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THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 2, 2023

U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON EcoNoOMIC OPPORTUNITY,
COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS,
Washington, D.C.

The subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 2:04 p.m., in room
360, Cannon House Office Building, Hon. Derrick Van Orden
(chairman of the subcommittee) presiding.

Present: Representatives Van Orden, Mace, Franklin, Ciscomani,
Crane, Levin, Mrvan, McGarvey, and Ramirez.

Also present: Representatives Edwards, James, Moylan,
Budzinski, Kiggans, and Nunn.

OPENING STATEMENT OF DERRICK VAN ORDEN, CHAIRMAN

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Good afternoon. The subcommittee will come to
order. I welcome the witnesses and subcommittee members, as well
as a few distinguished members that have asked to participate in
this legislative hearing today. They will be here at their conven-
ience.

As I have often in the subcommittee, we operate in a nonpartisan
way and I am very proud of my Republican and Democrat col-
leagues for continuing to do so.

We have 13 important legislative proposals to consider here
today, and not all the proposals will move forward in this process,
unfortunately. The purpose of this hearing is to hear from folks
with expertise on assisting veterans about the benefits and short-
comings the various pieces of legislation. Without thorough agency
and stakeholder insight the subcommittee would be unable to move
several important pieces of legislation so far this Congress. I look
forward to hearing from our witnesses today on their thoughts on
the bills that have been noticed.

A number of these proposals seek to improve the education expe-
rience for America’s veterans and make it easier for veterans to re-
ceive accurate information about their options for using the GI Bill
benefits and ensure that they get the best bang for their buck with
the GI Bill. As a veteran who served for this Nation for over 26
years, I know how important the GI Bill is for opening doors for
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transitioning service members to become productive members of so-
ciety following their service.

I specifically want to highlight my friend and colleague, Mr.
Ciscomani’s proposal, the Expanding Access For Online Veteran
Students Act. For years, the subcommittee has heard from many
student veterans about how the online monthly housing allowance
(MHA) is too low and it puts many student veterans who need to
take online classes during the summer because they have a family,
a job, or not near the college, at a disadvantage and struggling to
make ends meet. Mr. Ciscomani’s proposal would address these
concerns head on for student veterans who take summer courses.
It would also allow students attending universities in person in the
fall and spring to not have to worry about putting food on the table
during the summer. With skyrocketing inflation and the cost of liv-
ing higher than ever, this bill will help fix and ensure student vet-
erans have access to the resources they need, and I am happy to
be one of an original co-sponsors on this legislation.

We will also consider bills to improve suicide prevention and out-
reach services and advance the home loan program.

We will also consider H.R. 5913. My bill will eliminate bureau-
cratic red tape and help the lack of accountability that veterans are
met with when seeking employment assistance. While this bill
would move Department of Labor-Veterans Employment and
Training Services (DOL VETS) to a VA, it would not lead to em-
ployees being fired or the unions lacking representation. Instead,
this proposal will allow for better accountability and oversight be-
tween Congress and DOL Vets and ensure the agency is here to
serve its veterans first and put everything else aside.

Finally, we will hear from stakeholders at the VA about the idea
of a fourth administration. Over the last few years, we have seen
Veterans Benefits Administration’s (VBA’s) number of employees
dramatically increase, however, the subcommittee still hears sig-
nificant concerns about the quality service delivered to veterans
from the VBA. To that end, I am going to be asking the VA to pro-
vide the subcommittee with a detailed breakdown of employees at
Veterans Benefits Administration assigned to address the employ-
ment and education needs to our veterans. I think it is very impor-
tant that the committee understand how these resources are
prioritized. Essentially, I just need a list of troop to task—just in
military parlance.

I do have grave reservations about several—excuse me—I have
reservations about several of their proposals on the agenda today
and the witness testimony in question. Members of the sub-
committee will ask today—will hopefully address some of these
issues so members can make informed decisions about these bills.

We look forward to hearing from the members who have intro-
duced these proposals, as well as our witnesses on how we can con-
tinue to improve these bills and create a more economic create
more economic opportunities for veterans.

