returned from the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, many have chosen higher education as their next professional step. Since the implementation of the Post-9/11 GI Bill in 2009, the VA has provided education benefits to more than 770,000 veterans and their families, amounting to more than $20 billion in benefits.
  

The most recent change to the GI Bill occurred in August 2018, when the VA implemented 15 more provisions of the Harry W. Colmery Educational Assistance Act of 2017, known as the Forever GI Bill. This bill expanded educational benefits to veterans through various means, such as allowing recipients of a Purple Heart awarded after September 11, 2001 to be eligible for full Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits for up to 36 months, allowing military and veteran families who have lost a family member to reallocate transferred Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits, allowing additional Guard and Reserve service to count toward Post-9/11 GI Bill eligibility, and allowing Post-9/11 GI Bill students to receive monthly housing allowance for any days they are not on active duty.

City University of New York (CUNY)
CUNY was created pursuant to a 1961 amendment to the New York State Education law that united seven existing municipal colleges and a graduate school into a formally-integrated citywide system of public higher education.
 Although only 57 years old, the University’s history dates back to 1847, when the Free Academy, now the City College of New York, was founded as the first publicly-financed institution of higher education in New York City (“NYC” or “City”).
 Today, CUNY is the largest urban public university in the United States (U.S.), providing accessible, high-quality education to more than 500,000 students at 25 schools across the five boroughs.
 Indeed, with more than 1,400 academic programs, 200 majors leading to associate and baccalaureate degrees and 800 graduate degree programs, CUNY offers learning opportunities at every level, from certificate courses to Ph.D. programs, in an integrated system of seven community colleges, 11 senior colleges, the Macaulay Honors College, seven graduate and professional schools and an assortment of research centers, institutes and consortia.
  

CUNY’s legislatively mandated mission figures prominently in its work to provide educational opportunities for all New Yorkers. This mission directs that CUNY “remain responsive to the needs of its urban setting… [while ensuring] equal access and opportunity for students” of all races and ethnic groups.
 CUNY must also serve “as a vehicle for the upward mobility of the disadvantaged in the city of New York.”
 This is particularly relevant for veterans. According to the Coalition for Homeless Veterans, 11 percent of the adult homeless population are veterans and of this number roughly 45 percent are African American or Hispanic, despite accounting for 10.4 percent and 3.4 percent of the U.S. veteran population, respectively.
 Many live in urban areas such as New York.
 And while a number of factors influence homelessness generally, a disproportionate number of veterans suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder and addiction.
 Many others discover that their military service is not always transferable to a civilian workplace, placing them at a significant disadvantage when seeking employment.
 Because higher education has never been more important with regard to individual economic opportunity,
 CUNY’s mission therefore represents a vital commitment to reach NYC veterans seeking to improve their and their families’ lives. 
2011 CUNY Task Force on Veterans
In 2011, CUNY convened a Task Force on Veterans (formally called the Council of Presidents Ad Hoc Committee on Strengthening Services to Veterans) “to assess the dimensions of the veteran population at CUNY, review policies designed to facilitate their transition from the military to an educational environment, and make recommendations to ensure that the University plays a constructive role” in meeting their unique needs.
 The resulting report, released in 2013, proposed several recommendations for improving veterans services, including expanding the definition of a veteran, updating the policy on out-of-state tuition rates, and engaging the corporate sector to identify career opportunities for veterans.

CUNY defines a veteran as “anyone who was in active military service, including basic training, and was released under a condition other than ‘dishonorable.’”
 Military personnel are defined as “persons currently serving in the United States armed forces, whether on active duty, in the reserve or in the National Guard.”
 All veterans, active duty military and reservists are entitled to an application fee waiver for any undergraduate or graduate program they apply to within CUNY and any veteran, reservist, active duty military personnel, dependent or spouse receiving the Post-9/11 G.I. Bill is eligible for in-state tuition no matter where they reside.
 Furthermore, CUNY expanded opportunities for veterans to obtain college credit for prior service and training.
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CUNY Programs and Services for Student Veterans
Figure 1, from CUNY Office of Institutional Research and Assessment, Nov. 2018
As shown in Figure 1, there are currently approximately 3,400 veterans now enrolled at CUNY campuses across the city.
 The University serves veteran students through the CUNY Office of Veterans Affairs (Office), which is “dedicated to fostering a sense of community and to developing a channel of communication among veteran and reservist students, and with faculty, staff and administration.”
 Located in the Central Office for Student Affairs, it features a Military Admissions Team that assists with the application fee waiver and other aspects of the application process.
 Additionally, the Office’s website provides information regarding services for veterans, reservists and their dependents and survivors and acts as a guide to educational benefits, entitlements, as well as counseling and advocacy resources.
 

