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INTRODUCTION
On Tuesday, January 31, 2023, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Eric Dinowitz, and the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Robert Holden, will conduct an oversight hearing on Support for Student Veterans at The City University of New York. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the New York City (NYC) Department of Veterans’ Services (DVS), The City University of New York (CUNY) Administration, the University Faculty Senate, the University Student Senate, the Professional Staff Congress at CUNY (PSC-CUNY), representatives of Veterans’ organizations in NYC, and other interested stakeholders.

BACKGROUND
An Overview of Support for Veterans in NYC  
In 2016, Mayor Bill de Blasio created DVS, the first separate city government agency in the United States (U.S.) dedicated to supporting Veterans and their families and caregivers.[footnoteRef:1] The purpose of DVS is to “connect, mobilize, and empower” Veterans living in NYC by providing “essential services and programs focused on pivotal areas such as economic empowerment, housing security, benefits, health and wellness, and culture.”[footnoteRef:2]  [1: New York City Department of Veterans’ Services website at https://www.nyc.gov/site/veterans/about/about.page.]  [2: Id.] 

According to the Mayor’s Management Report for FY 2022, DVS works with NYC Veterans regardless of discharge status or the branch of the military in which they served, including the Reserves and National Guard.[footnoteRef:3] DVS provides access to education and career options for Veterans, manages the infrastructure that Veterans use to access benefits and other services, and helps homeless Veterans obtain and stay in permanent housing[footnoteRef:4] (the number of Veterans in NYC emergency shelters dropped from 483 to 450 in FY 2022,[footnoteRef:5] and NYC has reduced homelessness among Veterans by almost 90 percent since 2011[footnoteRef:6]). [3: Mayor’s Office of Operations, Mayor’s Management Report—Fiscal 2022 (September, 2022), available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/veterans/downloads/pdf/DVS-FY22-MR.pdf.]  [4:  Id.]  [5: Id.]  [6: New York City Department of Veterans’ Services website at https://www.nyc.gov/site/veterans/initiatives/ending-chronic-veteran-homelessness.page.] 

The DVS website has an Education page devoted to providing information and resources, where student Veterans are invited to fill out the VetConnectNYC form and select “Education” as the preferred service.[footnoteRef:7] DVS Care Coordinators receive these forms and process them within five business days in order to connect Veterans, servicemembers, survivors, caregivers, and military families to services they need.[footnoteRef:8] [7: New York City Department of Veterans’ Services website at https://www.nyc.gov/site/veterans/services/education.page.]  [8: Unite NYC website at https://nyc.uniteus.com/vetconnectnyc/.] 

Further information provided on the Education page includes details about GI Bill-approved schools and how to find them, using a search tool to compare the schools; credit for military occupational experience and training, including an explanation of the Joint Services Transcript that servicemembers are provided; education benefits, including an explanation of the Post-9/11 GI Bill, the Forever GI Bill, and the Montgomery GI Bill; tuition support available through various programs; the Public Service Loan Forgiveness program; scholarships available from various organizations; predatory loans and for-profit institutions; housing; professional development and networking, including the Student Veterans of America organization and the VA Work-Study Program, which supports work-study positions at DVS; the “Veterans on Campus” initiative, which works among DVS, the private sector, and NYC higher education institutions to support best practices at institutions and smooth transitions for Veterans; vocational training programs; and tutoring services.[footnoteRef:9] [9: Id.] 


Education Data About Student Veterans 
There are no official national databases that collect and update data for Veterans who are using or have used their educational benefits.[footnoteRef:10] Some statistics merge data about Veterans with data about active servicemembers;[footnoteRef:11] some statistics merge data about Veterans with data about their dependents, who also have access to educational benefits. [10: Jessica Bryant, “New Data Shine Light on Veterans Pursuing Higher Ed” (November 11, 2021), available at https://www.bestcolleges.com/news/2021/11/10/student-veterans-of-america-census-gi-bill/.]  [11: Id.] 

However, according to a January 2019 research study by Ithaka S+R and the College Board, the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) estimated that about 68 percent of Post-9/11 Veterans (those on active duty after 9/11) did not have a bachelor’s degree and that only about 13 percent of Post-9/11 Veterans were accessing any educational benefits [footnoteRef:12] The study also found that Veterans were overrepresented in student enrollment at for-profit postsecondary institutions and underrepresented at public four-year institutions.[footnoteRef:13] Finally, the study found that Veterans were overrepresented at institutions with a low graduation rate (that is, institutions where fewer than 50 percent of students graduate in three years for two-year institutions or six years for four-year institutions).[footnoteRef:14] All of these data are directly relevant to efforts by CUNY to recruit and enroll Veterans. [12:  Ithaka S+R, Enrolling More Veterans at High-Graduation-Rate Colleges and Universities (January 10, 2019), available at https://sr.ithaka.org/publications/enrolling-more-veterans-at-high-graduation-rate-colleges-and-universities/.]  [13: Id.]  [14: Id.] 

