
Here’s the problem : We send our
young m en  and w om en  off to  w ar in
distan t lands, testing their strength,
com m itm en t and courage under fire  -
som etim es for three or m ore tours of
com ba t duty. Then  w e bring them
hom e, thank them  for their service,
turn  them  out to  the civilian  w orld and
w atch them  struggle  to  succeed.

As troops, they a re  revered for defend-
ing our na tion  aga inst terror. As veter-

ans, they slip from  our sight a s they
pursue college degrees. The GI Bill of
recen t yea rs w as a  fa r cry from  the
origina l, having gradua lly lost va lue
w hile  the cost of higher educa tion
soa red. The Am erican  Legion  w orked
w ith Congress for m ore than  three
yea rs to  deliver a  m ean ingful veterans
educa tion  benefit, one tha t truly m eet
the needs of our 21stc en tury veterans.

On  June 26, Congress fina lly fixed a
problem  tha t has persisted for ha lf a
cen tury: little  by little, our veterans
have been  losing their college educa -
tion  benefits. By a  vote  of 92-6, the
Sena te  approved the “Post-9/ 11
Veterans Educa tiona l Assistance Act,”
w hich clea red the House by a  268-155
vote . Four days la ter, Presiden t Bush
signed the bill in to  law.

“We applaud Speaker of the House
Nancy Pelosi,” Am erican  Legion
Nationa l Com m ander Marty Cona tser
sa id a fter Congress passed the m eas-

ure . “Thanks in  la rge pa rt to  her com -
m itted leadership, this m om entous
piece of legisla tion  w ill resona te  a s a
landm ark in  Am erican  history.”

Sta rtin g in  Au gu s t 2009, ve te ra n s
w h o  se rve d  in  th e  m ilita ry fo r a t
le a s t th re e  ye a rs  w ill qu a lify fo r fu ll
tu itio n  pa ym e n ts  a t a n y in -s ta te  pu b-
lic u n ive rs ity in  th e  co u n try.
Esse n tia lly, th is  in cre a se s  a n n u a l GI
Bill be n e fits  fro m  $40,000 to  a  m a xi-
m um  of a bout $90,000—not just for
a ctive-duty troops, but a lso  for
Reserve  a nd Na tiona l Gua rd m em bers.

Rep. Chet Edw ards, D-Texas, cha irm an
of the House Appropria tions
Subcom m ittee  tha t determ ines VA
spending, gave credit to  The Am erican
Legion . “Passing this historic new  GI
Bill in to  law  could not have happened
w ithout the dedica ted efforts of The
Am erican  Legion , and I w an t to  thank
them  for their critica l support through-
out this process.”

Young veterans from
across America converged
on the steps of the U.S.
Capitol Building on April 29
to voice support for a new
and improved GI Bill. They
spoke about how difficult it
is for veterans to earn col-
lege degrees these days.
The benefits were failing to
cover the cost of tuition. In
some cities, the payments
for veterans of the
reserves failed to cover
the cost of getting to and
from campus.

Several members of
Congress joined these
outspoken individuals and
stressed the need for a
“21st?century GI Bill” that
would provide benefits
worthy of our veterans and
offer the same opportuni-
ties afforded to those who
fought in World War II.
After months of political
haggling, Congress finally
passed a new and better
GI Bill.

U.S. Air Force Tech. Sgt. Lisa Harris, assigned to 407th Air Expeditionary Services Squadron, explains to Senior Airman Eric
Owens, assigned to 407th Expeditionary Civil Engineer Squadron, the College Level Examination Program tests available at the
education center on Ali Air Base, Iraq. (U.S. Air Force photo by Airman 1st Class Jonathan Snyder)
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The  n ew  educa tion  pa cka ge  w ill
cost a bou t $62 billion  ove r the  n ext
deca de . Ve te ra n s w ho  se rve  10
yea rs  o r m ore  w ill ea rn  the  option
of tra n sfe ra bility to  spouses a n d
ch ildren . Rep. Pe te r Kin g, R-N.Y.,
w a s a n  ea rly supporte r o f such  a
provision , w h ich  he  in troduced in
sepa ra te  legis la tion . “I a lw a ys fe lt
th is  w a s im porta n t,” he  sa id. “It
gives the  ve te ra n  the  option  o f
w he the r to  use  it fo r h im se lf o r
a llow  h is  fa m ily to  use  it.”