CUNY campuses also offer a number of programs and services to address the unique needs of its veteran student population. Programs include Project PROVE (Project for Return and Opportunity in Veterans Education), which helps veterans transition from the military to academia and is currently offered at 10 campuses;
 the career and professional mentorship program in conjunction with American Corporate Partners;
 and the Individual Training Grants for specialty training through the New York City Department of Small Business Services (SBS)’ Workforce1 program.
 Finally, most campuses have an official Student Veteran Lounge or club space and at least seven campuses have an official chapter of Student Veterans of America.
 

CUNY’s Academic Policies for Military Students

CUNY’s Academic Policies include military-specific policies with respect to admission and enrollment, academic credit for students called to active duty, academic credit for military training and experience, and fees.
 These policies cover both current military personnel and veterans. Military personnel consist of individuals currently serving in the armed forces of the United States (either on active duty, reserves, or National Guard).
 Military personnel stationed in New York State (along with their spouses, partners in a civil union, registered domestic partners, and dependent children) are considered New York State residents for the purposes of receiving in-state tuition at CUNY.
 

CUNY’s admissions policy requires that veterans with a high school diploma or GED be accepted at one of CUNY’s colleges (subject to space availability).
 Veterans with no prior CUNY experience may file applications for admission at any time prior to registration, regardless of the deadline that the university established.
 Even where veterans (with high school averages otherwise qualifying them for admission) fail to meet application deadlines and space is unavailable for them as matriculated students, CUNY requires that schools enroll them as non-matriculated students and then matriculate them in the following semester.
 Once they have been matriculated, they are given credit for courses completed as non-matriculated students.
 Veterans are also permitted to enroll if their applications lack supporting data at the time of scheduled registration, and then are placed into full matriculation when this data is received.

CUNY policy allows admitted veterans who return from active duty during an academic term to audit courses without credit.
 Furthermore, veterans returning after the completion of their colleges’ registration period must be allowed to enroll without paying a late registration fee.
 Veterans who were former CUNY students but had been academically dismissed from a CUNY college are required to be readmitted to that college and placed on probationary status.
 Finally, veterans are eligible for application fee waivers for undergraduate and graduate programs at CUNY.
 They are also exempt from paying a commitment deposit for these programs.
 

CUNY has also developed academic credit guidelines for students called to active duty. Students called to active duty “should be given every consideration” when it comes to the opportunity to make up coursework, obtaining an Incomplete, or being given the grade earned at the time that the student is called into duty.
 When a student returns from active duty and lacks 12 or fewer credits in elective courses required for graduation, each college may grant the remaining number of credits from the service member’s Joint Service Transcript as elective credits, although this is not required.
 Colleges are required to encourage students that enter military service to continue their studies and engage in activities that help maintain their “status” as students.

In June of 2014, the CUNY Board of Trustees adopted a new policy on military transfer credits, which provided for CUNY’s adoption of American Council on Education (ACE) guidelines in evaluating transfer credit for military courses and experience, and it authorized schools to award up to forty-five credits (at senior colleges) and thirty credits (at community colleges) in specific subject matter area or general electives for the satisfactory completion of military service, experience and military training courses.
 Currently, this policy provides that the Director of Transfer Courses and Information in CUNY’s central office is required to review military transcripts based on ACE guidelines and issue recommendations for course equivalences to individual colleges.
 Any credits that are accepted by one CUNY school for an individual veteran must be accepted by any other CUNY school in the event of an intra-CUNY transfer.
 However, the determination to award transfer credits for military service is up to the individual college.
 While an explanation is required where the individual school disagrees with the recommendation of the central office, the final determination is left with the particular school.
 The Office of the University Registrar maintains a central repository of college decisions on credit awards, which they must make available to student applicants.

DVS and Veterans in Higher Education

Since its inception in 2016, DVS has sought to establish a number of initiatives that are designed to support the success of veterans in the educational system. One of these programs is Veterans on Campus-NYC, which is a partnership between the City's colleges and universities, corporations, and DVS. Its objectives are to assist academic institutions in adopting best practices for veteran-specific policies, encouraging transitioning service members to pursue higher education in New York City, promoting academic research on veteran-specific issues, and aiding veterans in transitioning to substantive careers.
 
DVS has also pledged to connect every veteran who wants a mentor with a mentor through vocational training programs and educational institutions such as American Corporate Partners, the Institute for Career Development, and the Syracuse University Institute for Veterans and Military Families.
 The Veterans Career Council (VCC) connects veterans to professional opportunities in both the public and private sectors, as well as resume editing services and military skills translators.
 In November 2018, more than 300 student-veterans were recognized for completing at least 90 credits with a GPA of 3.5 or above at the 6th Annual Veteran Academic Awards Breakfast. 
III.
Issues and Concerns
Forever GI Bill

On August 16, 2017, President Donald Trump signed H.R. 3218, also known as the Forever GI Bill – Harry W. Colmery Veterans Educational Assistance Act of 2017, to amend the U.S. Code “to make certain improvements in the laws administered by the Secretary of Veterans Affairs…”
 It made a number of changes to veterans’ education benefits, including the lifting of a 15-year time limit after service for utilization.
 Other provisions included an alteration of how housing payments to student veterans were calculated, and a cap on the total amount paid, aligning it with what is allotted to active-duty military.