Nonetheless, according to the National Veteran Education Tracker Project, Post-9/11 Veterans do very well in postsecondary education: They are more likely to earn a certificate or degree than other adult students, and they have a higher GPA than traditional students (3.34 compared to 2.94).[footnoteRef:15] Statistics like these provide evidence that recruiting and serving Veterans does benefit both Veterans (and their families) themselves and the postsecondary institutions that serve them. [15: Id.] 


Support for Student Veterans at CUNY
CUNY was established in 1961 pursuant to New York State legislation that united seven existing municipal colleges and newly authorized doctoral programs into an integrated citywide system of public higher education.[footnoteRef:16] CUNY is now the largest urban public university in the U.S.,[footnoteRef:17] serving more than 243,000 degree and nondegree students at 25 institutions (11 senior colleges; seven community colleges; and seven graduate, honors, and professional schools) across the five boroughs.[footnoteRef:18]  [16: CUNY website at https://www.cuny.edu/about/history/creation-of-the-modern-university/.]  [17: “About CUNY,” CUNY website at https://www.cuny.edu/about/#:~:text=The%20City%20University%20of%20New%20York%20is%20the%20nation%27s%20largest,lifeblood%20of%20New%20York%20City.]  [18: Mayor’s Office of Operations, Mayor’s Management Report—Fiscal 2022 (September, 2022), available at https://www.nyc.gov/site/operations/performance/mmr.page.] 

Currently, CUNY campuses enroll approximately 3,400 Veterans (including 800 female Veterans).[footnoteRef:19] Beginning in 2009, CUNY has been recognized as a military friendly institution, based on the education programs and support services it provides to Veterans, Reservists, active servicemembers, their spouses, their dependents, and their survivors.[footnoteRef:20]  [19: CUNY Veterans Affairs website at https://www.cuny.edu/about/university-resources/veterans-affairs/.]  [20: CUNY Veterans Affairs website at https://www.cuny.edu/about/university-resources/veterans-affairs/veterans-military-families.] 

The centralized CUNY Office of Veterans Affairs (COVA) maintains a website that is a “virtual one-stop source of information” about available services.[footnoteRef:21] It provides sections for getting admitted to CUNY, financing a CUNY education, returning from and leaving for active duty when enrolled, and more. In addition, COVA has produced a 12-page brochure, Veterans and Military Personnel, detailing how to explore CUNY’s offerings and apply for admission; information about the Joint Services Transcript; the many forms of federal, state, and other financial aid available to Veterans, including the federal VA’s work-study program and the tutorial assistance that the NYC DVA provides; information about the recent CUNY resolution that grants in-state tuition to out-of-state Veterans during an 18-month transition period; and a list of resources for Veterans provided by organizations outside of CUNY.[footnoteRef:22]  [21: CUNY Veterans Affairs website at https://www.cuny.edu/about/university-resources/veterans-affairs/about-us/.]  [22:  CUNY Veterans Affairs website at https://www.cuny.edu/about/university-resources/veterans-affairs/.] 

COVA also publishes a newsletter each semester for student Veterans to spotlight news and to provide information about enrollment procedures, tuition benefits, wellness and social activities, Credit for Prior Learning (which gives Veterans a chance to earn college credits for their military training and experiences), the Joint Services Transcript, the Student Veterans of America organization, and other activities.[footnoteRef:23] [23: COVA newsletter, 2022 Fall Edition, available at https://www.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/about/university-resources/veterans-affairs/fall_newsletter_reduced.pdf.] 

In addition to the systemwide University Director of Veterans’ Affairs (a U.S. Army Veteran herself), each CUNY campus has a designated Veterans’ affairs staff member to meet student needs at that campus, including navigating the often complicated process of applying for and using educational assistance benefits.[footnoteRef:24] Information about financial support (including tuition, fees, and a monthly stipend) available specifically for Veterans with a service-connected disability is also provided on the website, and appropriate accommodations and support services can be arranged by the Office of Disability Services on each campus.[footnoteRef:25] [24: CUNY Veterans Affairs website at https://www.cuny.edu/about/university-resources/veterans-affairs/campus-representatives/.]  [25: CUNY Veterans Affairs website at https://www.cuny.edu/about/university-resources/veterans-affairs/faqs/.] 