Wa s  Kin g su rprise d  th e  b ill pa sse d
so  e a s ily? “I a ctu a lly w a s , bu t th e
s ta rs  w e re  pro pe rly a lign e d  a n d
th is  b ill to o k o n  a  life  o f its  o w n ,”
h e  sa id . “It w a s  a  co m bin a tio n  o f a
se n se  in  Co n gre ss  th a t th is  w a s
ove rdu e , a n d  ve ry a ctive  lo bbyin g
by ve te ra n s  gro u ps  su ch  a s  Th e
Am e rica n  Le gio n .”

Yes, Congress certa in ly feels good
about doing right by our veterans and
upda ting a  sorely outda ted GI Bill.

Bu t th e  qu e s tio n  re m a in s : h o w  d id
th e  s itu a tio n  ge t so  ba d , be fo re  it
fin a lly go t fixe d?

Lessons from the Great War.
Th e  firs t GI Bill w a s  so  gre a t
be ca u se  “it e a se d  th e  re a d ju s tm e n t
o f 16 m illio n  m e n  a n d  w o m e n ,”
sa ys  Un ive rs ity o f Ca lifo rn ia -
Be rke le y a ss is ta n t p ro fe sso r o f h is -
to ry Ka th le e n  Frydl. “Ve te ra n  re a d-
ju s tm e n t is  a  tricky pro po s itio n ,
a n d  w h e n  it’s  m ish a n dle d , it n o t
o n ly ca n  e n da n ge r th e  live s  o f ve t-
e ra n s , it ca n  a ctu a lly e n da n ge r
e n tire  po litica l sys te m s .”

Tha t’s w ha t happened little  m ore
than  a  decade a fter World War I
w hen  Depression-sta rved veterans
joined the “Bonus Arm y” and cam ped
out in  Washington , dem anding cash
paym ents for their services during
w artim e. The threa t of m ilita ry force
drove them  out.

“We have a  sham eful history of doing
poorly by our veterans,” says author
Edw ard Hum es, a  Pulitzer Prize-w in-
n ing journa list. “Most of the
Revolutiona ry War veterans w ere

dead before  their pensions, prom ised
40 yea rs ea rlier, w ere fina lly dis-
perse d .” Th a t pa tte rn  co n tin u e d
righ t u p  th ro u gh  Wo rld  Wa r II,
w h e n  Hu m e s  sa ys  a  “m ixtu re  o f
a ltru ism  a n d  fe a r” bro ke  th e  cycle .
So m e  o f o u r le a de rs  be ga n  to  w o n -
de r w h a t m igh t h a ppe n  in  th e
Un ite d  Sta te s  if o u r gove rn m e n t
n e gle cte d  16 m illio n  ve te ra n s  fro m
o n e  o f th e  gre a te s t m ilita ry fo rce s
e ve r a sse m ble d .

The  Am erica n  Legion  w on de red the
sa m e  th in g a n d te s tified  be fo re
Con gre ss  tha t if it d idn ’t do  righ t by
its  re tu rn in g w a r ve te ra n s , a ll he ll
cou ld  brea k loose . Co lm ery ho led
up in  Room  570 o f the  Ma yflow er
Ho te l in  Wa sh in gton  du rin g the  firs t
w eek o f Ja n ua ry 1944. He  w ro te  in
lon gha n d on  the  ba ck o f ho te l s ta -
tion e ry a  docum en t tha t w ou ld  sh ift
the  cou rse  o f U.S. h is to ry.

Around tha t tim e, Colm ery told an
audience in  Topeka , Kan ., tha t the re-
a ssim ila tion  of veterans “is the
gravest socia l problem  w hich con-
fron ts us. They can  either m ake the
coun try or break it, save dem ocracy
or scrap it, prom ote w orld order or
World War III. The result depends on
us, not them .”

