Setting Goals
There is a multitude of choices when it comes to post-secondary institutions. Not every institution is
going to meet the needs of every person seeking higher education. Thatʼs why itʼs important to know
the many options available to you, the types of programs and services youʼre looking for, what your
education path will be and what type of institutions will best meet your needs.

Careers
The career path you envision for yourself is an important first step in making the most of your GI Bill
benefits. Knowing what you want to do professionally will help determine which institution and
degree program is the right fit for you.

Find out what kind of career best fits you
Identify the skills you currently have and have utilized in the military. Do you want to stay in the same
career field? If so, the Army and Navy Credentialing Opportunities Online websites can help you learn
what additional education you might need.
What do you like to do? Take some interest inventories to identify potential occupations, sort them by
education level, examine degrees that fit those occupations, and see projected job earnings,
salaries, outlooks for those positions etc., visit http://dantes.kuder.com or http://www.onetonline.org/
crosswalk/MOC/.
Learn about the qualifications and education needed for careers that interest you. Are you willing to
do the necessary work to fulfill the requirements for a BA, MA, PhD or certificate?
Where do you want to live? Are the jobs youʼre interested in attainable in the area where youʼd like to
live?
Contact people who work in fields that you are interested. Discuss possible careers with them.
Meet with an academic counselor. Discuss career paths that take advantage of your background and
interests.

Find out more information about career choices
A good resource to help you learn more about the education or training needed for various
professions along with their earnings and job placement potential is the U.S. Department of Laborʼs
site, My Next Move. You can learn about projected job openings for a certain career in your area, as
well as average wages paid. Youʼll also be able to learn what education programs you should
consider to succeed in your chosen career.

Choose an education program
With a career path in mind, itʼs time to choose an appropriate education program. College Board
allows you to look for institutions that offer the types of degrees youʼll need to accomplish your goals
in the locations where youʼre looking to attend school. Sites such as this will help you narrow your
college search to those programs best fit your area of study.
When talking with schools about your military transcripts, itʼs important to communicate the type of
degree or education youʼre interested in pursuing, in order for them to most accurately review them.

Use the College Navigator to find a school that meets your needs.
You can use the U.S. Department of Educationʼs search tool to find information about schools in
all of these categories.

Adult-Oriented Degree Programs
There are many types of degree programs that are oriented toward adults. The information below
comes from The College Boardʼs Pocket Guide to College Credits and Degrees.

Degree Completion Programs
Traditional college programs typically offer courses to students who participate in a full-time day
program, with classes that meet two or three times a week. Many of those same institutions are
now offering alternative degree completion programs such as following:
Accelerated Degrees: These most often will be year-round programs with courses that meet
once or twice a week or on weekends. These programs enable students to complete their degree
requirements in a shorter period of time. Courses that meet twice a week often last for only six to
eight weeks, which means they are much more focused than non-accelerated programs.
External Degrees: These programs require little or no on-campus class attendance. Some
colleges with external degree programs require that you complete about a quarter of the degree
using some video-based, Internet, e-mail, independent study or correspondence courses that
typically donʼt require class attendance. Some colleges even allow students to earn credits
entirely through such flexible options as:

Weekend College
Some colleges offer regular courses that allow learners to participate in an intensive weekend
format. Students attend classes in a variety of locations on Saturdays and/or Sundays, and leave
with reading, research and writing assignments to complete. This format is particularly good for
those who canʼt attend courses during the week.

Distance Learning
Distance learning (also referred to as distance education, distance study, independent study,
distributed education, external education, home study, online learning and Internet-based or
corresponden —ce education) takes a wide variety of formats and makes use of different media,
from print to DVDs to web-based media. You can earn credits or a degree through distancelearning courses offered by nationally or regionally accredited institutions.
Are distance-learning courses for you? You should be able to answer “yes” to these questions
before launching into a distance-learning program:
- Can you work effectively on your own?
- Do you have the computer equipment required to complete the courses at a distance?
- Are you conformable learning without meeting the faculty member face-to-face?
- Would you be comfortable interacting with faculty and students online?
- Can you continue to stay on track with your learning without scheduled class meetings?
- Is distance learning the only way for you to continue your education, given your work, family
and community commitments?
If you answered “yes” to all of these questions, then distance learning may be for you. Several
websites offer you the opportunity to learn more about college courses or degrees that you can
complete at a distance:
ClassesUSA
U.S. Distance Learning Association
The Online Degree
Petersonʼs

Considering Cost
Federal Student Aid
Whether or not you plan on using the GI Bill, itʼs important to apply for federal aid. Federal aid can
include grants, loans and/or work study programs on top of what you might receive from the VA. It
only takes a short amount of time to fill out an application and itʼs a good idea to have it in case you
are not eligible for 100% of the GI Bill or if the GI Bill doesnʼt fully cover the cost of a more expensive
tuition. Even if you havenʼt narrowed down your school choice by the application deadline, your
institution will be able to process your aid when the time comes, if you choose to use it. Application
deadlines are unique for each state, so make sure you submit yours in a timely manner.

