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Introduction

On Monday, November 19th, 2007, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Hiram Monserrate, and the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Charles Barron, will hold a joint hearing to examine the services provided to military veterans at the City University of New York (CUNY).  Those invited to testify include: representatives from the United States Department of Veterans’ Affairs, the New York State Division of Veterans’ Affairs, and the New York City Mayor’s Office of Veterans’ Affairs; representatives of CUNY’s administration, including directors of offices and/or programs for veterans services; CUNY students; veterans advocacy groups; and other interested members of the veterans community and the public.        
Background


According to the New York State Division of Veterans’ Affairs, as of 2005, there were approximately 300,000 veterans living in New York City.
 Of these, approximately 8,000 were veterans of the recent conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq.  Some of these veterans will wish to seek educational and career training to develop or enhance their employment opportunities.  It is well recognized that access to higher education is crucial to upward mobility in the United States.  A high school diploma is no longer sufficient for most people to secure a reasonably well-paying job.  Two years of post-secondary education has become the baseline for future success.
  Generally, the higher the level of educational attainment, the more a person will earn over their lifetime.
  Further, an educated workforce is central to the development and sustainability of communities, with the largest predictor of economic well-being in cities being its percentage of college graduates.


The United States Department of Veterans’ Affairs (VA) administers basic education programs for veterans and military service personnel seeking assistance for education or training.   One of the most significant of these programs is The Montgomery GI Bill (MGIB), which is available to several categories of veterans, including active duty (MGIB-AD) and selected reserve (MGIB-SR)
.  The MGIB provides up to 36 months of education benefits to eligible veterans for: 

· College 

· Technical or Vocational Courses 

· Correspondence Courses 

· Apprenticeship/Job Training 

· Flight Training 

· High-tech Training 

· Licensing & Certification Tests 

· Entrepreneurship Training 

· Certain Entrance Examinations
 
To be eligible, a veteran must have an honorable discharge, a high school diploma or GED, and in some cases 12 hours of college credit, and meet certain other requirements set forth by the VA.  

The monthly benefit paid to a veteran under the MGIB program is based on several different factors, including the type of education training he/she pursues, the length of the veteran’s military service, category, and whether the Department of Defense (DOD) placed extra money in the veteran’s MGIB Fund. A veteran usually has 10 years to use MGIB benefits, but the time limit can be more or less depending upon certain circumstances.



In addition to federal assistance, New York State provides some tuition assistance to veterans. According to the New York State Higher Education Services Corporation (HESC), Veterans Tuition Awards (VTA) provide up to $1,000 per semester or tuition, whichever is less, for full-time study, or $500 per semester or tuition, whichever is less, for part-time study to eligible veterans matriculated at an undergraduate or graduate degree-granting institution or in an approved vocational training program in New York State. Full-time study is defined as 12 or more credits per semester (or the equivalent) at a degree-granting institution, or 24 or more hours per week in a vocational training program. Part-time study is defined as 3-11 credits per semester (or the equivalent) at a degree-granting institution, or 6-23 hours per week in a vocational training program. Total undergraduate and graduate veterans tuition awards received cannot exceed $10,000. 
 
Veterans’ Services at CUNY
CUNY is the largest urban university in the nation and serves more than 226,000 degree-credit students and 230,000 adult, continuing and professional education students.
  Currently, the total number of veteran students enrolled at CUNY is 1,653, of which 450 are enrolled in community colleges and 1203 are enrolled in senior colleges.
  CUNY has an Office of Veteran Affairs, which is dedicated to fostering a sense of community and developing a channel of communication among veteran and reservist students, and CUNY faculty, staff and administration.
  Each CUNY college has a veteran affairs representative, and some campuses have a full-service office that offers a range of counseling for all enrolled veterans and reservists.
 
CUNY’s veteran services address the special needs of veteran students by providing such assistance as academic advise; career counseling and career workshops designed to assist veterans in the transition to the civilian workforce; tutoring resources and academic skills workshops for veteran students struggling academically; post-graduate assistance, including graduate school advise and assistance in finding grants and scholarships to provide any additional financial resources be necessary; and mental health counseling, especially for post traumatic stress disorder and traumatic brain injury (PTSD/TBI), and certain secondary problems or high-risk behaviors such as smoking, alcohol consumption, and overeating, that can emerge as unhealthy coping strategies. 
Veterans’ Resource Center


In fiscal year 2008, the City Council allocated $1 million in funding to establish a Veterans’ Resource Center at LaGuardia Community College. The Center will allow New York City veterans and their families to receive counseling, referrals, and information about federal, state, and city services. 

This pilot program will coordinate services for veterans at centers in all of the 5 boroughs, and is not limited to veterans attending CUNY colleges.  The goal of the Veterans’ Resource Center is to increase veterans’ education and employment opportunities.  To achieve this goal, LaGuardia Community College plans to work closely with veterans’ service organizations (VSOs), CUNY and workforce centers in each borough.  The pilot project includes among its planned outcomes: referrals for college preparation classes at LaGuardia; referrals to and from VSOs, CUNY and other resources; the issuance of reports on the number of veterans served and job and college placements; and an analysis of the needs of veterans, with recommendations on how unmet needs may be addressed in the near future.

Conclusion

In addition to the approximately 300,000 veterans currently residing in New York City, there are expected to be many thousands more returning.  A large number of these men and women will seek to further their education in New York City’s public university system.  Veterans often face myriad issues while integrating back into civilian life, and academic and employment assistance can play an important part in helping them to transition successfully.  Today, the Committees will hear testimony from CUNY representatives about services they provide for veterans enrolled in CUNY colleges and universities, as well as an update on the status and progress of the Veterans’ Resource Center located at LaGuardia Community College.  The Committees will explore ways to continue providing needed services for our brave men and women upon their return, and improve upon and expand such services. 
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