The legisla tive m asterpiece w as
signed in to law  by Presiden t Franklin
D. Roosevelt on  June 22, 1944. Tha t
sam e day, the Soviet Arm y began  its
grea t sum m er offensive aga inst the
Germ ans; five days la ter, Allied
troops libera ted the French city of
Cherbourg a s they pushed forw ard
from  the beaches a t Norm andy. The
sm ell of victory w as in  the a ir.
Veterans w ould be com ing hom e
soon . When  he signed the bill, FDR
sa id the m easure gave “em pha tic
notice  to  the m en  and w om en  in  our
a rm ed forces tha t the Am erican  peo-
ple  do not in tend to  le t them  dow n.”

The GIs w ere la rgely oblivious. They
w ere too busy fighting to  w orry about
legisla tive com m ittees and bill
m arkups. Dr. Suzanne Mettler, w ho
teaches in  Cornell Un iversity’s depa rt-
m en t of governm ent, says the GI Bill
cam e as a  com plete  surprise  to  m ost

veterans. “I’ve in terview ed m any vet-
erans from  the World War II era , and I
a sked them , ‘Did you feel you w ere
ow ed the GI Bill?’ And they w ould te ll
m e, som etim es ra ther vehem ently,
‘No, w e w ere not ow ed the GI Bill.’”

Me ttle r sa ys  m o s t se rve d  th e ir
co u n try o u t o f de s ire  a n d  a  se n se
o f du ty. “Th e  GI Bill w a s  so m e th in g
th a t w a s  th o u gh t o f a s  a  gift fro m
th e  n a tio n  to  th e m .”

Few  a t the tim e rea lized w ha t a  fan -
ta stic gift it w as. The 1944 GI Bill,
Hum es says, “w as an  anom aly, and
The Am erican  Legion  know s this bet-
ter than  anyone, because it’s pa rt of
w hy the organ iza tion  w as founded in
the first place: the utterly shabby w ay
in  w hich veterans had been  trea ted in
every preceding conflict.”

Hu m e s  sa ys  th e  Le gio n ’s  vis io n  o f
th e  GI Bill w e n t be yo n d w h a t FDR
co n te m pla te d . “Fo r in s ta n ce , it re v-
o lu tio n iz e d  h o m e -bu yin g fo r e ve ry-
o n e . Th e re  w a s  th a t m ixtu re  o f
w a n tin g to  do  righ t by th e  ve te ra n s ,
a n d  n o t w a n tin g to  se e  a  Bo n u s
Ma rch —tim e s  100—co m e  Arm is tice
Da y. So  it w a s  a  u n iqu e  ch e m is try
th a t le d  to  th is  re m a rka ble  le gis la -
tio n .”

A Slow Erosion. It could be sa id
tha t the golden  age of college bene-
fits for veterans ended on  June 25,
1950, a t about 4 a .m ., Korean
Standa rd Tim e. Soon  a fter w ar broke
out betw een  on  the Korean  pen insu-
la , U.S. forces took on  the brun t of
responsibility to  drive com m unist
forces back across the 38th Pa ra lle l.
Veterans re turned hom e to  find their
educa tion  benefits dim in ished by the
Veterans Adjustm en t Act of 1952.
The governm ent no longer pa id
tu ition  directly to  co lleges a n d un i-
versities; in stea d, ve te ra n s go t a  fla t
m on th ly fee  of a bout $110. From
tha t, they w ere  expected to  pa y for
a ll o f the ir educa tion .

GI Bill benefits w ere cancelled a lto-
gether in  1956. “The World War II GI
Bill actua lly ran  in to a  lot of im ple-
m en ta tion  problem s,” Frydl says.
“And Congress and Eisenhow er



resolved those problem s, in  la rge
pa rt, by m aking the Korean  War GI
Bill m uch less generous.” In  1959, a
report by the Bradley Com m ission
determ ined tha t serving in  the m ili-
ta ry should be “an  obliga tion  of citi-
zenship, not a  basis for governm ent
benefits.” Apparen tly, the  governm ent
saw  no good reason , during a  tim e of
rela tive peace, to  rew ard its form er
servicem em bers.