The Value of Postsecondary Education for Student Veterans 
According to a 2015 national survey, as many as 92 percent of U.S. servicemembers agreed or strongly agreed that higher education is a critical element in a successful transition from military to civilian life, and over 66 percent felt that their military training and experience effectively prepared them to pursue a college degree.[footnoteRef:26] Moreover, nearly 75 percent of the servicemembers who responded indicated advancing education as one of their primary motivations to serve, with 53 percent listing educational benefits as their top motivating factor.[footnoteRef:27] About 86 percent of the servicemembers who responded indicated career or job opportunities, with 69 percent listing potential for improving economic status among their main reasons for pursuing a college degree.[footnoteRef:28]  [26: Student Veterans: A Valuable Asset to Higher Education, Syracuse University, D’Aniello Institute for Veterans and Military Families (January 7, 2020), available at https://ivmf.syracuse.edu/student-veterans-a-valuable-asset-to-higher-education/. ]  [27: Id.]  [28: Id.] 

Indeed, consistent with servicemembers’ goals and expectations, higher education does improve their socioeconomic prospects relative to non-Veterans.[footnoteRef:29]  [29: Id.] 

According to 2015-2017 national data, Veterans with a bachelor’s degree earned about $84,255 annually, the Post-9/11 sub-group of Veterans with a bachelor’s degree earned about $71,399, and similarly educated non-Veterans earned only about $67,232.[footnoteRef:30] Likewise, Veterans with more than a bachelor’s degree earned about $129,082 annually, the Post-9/11 sub-group of Veterans with more than a bachelor’s degree earned about $124,534, and similarly educated non-Veterans earned only about $99,734 a year.[footnoteRef:31]  [30: Id.]  [31: Id.] 

Pew Research Center data analyses for 2017-2018 showed that households headed by Veterans with some college had higher annual median incomes than households headed by non-Veteran counterparts with some college—$81,300 versus $67,400.[footnoteRef:32] This pattern also held for households headed by Veterans with a bachelor’s degree or higher relative to households headed by their non-Veteran peers with a bachelor’s degree or higher—$117,800 annual median income versus $115,300 annual median income.[footnoteRef:33] [32: J. Bennett, Veteran Households in U.S. Are Economically Better Off Than Those of Non-Veterans, Pew Research Center (May 30, 2020), available at https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/12/09/veteran-households-in-u-s-are-economically-better-off-than-those-of-non-veterans/.]  [33: Id.] 

Furthermore, according to a 2014 Gallup-Purdue University study, Veterans and active servicemembers were more likely to thrive post-graduation in terms of purpose and their social, financial, and economic well-being—54 percent of Veterans and active servicemembers versus 43 percent of non- servicemembers.[footnoteRef:34] [34: Student Veterans: A Valuable Asset to Higher Education, supra.] 

Moreover, in 2018, about 78 percent of all Veterans were homeowners[footnoteRef:35], when the U.S. homeownership rate was only about 65 percent.[footnoteRef:36] [35: J.E.Vespa, Those Who Served: America’s Veterans From World War II to the War on Terror: American Community Survey Report, U.S. Census Bureau (June, 2020), available at https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2020/demo/acs-43.pdf.   ]  [36: Homeownership Rate in the United States, FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, (November 2, 2022), available at https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/RHORUSQ156N.  ] 

Finally, a 2018 study of the relationship between the use of the GI Bill’s educational benefits and Veterans’ health discovered that Veterans who had used their educational benefits were 4 percent less likely to report being in fair or poor health and 3 percent less likely to be smokers compared with those who had not used their benefits.[footnoteRef:37] In addition, using educational benefits to attend college decreased the likelihood of being in fair or poor health and being a smoker by 4 percent each compared with those who had used their benefits for non-college education and training, such as business, technical, or vocational schools.[footnoteRef:38] [37: Zachary R. Rumery, Nilam Patel, and Patrick Richard, “The Association Between the Use of the Education Benefits from the G.I. Bill and Veterans’ Health,” Military Medicine, Volume 183, Issue 5-6 (May-June 2018), pages e241–e248, available at https://doi.org/10.1093/milmed/usx102.]  [38: Id.] 