VA Benefits
While youʼre in the process of researching and applying to institutions, begin gathering information
on what VA benefits youʼre eligible for and submit an application. There are a multitude of resources
on the VA website that will help you identify which benefits you may be eligible for and the ones that
best fit your post-secondary goals.
Youʼll receive a copy of your eligibility letter after the VA has processed your application. Keep of a
copy of it to show the institutions to which youʼve applied. As you start the application process,
make sure to document all conversations including name of the person you speak with, their phone
number, the date(s) of the conversation(s), time, etc.
If youʼre having a difficult time navigating this system, the certifying official at the school youʼre
interested in attending is a good place to start. Theyʼve helped many students through this process
and have expertise you can use.
Also, when budgeting for school using the GI Bill, remember the benefits only come while school is in
session. For example, if thereʼs a month break between the fall and spring semesters, you wonʼt
receive GI Bill money during that time, including the housing allowance, and will need to plan
accordingly.

Yellow Ribbon Program
Going to an expensive school or program? The Yellow Ribbon Program is a provision designed to
cover the costs of an education that exceeds the cost of an in-state, undergraduate, public
education. When schools enter the Yellow Ribbon Program, they agree to pay up to 50 percent of the
remaining cost above an in-state, undergraduate, public education. The VA will then match the
percent that the school contributes.
For example, if the tuition cap in the state is $10,000, but the private school you want to attend costs
$15,000, the school agrees to contribute 50 percent of the remaining cost - $2,500. The VA will then
match the $2,500 for a total of $5,000. Therefore, the entire sum of $15,000 will be covered.
You should be aware that schools must resign their Yellow Ribbon Program agreements annually and
are not obligated to participate beyond this. In order to qualify for the Yellow Ribbon Program, you
must no longer be active duty, and be eligible for the 100% tier of the benefit: 36 months of active
duty or 30 consecutive days and a discharge because of a service-connected disability.
Check here to see if your school or program is a Yellow Ribbon Program participant.

Still have questions?
Itʼs best to speak directly with the VA. You can email a benefits counselor by clicking here and
clicking on the “ask a question” tab. The more information the counselor has, the better they can
inform you. Be sure to keep records of communication, and get the name and title of the individual
who helps you, in case you have more questions later on.
You can also call the GI Bill hotline at 1-888-442-4551. Be sure to get the name and title of the
individual you speak with, and keep a written record of the conversation.

Disability Education Benefits
If youʼve been injured and have received a disability rating, you may be eligible for additional
educational benefits. For more information on Vocational Rehabilitation please visit: http://
www.vba.va.gov/bln/vre/index.htm.

VA Work-Study
As a full-time or three-quarter-time student, you have the opportunity to earn some extra money
while in school. For more information on VA work-study, please visit: http://www.gibill.va.gov/
resources/education_resources/programs/work_study_program.html

Applying
Applying to schools can take some time and effort. As you start the process, itʼs important to stay
organized, focused and not get discouraged. Remember: the process will pay off.

Gather Information
The college application process can feel overwhelming. Instead of waiting until the last minute to
gather information, start early. Most schools will require similar information.

Hereʼs a checklist of documents youʼll need:
1. Transcripts
Every school you apply to will require official transcripts from any schools you have attended. If
transcripts are sent directly to you, do not to open them. Opening them immediately makes them
unofficial and you will need to order another set.
High school transcripts/GED: For high school transcripts, contact the school you attended. If you
took the GED, you can request a transcript here.
Transcripts from any schools you attended outside of high school: Even if you did not complete the
courses, had bad grades, etc., schools will need all official transcripts from any institute you
attended.
Military transcripts: While transferability of recommended military credit is up to the discretion of the
institution, many schools will accept some of that credit and apply it toward required credits, helping
you complete your degree in a faster timeframe. Prior to choosing a school, talk to them about their
policy regarding acceptance of military credit. Click here to request a transcript.

2. Letters of recommendation
Sometimes itʼs difficult to think of people who can write you a letter of recommendation, but here are
some ideas:
A teacher from high school
Commanding officers and NCOs
Other fellow service members
Any individual you worked with in a professional manner

3. Test scores
If you have previously taken tests such as the ACT or SAT, order them and have them sent directly to
the schools you are planning on applying to.
SAT: Click here request SAT scores.
ACT: Click here request ACT scores.

4. Resume
Translating military experience into a civilian resume may be difficult. Here are some tools to help:
The American Council on Education has worked to translate some of the MOs and occupations they
have reviewed into applicable civilian language for resumes:
http://www.acenet.edu/news-room/Pages/Military-Guide-Online.aspx
http://www.gijobs.com/military-experience-to-civilian-terms.aspx
http://www.gijobs.com/10-easy-ways-to-civilianize-your-resume.aspx
Military.com has an interactive database that will help translate the skills you developed in the armed
forces into the civilian job sector.

5. Copies of DD214 and GI Bill acceptance letter
Click here to request a copy of your DD214.
CLick here to apply for and get your GI Bill acceptance letter.