By th e  tim e  th e  Vie tn a m  Wa r e sca -
la te d  in  th e  1960s , fla t ra te s  fo r
e du ca tio n  pa ym e n ts  w e re  firm ly in
p la ce . “Th e  fla t ra te s  fa vo re d  th e
‘Su n  Be lt’ s ta te s , be ca u se  co m m u -
n ity co lle ge  co s ts  w e re  lo w,” sa ys
Se n . Jim  We bb, D-Va ., a  Vie tn a m
Wa r ve te ra n , a u th o r, a n d  spo n so r
o f S. 22, th e  Po s t 9/ 11 Ve te ra n s
Edu ca tio n a l Ass is ta n ce  Act, in tro -
du ce d  e a rly th is  ye a r to  su bs ta n -
tia lly im prove  be n e fits . “In  th e

No rth e a s t, th e  GI Bill d idn ’t
cove r th e  co s ts . Th e re

w a s  a lso  a  te n de n cy
to  lo o k a t be n e fits
th ro u gh  th e  e ye s  o f
th e  Pe n ta go n , e spe -

cia lly w h e n  th e  a ll-vo lun teer force
sta rted up, and reten tion  issues
becam e a  la rger concern .”

As  tim e  w e n t o n , pa ym e n ts  w e n t
do w n , a n d  tu itio n  w e n t u p . Wh e n
th e  Mo n tgo m e ry GI Bill w a s  pa sse d
in  1984, it h a d  n o  provis io n  fo r
de a lin g w ith  m e te o ric in cre a se s  in
h igh e r e du ca tio n  co s ts  a cro ss  th e
Un ite d  Sta te s .

Na tio n a l Gu a rd  a n d  re se rve  ve te r-
a n s  h a ve  be e n  h it e spe cia lly h a rd
by th e  w ide n in g ga p  be tw e e n  
co s t a n d  be n e fit, re ce ivin g ju s t
$400 a  m o n th .

Rep. Stephan ie  Herseth Sandlin , D-
S.D., says the Defense Departm en t
has a llow ed Na tiona l Guard and
reserve benefits to  erode from  40 to
29 percen t of the active-duty ra te .
“There’s certa in ly a  ba lance tha t has
to be acknow ledged,” Sandlin  says.
“But som e DoD officia ls seem  to
think tha t so long a s recruitm en t and
reten tion  goa ls a re  being m et, those
reserve benefits could go dow n to 9
percen t, and tha t w ould be OK.”

Over the past 20 yea rs, the  cost of a
four-yea r educa tion  a t a  public in sti-
tution  has gone up by 278 percen t.
Pell gran ts and other federa l a ssis-
tance program s have provided som e
relief for the genera l studen t popula -
tion ; the GI Bill has fa iled to  provide
sim ila r re lief for veterans.

Mettler says people  get angry w hen
they discover tha t the curren t GI Bill
fa lls short of the origina l. “They te ll
m e, ‘We ow e as m uch to  these young
people  today a s w e ow ed back then .
My fa ther’s genera tion  could go to
Ya le  and get a  stipend to  boot,”
Hum es says. “Right now, w ha t you’re

offering is a  benefit tha t pa les in
com parison  to  w ha t w as given  to  the
World War II genera tion  of veterans.”

Cost of War. Re p. Bo bby Sco tt,
D-Va ., s its  in  h is  Ca pito l Hill o ffice
a n d  po n de rs  th e  GI Bill’s  p la ce  in
so cie ty. “I do n ’t kn o w  h o w  w e  go t
h e re , bu t w e ’re  h e re ,” h e  sa id  a s
th e  n e e d  fo r a  n e w  be n e fit be ga n
m a kin g h e a dlin e s  a cro ss  th e  co u n -
try a n d  th e  qu e s tio n  a ro se  a bo u t
h o w  a  be tte r GI Bill m igh t in flu e n ce
re cru itm e n t a n d  re te n tio n . “Ou r
fo cu s  is  o n  fixin g it. If yo u ’re  tryin g
to  a ttra ct pe o ple  to  jo in  th e  m ili-
ta ry, th e  GI Bill be n e fits  a re  ce rta in -
ly pa rt o f th e  pa cka ge . Yo u ’ve  go t
to  ra m p it up for a  w a rtim e m ilita ry.
If w e’re  going to  spend a n  extra  $100
billion  on  th is yea r’s w a r supple-
m en t, a  couple  of billion  dolla rs for a
m ea n ingful GI Bill should just be  pa rt
of the  cost of w a r.”