I will now yield to my ranking member for 5 minutes for his
opening remarks.
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OPENING STATEMENT OF MIKE LEVIN, RANKING MEMBER

Mr. LEVIN. Thanks so much, Chairman Van Orden, for holding
this hearing. Important hearing, 13 pieces of legislation in Con-
gress, including this committee. We have got some lost time last
few weeks. We are making up for it, and I am absolutely thrilled
about that. We have got some really important bills here that we
need to get to the floor.

One in particular, H.R. 3848, the Home Act, which will mean
thousands of veterans once again being able to travel to medical
appointments and be able to receive assistance from VA as winter
approaches. Similarly, eager to advance many of the bills before
the subcommittee this afternoon, including my legislation, the Vet-
erans Assistance for Loan Origination Relief, or VALOR Act, pretty
good acronym, to make home ownership more accessible for
transitioning service members with disabilities.

Under current policies, veterans who receive a disability rating
after closing on their home may be refunded the VA Home Loan
Funding Fee. However, transitioning service members with a pend-
ing pre-discharge claim at the time of closing are not eligible for
a refund if they later receive a rating. The VALOR Act would make
these individuals eligible for a refund, eliminating this disparity. In
doing so, it will support disabled service members transitioning out
ff the military and setting a strong foundation for their civilian
ives.

Also on the agenda is Representative Budzinski’s H.R. 5785. This
legislation would open up the Edith Nourse Rogers STEM Scholar-
ship Program to more veterans pursuing further education in
science, technology, engineering, and math. This program has had
exceptionally low participation due to overly restrictive guidelines
limiting student veterans opportunities.

I want to thank the chairman for also including H.R. 3738 in to-
day’s hearing, which I introduced with Representative Wenstrup to
establish a fourth administration within VA to focus on veteran
housing, education, and other benefits. Brad and I have been work-
ing on this for quite a while. This bill would more closely align VA
with how our committee delineates veterans policy issues and ele-
vate economic programs at the undersecretary level, bolstering
oversight of these benefits so they can be delivered more effectively.

I do want to raise some concerns regarding the legislation to
move DOL Vets programs to VA. The Department of Labor is our
government’s best place for finding employment resources and has
been effective in running the programs within its Veterans Employ-
ment and Training Service. Some will remember that when this
committee advocated for moving the responsibility for service mem-
ber transition from Department of Defense (DoD) to VA, we high-
lighted that DoD did not share the mission or goals of these pro-
grams, and that is simply not true for employment and DOL Vets.

Finally, I want to address a proposal to provide full monthly
housing allowance for online learning for student veterans. We
have got to continue making progress when it comes to providing
veterans with access to education, and COVID showed the value in
online learning opportunities. Research has shown clearly that you
cannot fully replicate the experience of in person learning with on-
line learning. That is true for veterans, it is true for everybody. I
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have two young kids at home, so I can attest to this one. I hope
that as we discuss the Expanding Access for Online Veteran Stu-
dents Act, we look at how we can improve learning opportunities,
not drive more students to lower performing programs.

I look forward to our work today and moving forward to advance
the strongest proposals to full committee as quickly as possible. My
thanks again to our chairman for holding today’s hearing, and I
yield back.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Ranking Member Levin.

In accordance with committee rules, I ask unanimous consent
that Representative Edwards from North Carolina be permitted to
participate in today’s subcommittee hearing.

Without objection.

I will now introduce the witness panel.

Our first witness is Mr. Joseph Garcia, the Executive Director of
Education Services at the Department of Veterans Affairs. Mr.
Garcia is accompanied by Nick Pamperin, executive director of Vet-
erans Readiness and Employment (VR&E) Services, and Mr. James
Ruhlman, the deputy director of Education Services. Our second
witness is Ms. Margarita Devlin, deputy assistant secretary for op-
erations and management for Veterans Employment and Training
Services at the Department of Labor.

I will now swear in the witnesses.

[Witnesses sworn]

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Let the record reflect the witnesses have an-
swered in the affirmative.

I ask the witnesses and members today to respect the 5 minute
rule. I am just going to say this, you guys know the deal, you have
been here long enough that everybody stops at 5 minutes. Thank
you for that.

Mr. Garcia, you are now recognized for 5 minutes to deliver your
testimony from the Department of Veterans Affairs.

