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Every year, veterans who have served our country are provided with GI Bill bene�ts to cover

the costs of postsecondary training and education as a way to ensure they are equipped for

good jobs in the 21st century economy. Last year alone, over one million veterans and their

family members received more than $11 billion in GI Bill bene�ts to provide them up to four

years of free college tuition, books, and housing at higher education institutions across the

United States. 1

Even with such a substantial taxpayer investment, until this point, the American public has

had very limited information about outcomes at the schools veteran students attend,

including whether they’re enrolling in institutions that provide the best chance of post-

military success. Because this bene�t is crucial to our returning servicemembers, veteran

students and taxpayers alike should have some assurances that the money spent on higher

education is being used at institutions that are likely to help veterans further their educational
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education is being used at institutions that are likely to help veterans further their educational

or career endeavors to succeed.

This memo aims to explore these questions: Are veterans attending institutions that give

them the best chance of success after enrollment? And if not, what can be done to better

ensure that GI Bene�ts and federal student aid go towards providing veterans with the quality

education they deserve after serving our country?

Methodology
In order to examine the outcomes of institutions that veteran students attend, we used

information from the U.S. Department of Veterans A�airs GI Bill Comparison Tool, the U.S.

Department of Education’s Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), and

Performance by Accreditor databases. 2  Together, these data provide us with information on

how many GI Bill bene�ciaries attend each institution, as well as the graduation rates and

salary information at each of those institutions. These metrics help us assess the outcomes of

the education that students receive at the institutions they attend.

We limited our analysis to institutions with at least 100 GI Bill bene�ciaries that

predominately awarded certi�cates, associate’s degrees, or bachelor’s degrees. 3  Therefore,

institutions that predominately o�er non-degree and graduate degree programs were left out

of this analysis. 4

For graduation rate data, we used the new Outcome Measures data released by the

Department of Education in October 2017. 5  For the �rst time, this data incorporates part-

time and transfer students into institutional graduation rates—an enrollment status common

with veteran students. We limited our �ndings to those institutions that had at least 100 GI

Bill bene�ciaries and 100 students within their graduation cohort for students. 6  And, we

measured only those who graduated from that institution within eight years of entering.

Earnings data used in our analysis came from the U.S. Department of Education’s Performance

by Accreditor database. It measures the percentage of students who earn at least $25,000

within six years of entering an institution. This metric is limited to students who have

received federal grants or loans.

Better Data is Needed
Over the past several years, we’ve heard more and more stories of veterans who have been

misled by predatory colleges and lured by aggressive – and sometime unscrupulous -

recruitment strategies. 7  Yet, it’s hard to fully understand the prospects for veterans pursuing

a higher education, as we actually have very little data on how well institutions across the

board are serving this population. Our analysis looks at institutions that serve over 100

veterans in their entire student body population; however the data we have does not and



veterans in their entire student body population; however, the data we have does not and

cannot provide the actual outcomes for the veteran population at those institutions since

there is no publicly available information on this student demographic. The Department of

Veterans A�airs has recently begun to collect information on graduation rates and retention

rates for �rst-time, full-time veteran students; however, this data is unavailable for four-year

institutions and leaves out over 2/3 of all veteran-serving institutions. And while the

Department of Education now makes graduation rate outcomes available for part-time and

transfer students, veteran-speci�c outcomes remain absent.

In addition to understanding how many veteran students successfully complete a higher

education institution or program, it’s also important to know how well these students do

post-attendance. Unfortunately, we have no data available on how much veteran students

earn after attending, how much debt they are required to take out in addition to their GI

bene�ts, or whether they are able to successfully pay down their educational debt. We also

don’t know if there are any inequities between veteran and non-veteran populations on any

of those metrics. Right now we’re limited to the data we have. But the available data strongly

suggests that many veterans enroll in schools that leave the bulk of their students degreeless

and underemployed after they attend.

Breakdown of Where Veteran Students Enroll
Veterans go to all kinds of institutions across the United States. The most recent data show

that 1,623 campus locations enrolled over 100 GI Bill recipients. 8

Over half (52%) of veteran-serving institutions predominately award bachelor’s degrees. A

third of those institutions grant mostly two-year degrees, while 14% award certi�cates

(programs that are structured to help workers obtain the skills they need to perform a speci�c

type of job—like becoming an auto mechanic, nursing assistant, or welder). Nearly 70% of

these institutions are public, while 19% are private and 11% are for-pro�t institutions.   