Se n a te  Ve te ra n s  Affa irs  Co m m itte e
Ch a irm a n  Da n ie l Aka ka , D-Ha w a ii,
pu ts  it th is  w a y: “Yo u  ca n ’t re ta in
pe o ple  yo u  h a ve n ’t re cru ite d .”

con tinu ed on  page 26

U.S. Navy Chief Personnel Specialist Patricia Aughtry talks to William Yaeger, an outreach assistant for Empire State College, at the first Education Fair for Precommissioning Unit
George H.W. Bush (CVN 77) Newport News, Va. The Education Fair brought together more than 20 schools to help inform PCU Bush Sailors of education opportunities available to
them through the Navy. (U.S. Navy photo by Mass Communication Specialist 1st Class Narina Reynoso).
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Re cru ite rs  h a ve  it h a rd  e n o u gh ,
We bb says. “About 8 percen t of their
ta rget age group has a  propensity to
serve in  the Arm y or Marine Corps
right now. So they’re  pounding the
heck out of (tha t popula tion ) w ith
en listm en t bonuses, e tc. The w orst
thing in  recruiting is not m aking your
goa l, because it’s a  ca reer-ender.”
Webb says expanding educa tion  ben-
efits m akes recruitm en t easier, and
because the new  GI Bill gives veter-
ans 15 yea rs to  cash in , he doesn’t
think reten tion  w ill be  ha rm ed.

In  an  April 29 le tter to  Sen . John
McCain , R-Ariz ., Secreta ry of Defense
Robert Ga tes w rote  tha t “serious
reten tion  issues could a rise  if the
benefit w ere expanded beyond the
level sufficien t to  offset average
m onthly costs for a  public four-yea r
institution .”

The Congressiona l Budget Office
ana lyzed Webb’s legisla tion  in  May
and concluded it w ould cost taxpay-
ers $51.8 billion  over the next 10
yea rs. It a lso noted tha t “ra ising the
educa tiona l benefits a s proposed in
S.22 w ould result in  a  16-percen t
increase in  recruits.” CBO a lso esti-
m a ted tha t DoD could offset re ten -
tion  losses by ra tcheting up selective
re-en listm en t bonuses to  $25,000.

Dr. Michael Gam bone, history profes-
sor a t Kutztow n  University, know s
som ething about how  w ell veterans
re-adjust. “I teach a  lot of those kids.
They com e back, and there’s som e
difficulty in  adjusting to  an  academ ic
environm ent.” He believes school is
one of the best w ays for veterans to
m ake the transition .

“When  soldiers leave the m ilita ry,
they can  disassem ble w eapons, and
they understand basic tactics, but
w ha t they lack a re  skills tha t w ill
m ake them  relevan t in  the job m ar-
ket,” he says. “(Higher educa tion )
gives them  the type of civilian  m is-
sion  they can  apply them selves to ,
and tha t’s very im portan t in  a llow ing
these people  to  re-a ssim ila te .”

Jerom e Kohlberg, a  World War II vet-
eran  and successful en trepreneur,

sta rted the Fund for Veterans
Educa tion  w ith $8 m illion  of his ow n
m oney. About 400 veterans have
received schola rships. As for the
reten tion  a rgum ent fron ted by DoD,
“w e don’t buy tha t,” says Matt Boulay,
director of the fund. “People  don’t
sepa ra te  from  service just to  go to
college. There a re  a  host of reasons
to sepa ra te . On  the other hand, m ost
people  sign  up in  order to  get their
college pa id for. Tha t’s w ha t DoD
sells in  their recruiting slogans.”