STATEMENT OF JOSEPH GARCIA

Mr. GARciA. Good afternoon. Chairman Van Orden, Ranking
Member Levin, members of subcommittee, thank you for the oppor-
tunity to discuss pending legislation that would affect VA’s pro-
grams and services.

With me is Mr. Nick Pamperin, executive director, Veteran Read-
iness and Employment Service, and Mr. James Ruhlman, deputy
director, Education Service.

Mr. Chairman, with 12 bills on the agenda, I will highlight sev-
eral in my oral statement as we have provided detailed comments
in the full testimony to include areas of support and concern.

VA would support, if amended, section 2 of the Improving Service
Member Transition to Reduced Veteran Suicide Act. Currently, VA
Solid Start, or VAST, employees conduct personalized conversa-
tions tailored to the unique needs of recent separated service mem-
bers to increase awareness and use of VA benefits and services. VA
has concerns that the bill may restrict the intent of the VAST pro-
gram. VA would support, if amended, the draft bill that waives the
loan fee for a veteran obtaining a VA guaranteed loan based on the
date of the veteran’s pre-discharge medical examination rather
than on the date of a rating or memorandum rating for disability
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compensation. This would establish an earlier point for a veteran
to be treated as receiving VA compensation for home loan purposes.
VA supports, but is concerned that it could result in a complex
back end refund process that would be confusing for veterans, serv-
ice members, lenders, and VA employees, and that the bill could
lead to an unsustainable financial position.

VA does not support H.R. 3738 that would establish a new Vet-
erans Economic Opportunity and Transition Administration. VA
appreciates Congress’ focus on improving services and resources of-
fered by these programs, however, the current VBA structure re-
flects the undersecretary for benefits overall responsibility that
does include programs related to economic opportunity and transi-
tion, as well as compensation, pension, survivors benefits, and in-
surance. The VBA portfolio forms a suite of resources that veterans
can rely on.

VA supports the Veteran Improvement Commercial Driver Li-
cense Act. VA believes approval of a course offered at a branch
with less than a 2 year operation period under certain conditions
would provide more training opportunities for veterans, boost em-
ployment in this occupational area, and still maintain state ap-
proved agency authority and oversight.

VA supports the Deliver for Veterans Act. This is a veteran-cen-
tric bill that potentially increases the automobile or other convey-
ance allowance for veterans. Amending the law to include the ship-
ping costs would remove a cost burden to any veteran utilizing this
benefit.

Finally, VA would also support, if amended, to establish an
amount payable for the monthly housing allowance under the post
9/11 GI Bill for certain distance learners enrolled during the sum-
mer.

Mr. Chairman, as always, VA is open to collaboration with you
and the committee to ensure we are providing world class benefits
that our veterans have earned and deserve. My colleagues and I
would be glad to answer any questions you or member of the sub-
committee may have.

[THE PREPARED STATEMENT OF JOSEPH GARCIA APPEARS IN THE APPENDIX |

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Mr. Garcia. The written statement
of Mr. Garcia will be entered into the hearing record.

Ms. Devlin, you are now recognized for 5 minutes to deliver your
testimony.

STATEMENT OF MARGARITA DEVLIN

Ms. DEvLIN. Thank you, Chairman Van Orden and Ranking
Member Levin and distinguished members of the subcommittee.
Thank you for the opportunity to testify at today’s hearing.

The mission of the Department of Labor Veterans Employment
and Training Service is to prepare America’s veterans, service
members, and military spouses for meaningful careers, provide
them with employment opportunities and resources, promote their
employment rights, and protect their employment rights. Today,
the subcommittee is considering the Consolidating Veterans Em-
ployment Services for Improved Performance Act of 2023, a bill
that would transfer VETS from Department of Labor to the De-
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partment of Veterans Affairs and likewise transfer the administra-

tion of the Jobs for Veterans State Grant, the Homeless Veteran

Reintegration Program, the employment related portion of the

Transition Assistance (TAP) Program, the DOL’s Uniform Services

Employment Reemployment Rights Act enforcement responsibil-

]i;ciﬁs, and other related responsibilities. DOL strongly opposes this
ill.