Out of the 867,910 GI Bill bene�ciaries that attend the schools in our analysis, 64% enrolled in

a bachelor’s degree-granting institution, 27% attend two-year schools, and 9% attended

certi�cate-granting schools. And while 70% of these institutions are public, the proportion of

students attending those institutions is slightly lower (64%). Despite increasing stories of

veterans attending and not being served well by for-pro�t colleges, they make up the smallest

share of veteran-serving institutions. However, while for-pro�ts made up only 11% of the

institutions in our analysis, they enrolled 19% of students with GI Bill bene�ts.

Graduation Rates at Veteran-Serving
Institutions
It’s imperative that our country provide opportunities for veterans to gain additional skills

and credentials following their military service, and it’s equally important that their time and

money spent lead to positive outcomes. In postsecondary education, that should mean that

students are able to graduate and obtain a good-paying job after earning their degree.

Unfortunately, far too many don’t even make it past that �rst step, as most veteran-serving

institutions leave the majority of their students without a certi�cate or degree.



In fact, out of the 1,623 institutions serving at least 100 GI Bill recipients, 984 institutions

(more than 60%) graduate fewer than half of their students within eight years of entering the

institution. That means that of the 545,853 veterans who attend these schools, it’s likely that

fewer than 270,000 will end up within an award or degree from that institution within eight

years of entering. Even worse, nearly one-�fth these schools graduate fewer than 25% of

their students. And because research from the Department of Veterans A�airs suggests that

veteran graduation outcomes often lag behind their non-veteran peers, actual veteran

outcomes at these institutions may even be lower than is shown in the analysis above, which

is based on outcomes for all students. 9

Earnings After Attendance  
The number one reason students attend college is the promise of a well-paying career. 10

After students attend, it’s important that they have obtained the proper skills and

competencies that allow them to land at least a modest paying job. To help evaluate whether

institutions are setting students up for success in this way e�ectively, the Department of

Education publishes information on the percentage of �nancially-aided students who earn

more than the average high school graduate ($25,000 a year) within six years of entering an

institution. 11  If most students earn less than that amount, it may not be a smart �nancial

investment to attend that institution in the �rst place, as students may be accruing debt and

spending precious time with little to gain.



Even though many of these institutions leave most of their students degreeless, two-thirds

still leave the majority of their students earning at least slightly above this $25,000 threshold.

Even so, 500 veteran-serving institutions see most of their students earning less than the

average high school graduate six years after they enroll, while ten institutions show over

three-quarters of their students earning less than that amount.

10% of Veterans Go to 10 Institutions
While it’s true more than 1,500 institutions across the United States serve a signi�cant

student veteran population, 10 institutions within our analysis serve over 10% of all veterans

attending institutions today. 12



Because such a high concentration of veteran students are attending just a few institutions,

the outcomes at these ten institutions can have a disproportionate e�ect on how well veteran

students are faring across the United States. When looking speci�cally at the graduation rates

and earnings data for these ten schools, we see that out of the 136,413 veteran students who

attend these institutions, 43,485 (or 32%) are enrolled in one where less than a quarter of

students graduate. And nine out of 10 GI Bill bene�ciaries enrolled at one these schools where

they have less than a 50/50 chance of getting a degree within eight years of entering.

The data also shows that these 10 institutions also leave most of their students earning above

the average high school graduate after attending. Most of these institutions are bachelor’s

degree-granting institutions with larger student body populations that in some cases may

attract more mid-career professionals or o�er highly-specialized areas of studies. Institutions

serving that kind of population typically produce higher earnings, which may account for

some of these �ndings. 13  And because we cannot disaggregate the outcomes for veteran

students, we cannot yet know if they fare as well in earnings as the top line averages indicate.

Conclusion
The federal government awards institutions over $11 billion in GI Bill bene�ts every

year. 14  This is in addition to the $130 billion in student aid that institutions receive through

federal grants and loans. 15  For those who have served in our military, we must ensure that

these critical federal education bene�ts are going to institutions that equip students with the

skills and credentials they need to successfully enter the workforce. It’s clear that we need two

things in order to accomplish this goal: better information on veteran-speci�c outcomes and



things in order to accomplish this goal: better information on veteran-speci�c outcomes and

more quality assurance that ensures taxpayer money is being used at institutions that lead to

positive student outcomes. 

As available data shows, there is wide variation in the quality of veteran-serving institutions,

with many providing serious value add to their veteran students but a signi�cant number

actually making their students worse o�. With one million veterans enrolling in higher

education every year and the much-needed expansion of GI bene�ts through the recent

passage of the Forever GI Bill, it is more imperative than ever that students and taxpayers have

more clarity and assurance that our institutions are serving our veterans well. After all, it is our

responsibility to see that those men and women get a quality education that is worthy of their

service to our country. 16
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