6. Application essay
Even if a school says it doesnʼt require an essay, submit one. Most reputable institutions will require
one, so they can get to know you a little better and see your writing skills.
An essay should be approximately 1-1 ½ pages long. Start with something you know. Talk about life
in the service. Answer questions such as: Why did you originally choose not to go to school? Why do
you want to go now? What types of life experiences led to the decision to pursue higher education?
What did you learn in the military and how will that help you in your academic pursuit? Make sure to
use proper grammar, be concise, write about something that makes you stand out, be “likeable”, etc.
Have someone edit your essay prior to submitting it.
For more tips, visit: http://www.usnews.com/education/blogs/professors-guide/2010/09/15/10-tipsfor-writing-the-college-application-essay

Create a Record
If you have never gone to college, start taking some courses now. Doing so will begin building a
history that demonstrates your academic ability. Itʼll also help you ease your way back into school.
Here are some ideas on how to build an academic record:
Community college: Take some courses at a local community college. Attending a community
college is a cost-effective way of allowing you to complete some general education and elective
requirements as you build your academic record. It also allows you to demonstrate your ability to
successfully complete college courses, and explore your long-term goals.
Online courses: Look to see if the school youʼre interested in attending offers online courses. If not,
look at other institutions that provide this form of service.
Apply as a student-at-large: Applying as a student-at-large or non-degree-seeking student allows
you to take a few general education and/or elective courses you may be interested in without going
through the entire application process. Such applications have fewer steps and requirements, and
allow you to build your academic experience as you explore your long-term goals.
Transferability of courses: Prior to registering for classes, contact the school youʼd like to attend to
make sure the courses youʼre interested in taking are transferable to your institution of choice and
will meet the requirements for completing a degree.
Demonstrate academic capability: Work hard to maintain a solid GPA. The higher the GPA, the more
likely youʼll be accepted into the school of your choice.

AccuPlacers
Many schools require competency assessments to place you in the proper level courses. Even if you
did well in math or English in the past, prepare for these assessments in order to avoid taking nondegree applicable courses. A good place to start in preparing for these tests is to look at the sample
questions on the College Board site.
Once you have a good idea of what types of questions are asked, start studying. Look online for
study guides such as Khan Academy, get connected with Veterans Upward Bound programs or hire a
tutor. Taking competency assessments can be less expensive and less time-consuming than taking
courses that do not fulfill degree requirements. Time spent studying and practicing will ultimately
save you time and money.

Look at Alternative Ways to Earn Credit
On top of working to establish a strong GPA, look to see what other type of credit you may already
have earned. Many colleges offer degree programs that allow students to earn college credit in a
variety of ways outside the traditional classroom. Veterans are often pleasantly surprised by the
many ways they may be earning college credits and by the number of credits they may already have
earned. Additionally, there are many other alternatives available to earn new credits, including the
following:
Credit earned at colleges and universities: If you attended a college or university in the past, see
what credits you might be able to transfer to your new degree program.
Credit earned by examination: You may have the opportunity to earn college credit for what youʼve
learned on your own through a number of examination options, the most widely accepted of which
are the College-Level Examination Program, the Excelsior College Examination Program and the
DANTES Subject Standardized Tests.
Credit earned for learning in the military: Active duty service members, reservists and veterans of the
Army, Navy, and Marine Corps are strongly encouraged to have the American Council on Educationʼs
Military Evaluations Program evaluate their military transcripts for academic credit. More than 2,300
accredited colleges and universities have policies in place to award academic credit for military
training experiences.
Credit earned at servicemembers opportunity colleges: Taking courses at SOC institutions while in
the military can help minimize loss of credit and avoid duplication of coursework.
Credit earned for workplace learning: Today, thousands of training courses offered by business and
industry carry possible college transfer credit. Check with the College Credit Recommendation
Service to see what counts.

Develop Relationships
As youʼre learning about schools, start to develop relationships with key contacts at institutions. This
includes people such as admissions counselors, veteran coordinators and school certifying officials.
Developing relationships with these individuals will personalize the process and help you stand out
among other applicants. They can be your biggest advocate during the application and acceptance
process, as well as throughout the duration of your academic career.
Try to schedule a site visit and request an informational interview and campus tour. If a site visit is
not an option, still set up an informational interview via telephone. Prior to your meeting, make a list
of appropriate questions to help you learn more about the school. For example:
- What are the major fields-politics, social justice, economy, environment, etc.-that students focus
on in this school?
- What is the schoolʼs retention rate? This is the percentage of entering first-year undergraduate
students who continue their studies the following year.
- What is the schoolʼs graduation rate? This is the percentage of first year full-time undergraduate
students who complete their program in at least 150 percent of the length of the program. For
example, for a one-year certificate program, the graduation rate measures the percentage of
students who completed the program within 18 months.
- What kind of job placement services does the school offer students and graduates?
- How many students get jobs because of the training they received?
- What other types of services does the school offer student veterans? The Toolkit for Veteran
Friendly Institutions has examples of the various types of support services available for student
veterans.
After speaking with someone, get their name and email address. Send a quick thank you note for the
time they took to help you.