However, that summer, the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs’ (VA) benefit-processing system experienced a glitch that has resulted in a number of issues, including delayed and miscalculated benefit payments to student veterans in need of that money for housing.
 As a result “potentially tens of thousands on the GI Bill” waited weeks or months to be paid, forcing some to go into debt and struggling to overcome financial straits due to an antiquated computer system.

In October 2018, over one year later, the VA emailed affected student veterans and, in a post on their website, admitted that many of their Post-9/11 GI Bill students were still experiencing “longer than typical wait times to receive monthly housing payments” and that, at the time, the VA was averaging over 35 days to process first-time applications and 23 days for re-enrollments.
 As of October, the VA was showing over 228,000 pending education claims, compared to October 2017, when they showed a backlog of 135,000 claims.

On November 15, 2018, VA officials testified before the House Committee on Veterans Affairs that they cannot determine when their information technology system will be faced and to address the issues preventing veterans from receiving their GI Bill benefit payments on time, if at all.
 Since then, VA Secretary Robert Wilkie released a statement saying that each beneficiary will receive the money they’re owed under the new scheme once it is implemented.
 In effect, Congress is passing laws requiring the VA to come into compliance, yet the VA is incapable of doing so. 
Importantly, New York State Education Law requires that CUNY tuition, fees and charges, less other amounts payable by scholarships or other financial assistance, be deferred for a student at his or her request until the receipt of veterans’ educational benefits provided that the student is both eligible and has filed a claim for such benefits.
 While this may provide some relief to CUNY student veterans impacted by delayed payments, the extent to which students are aware this policy and its impact on housing is unclear. 
Veterans at Private/Selective Institutions of Higher Education 
While many state universities and community colleges, including CUNY schools, boast large veteran student populations, veterans comprise less than one percent of undergraduates at most more selective colleges.
 According to the VA, that is out of approximately one million veterans and their family members enrolled in higher education under the GI Bill.
 This discrepancy is a result of the VA not promoting more selective schools as an option, not believing that veterans could get in. Likewise, many selective colleges did not know how to handle veterans’ applications or consider whether they were a desirable student population.

However, veterans’ advocates argued for veterans to have the opportunity to attend elite institutions and add to the diversity on campus.
 Now, more selective schools have begun to look into increasing its veteran student population, and how to serve them upon enrollment.
 In 2018, there is an estimated 844 veterans enrolled at 36 of the country’s most selective colleges, 443 of whom are enrolled at Columbia University, in NYC.

IV.
Conclusion
At the hearing, the Committees will seek an overview of the veteran student population in New York City, and at CUNY in particular. The Committees are also interested in following-up on certain issues presented at the 2016 hearing, including concerns raised by student veterans attending LaGuardia Community College regarding their treatment by veteran designated staff, as well as how the City’s colleges and universities are grappling with late GI Bill payments. Lastly, the Committees would also like to learn about how the City’s more selective institutions of higher education are working to recruit and serve veteran students.
Proposed Int. No. 1047
Analysis of Int. No. 1047

Int. No. 1047 would require DVS to consult with the Department of Consumer Affairs (DCA) to create and engage in outreach and education efforts to inform veterans about issues relating to higher education, such as financial issues, the risks of for-profit or fraudulent colleges, and lower-cost alternatives to for-profit higher education. Any materials developed for this campaign must be made available on DVS’s website. 


This law would take effect immediately.
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Int. No. 1047

By the Public Advocate (Ms. James) and Council Members Deutsch, Ulrich, Vallone, Eugene, Gjonaj and Barron
..Title

A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to requiring the department of veterans’ services to provide veterans with outreach and education on issues related to higher education

..Body

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
Section 1. Chapter 1 of title 31 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new section 31-106 to read as follows:

§ 31-106 Outreach and education on issues related to higher education. The commissioner, in consultation with the department of consumer affairs and any other agencies identified by the mayor, shall establish and engage in outreach and education efforts to inform veterans about financial issues related to higher education, including, but not limited to: government programs and other resources available to veterans, how to minimize student debt, student loan repayment options, the risks of for-profit or fraudulent colleges and trade schools and how to identify predatory for-profit institutions, and lower-cost alternatives to for-profit higher education. The materials developed for such outreach and education shall be made available on the department’s website.
§ 2.  This local law takes effect immediately.
NB
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