Honoring Service. Am erican
Legion  Na tiona l Com m ander Marty
Cona tser has a  suggestion  for critics
w ho think a  new  GI Bill is too expen-
sive. “Visit Walter Reed. War is
expensive. The bulk of tha t cost is
pa id for by the m en  and w om en  w ho
w ear the un iform . Benefits a re  just a
sm a ll, sm a ll cost of w ar.” He poin ts
out tha t back in  1944, even  som e vet-
erans groups thought the GI Bill
stood likely to  break the Treasury.
Instead, it crea ted a  w orld econom ic
superpow er. “The critics w ere w rong
then ,” Cona tser says. “And they a re
w rong now.”

Th e  w a r a ga in s t te rro r is  like ly to
co n tin u e  fo r so m e  tim e, if n o t
in de fin ite ly. Mo re  a n d  m o re  ve te r-
a n s  w ill be  co m in g h o m e, lo o kin g
fo r a  ch a n ce  a t th e  sa m e  kin d  o f
pro spe rity th e ir gra n dpa re n ts  h a d .
Th e y e xpe ct be n e fits , n o t pe n a ltie s .
Re p . Ha rry Mitch e ll, D-Ariz ., w h o
in tro du ce d  th e  co m pa n io n  b ill to
We bb’s  le gis la tio n  in  th e  Ho u se ,
sa ys  h e  ta lks  “to  ve te ra n s  co n tin u -
a lly w h o  a re  co m in g ba ck, w o rkin g
tw o  jo bs , tryin g to  go  to  sch o o l,
h a ve  ch ildre n . It’s  a  re a l bu rde n .”

Rep. Chet Edw ard, D-Texas, says a
new  GI Bill “is a  show  of respect, and
just a s w e focused la st yea r on
increasing funding for VA hea lth  ca re,
this is a  logica l follow -up.”

In  1968, Sen . Chuck Ha ge l, R-Neb.,
a n d h is  bro the r, Tom , se rved toge th -
e r in  Vie tn a m . They ca m e  ba ck
hom e a n d w en t to  schoo l a t the
Un ive rsity o f Nebra ska  a t Om a ha .
The ir GI Bill ben e fits  he lped, bu t
they s till w orked pa rt-tim e  jobs.

Ha ge l sa ys a  n ew  GI Bill is  “the
sm a rt a n d righ t th in g to  do  fo r ou r
n a tion  to  recogn ize  the  se rvice  o f
in dividua ls  w ho’ve  ea rn ed th is  ben -
e fit. Th is  is  n o t a  w e lfa re  progra m .”

In  Mettler’s m ind, there’s another
level to  the GI Bill a rgum ent: the
im plica tion  for dem ocracy, and the
im pact on  civic engagem ent. “So
here’s a  policy from  the past, w ith  a
trem endous record of prom oting
m ore active citizenship, for people  to
have a  grea ter voice in  self-gover-
nance, and to  pa rticipa te  in  organ iza -
tions tha t m ake com m unities hea lthy.
We ought to  be doing tha t for today.”

Frydl, w ho is w riting a  book about
the GI Bill, says w e should rem em ber
the m a in  legacy of the origina l GI Bill:
the  peaceful readjustm en t of veterans
in to society.

“Tha t w as a  rea l cha llenge,” Frydl
says. “And w e have no reason  to
think it’s less of a  cha llenge today.
Servicem em bers, and com m unities
them selves, often  encoun ter very
serious problem s. We a ll rea lly stand
to suffer if veterans a re  not given  a
peaceable  pa th back to  civilian  life .”

Says Hagel: “Most people  don’t stop
to recogn ize tha t w e’re  a sking about
1 percen t of the Am erican  people  to
bea r a ll the  burden , m ake a ll the  sac-
rifices, do a ll the  fighting, do a ll of the
dying, in  defense of this coun try.

“We w ill break dow n tha t system  if
w e don’t do som ething, and I think
educa tiona l benefits a re  one of those
things tha t can  help us. At a  tim e
w hen  w e’re  a t a  crisis poin t in  our
m ilita ry, these young m en  and
w om en , and their fam ilies, need to
be reassured tha t som ething’s going
to be there  for them  la ter.”

con tinu ed from  page 23

Philip M. Callaghan is 
managing editor of The 

American Legion Magazine.

This article was reprinted
with permission from The

American Legion Magazine. 

www.legion.org