These data are important for colleges to understand when serving enrolled student Veterans and active servicemembers and, perhaps more importantly, when recruiting others.

Common Challenges Student Veterans Face
The transition from the military to an institution of higher education can present a number of challenges for student Veterans. When servicemembers leave the military for higher education, they are exiting an institution with one set of values, norms, and expectations and entering a new one.[footnoteRef:39] This is referred to by social scientists as a “role exit.”[footnoteRef:40] Role exits require the learning of a new role, while withdrawing from the values, norms, and expectations of the previous role.[footnoteRef:41] For Veterans—and for combat Veterans, in particular—many of the conditioned and normative behaviors of the military, such as hypervigilance and aggression, are dysfunctional in civilian life.[footnoteRef:42] The transition from a highly structured environment where roles are clear to a less structured one where roles are unclear and not always enforced can cause disorientation.[footnoteRef:43] Difficulties in relating to student peers and professors, the stress of multiple competing demands, and re-experiences of trauma have a profound impact on Veterans’ ability to integrate into the classroom.[footnoteRef:44]  [39: Ann M. Cheney, “The emotional challenges of student veterans on campus” (November 8, 2017), available at https://theconversation.com/the-emotional-challenges-of-student-veterans-on-campus-83397.]  [40: Id.]  [41: Dara Naphan and Marta Elliot, “Role Exit from the Military: Student Veterans’ Perceptions of Transitioning from the U.S. Military to Higher Education” (February 9, 2015), available at https://nsuworks.nova.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=&httpsredir=1&article=2094&context=tqr.]  [42: Id.]  [43: Joshua Medley, et. al., “The Impact of the Psychological Sequela of Trauma on Veterans Seeking Higher Education,” available at  https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1144620.pdf.]  [44: Id.] 

When student Veterans return home, they leave the people who best understand what they have been through and become surrounded by individuals they might find difficult relating to.[footnoteRef:45] Further, student Veterans feel a sense of disconnection from their peers due to their older age and life experiences, with Veterans often expressing frustration in dealing with civilian “kids” who seem “immature.”[footnoteRef:46] This social disconnection is compounded by the perceived stigma associated with having serving in the military and in military combat.[footnoteRef:47] These perceptions are often exacerbated by inappropriate questions and assumptions about servicemembers, specifically when asking about war experiences, which can reinforce Veterans’ feelings of isolation or being “different.”[footnoteRef:48]  [45: Dara Naphan and Marta Elliot, supra.]  [46: Joshua Medley, et. al., supra.]  [47: Id.]  [48: Id.; see also Dara Naphan and Marta Elliot, supra.] 

Student Veterans may also have trouble successfully handling the demands and expectations of marriage, parenthood, employment, and education.[footnoteRef:49] Despite receiving financial assistance from the Post-9/11 GI Bill, many student Veterans struggle to pay bills, including childcare and everyday expenses.[footnoteRef:50] Some Veterans also struggle to find purpose and meaning in their new role as students, as Veterans often associate being a student with an inability to provide for a family adequately or to contribute meaningfully to society.[footnoteRef:51] These demands—combined with going from a situation where they had enough money to pay bills and enjoy leisure activities to one where they barely have enough to get by—can create feelings of stress, loneliness, and, in some cases, depression.[footnoteRef:52]  [49: Id.]  [50: Id.; see also Ann M. Cheney, supra.]  [51: Id.]  [52: Id; see also Ann M. Cheney, supra.] 

Events or situations on campus that trigger memories of combat may also make it difficult for Veterans to integrate into the classroom.[footnoteRef:53] These triggers induce heightened levels of stress and, in some cases, can cause Veterans to re-experience and relive their trauma.[footnoteRef:54] These experiences can reinforce the feeling of social disconnect with student peers.[footnoteRef:55] Some Veterans struggle with intrusive thoughts and memories that disrupt their ability to sleep or focus in class, which can have a negative effect on academic performance.[footnoteRef:56]  [53: Id.]  [54: Id.]  [55: Id.]  [56: Id.] 

All of these issues are ones that CUNY must address in serving its enrolled student Veterans and active servicemembers and in recruiting others.

CONCLUSION
At this hearing, the Committees will examine the efforts of DVS and CUNY, together and separately, in recruiting, enrolling, supporting, retaining, and graduating student Veterans, Reservists, active servicemembers, and their families. The Committees are interested in learning about best practices in delivering services to this population and in understanding any gaps in education programs or support services needed to serve this population more effectively. 
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