DOL is the lead Federal department for employment, training,
and worker protection programs with extensive resources and insti-
tutional expertise in those services which cannot be replicated else-
where. VETS is closely integrated with and depends on DOL staff
and systems across the department to function. This includes
VETS staff that are an integrated part of the public workforce sys-
tem, which is administered by Department of Labor’s Employment
and Training Administration and includes nearly 2,300 American
Job Centers across the country. These one-stop locations offer a
broad range of career wraparound services to the public, such as
job training programs, unemployment insurance, childcare assist-
ance, and many other types of services with priority of services for
veterans.

DOL is also one of the largest and most experienced grant mak-
ing departments within the Federal Government, and our grant of-
ficers are a part of the Employment and Training Administration’s
Office of Grants and Management. Our highly specialized Uni-
formed Services Employment and Reemployment Rights Act
(USERRA) compliance staff similarly work hand in hand with the
Solicitor’s Office.

VETS depends on and closely collaborates with many other de-
partmental labor agencies and cannot properly function without all
the staff, resources, IT, and data systems, and other support pro-
vided by and situated throughout the department, which cannot be
replicated at VA. If VETS is moved to the VA, then veterans will
lose a significant voice within the public workforce system as there
would be no longer an agency within the Department of Labor that
prioritizes and has the expertise needed to speak on behalf of this
military community.

DOL VETS has also been highly successful in accomplishing our
mission with positive performance outcomes for our programs. My
written testimony details our successes at great length, but in
total, across our programs, DOL Vets successfully serves over
440,000 veterans, service members, and military spouses each year.
The data shows that all DOL Vets employment and compliance
programs are providing historically high performance outcomes.
These outcomes are a direct result of the knowledge and hard work
of DOL employees and of the processes and relationships that we
have built within the department. There is no evidence that mov-
ing VETS to the VA would improve efficiency or effectiveness of our
programs. On the contrary, it would be incredibly disruptive to our
programs and the people we serve. The focus and time of DOL
leaders and staff and the resources of our agency would imme-
diately shift away from our successful institution and toward the
task of implementing this costly transition to the VA.

I know that we share a passion and commitment for serving vet-
erans and military families. Regardless of the eventual outcome of
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this legislation being considered, I want every member to know
that I will continue to work with you and your staff, as always, and
stakeholders to improve and continue to improve our programs.

Thank you for this opportunity to testify today, and I will hap-
pily answer any questions that you have.

[THE PREPARED STATEMENT OF MARGARITA DEVLIN APPEARS IN THE APPENDIX]

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Ms. Devlin. The written statement
of Ms. Devlin will be entered into the hearing record.

We are now going to proceed to questioning and I now recognize
myself for 5 minutes.

Mr. Garcia, by the way, you guys know the deal, I read all your
written testimony. It is great. Even though I am talking to Kate
here, it is about some details, but I have read it all and it is very
thorough, and I appreciate the fact that you put a significant
amount of work into that. Mr. Garcia, your VA testimony states
that the VBA’s portfolio is thriving. Could you briefly go into a lit-
tle bit more detail specifically centered around the word thriving?

Mr. GARCIA. Sir, we are very proud of what we do at VBA, and
some of the numbers that we have seen Fiscal Year 2023 are
record breaking. I cannot speak for all the business lines, but I do
believe in Education Service though we may have a disagreement
on certain things, but the GI Bill to me is working for our veterans
and for our school certifying officials (SCO). We just passed the 3
millionth enrollment in Enrollment Manager. I can get into more
details, but I do believe the record shows that VBA is thriving.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Sir, the last time that you came here and testi-
fied on behalf of the VA, we were discussing this, the issues with
the subcommittee, and I just—I cannot agree with the word thriv-
ing.

For instance, on August 17, a ranking member and I, as well as
the Subcommittee on Technology and Modernization, sent a letter
regarding our concepts of the Digital GI program. This letter had
a deadline for September 15—which was the anniversary of the in-
vasion of Inchon, in case you are in history buff—yet, we did not
get a response until nearly a month after that on October 10.
Maybe we have different definitions of the word thriving, Mr. Gar-
cia.

If we ask you for a product and we give a deadline and it takes
more than or just under a month to get that back over the dead-
line, I do not think that you guys are operating in an efficient man-
ner and that has shown a cascading effect throughout several of
these programs. I mean could you agree that that is a truthful
statement.

Mr. GARCIA. For that one time situation, I would agree, sir, but
I do not think that conveys the entire year that we have had in
Fiscal Year 2023, for example. Earlier I did accept responsibility
for that one situation.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. All right. Creating a fourth admin, essentially,
in the VBA to handle economic opportunity issues would create ac-
countability to make sure it does not happen again.

I have some concerns about the government bureaucracy. I actu-
ally have a lot of concerns about government bureaucracy, but it
is clear that there is something with the education program that
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might benefit from more attention at a higher level of the VA. One
area that might benefit from a higher level of attention is the en-
rollment manager. VA has touted its huge success, however, the
subcommittee has heard that over 50 percent of school certifying
officials have problems with the system and our staff has witnessed
these problems firsthand. That is a significant amount, Mr. Garcia.
I just want you to understand that we have a different under-
standing of thriving, again, and I think success and a 50 percent
failure rate is certainly not successful, and that being able to have
a different group that solely focuses on this at a higher level would
be beneficial. I understand that you oppose that. Could you tell me
briefly why?

Mr. GARCIA. Sir, you mentioned enrollment manager. Again, I
have a different perspective. We actually asked for a survey
through our NAPA partner—I think you asked for it. The 21 top
concerns with enrollment manager, the top 10 I briefed this a few
weeks ago at a conference. The top ten concerns with enrollment
manager, nine out of the ten were already addressed with releases
going back to May. Maybe there is a communication gap. Nine out
of the ten issues that were raised were addressed. And the number
one issue is also being addressed for a December release. I would
have a different perspective when it comes to enrollment manager.
I hear more positive news than maybe you hear. Mr. Ruhlman and
I have visited SCOs at different conferences, probably over a thou-
sand SCOs. I get a different perspective, sir.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Very well. Thank you, Mr. Garcia.

Ms. Devlin, can you tell me the funding level of the Homeless
Veterans Reintegration Program and how these funds are being
distributed? Have any of these funds been redirected from this pro-
gram without our knowledge?

Ms. DEVLIN. Thank you for the question.

The budget for Fiscal Year 2023 for the Homeless Veterans’ Re-
integration Program (HVRP) was $65.5 million, and that includes
payments for obligating grants to HVRP grantees, it includes tech-
nical assistance, it includes stand downs, it includes information
technology infrastructure for the program. Without your knowl-
edge, you know, sir, we did transfer funds, but we did notify the
appropriate committee per requirements.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you very much.

My time has expired.

I now recognize Ranking Member Levin for 5 minutes.

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. Garcia, in your testimony you estimate that the Expanding
Access for Online Veteran Students Act, that is my friend, Mr.
Ciscomani’s bill, would cost $3.5 billion dollars over 10 years. Does
that estimate include behavior changes from GI Bill students? Can
you explain what changes you would expect if Mr. Ciscomani’s bill
became law?

Mr. GARCIA. Sir, so the bill, the way it is presented is for sum-
mer programs, right? We do have concerns what does that mean,
because in our language, we have summer term summer session.
We need some clarity on how summer programs are defined, be-
cause, as you know, we have the traditional schools that have the
spring, summer, and then the fall, what about schools that, for ex-
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ample, have 8 week terms, or rolling enrollment? I have seen that
as well. We need more clarity on exactly how that would work in
terms of summer programs, for example.

Mr. LEVIN. Do you think the bill might incentivize students to
take online classes instead of in person classes?

Mr. GARCIA. If you look at the top 20 schools, for example, a lot
of them already are online, Purdue, et cetera. I think those pro-
grams are already popular for various reasons. Adult learners tend
to want to take online programs, so they are already popular.
About 37 percent of those receiving monthly housing allowance, for
example, are receiving the online rate. That is a pretty high per-
centage already receiving the online MHA rate.

Mr. LEVIN. Got it. I think the University of Arizona in his dis-
trict, I think, is one of those looking to take over. It is also my
wife’s alma mater. He is not here to defend the U of A.

I will turn to Ms. Devlin. In your testimony on the bill to trans-
fer DOL VETS programs to VA, you point to a likely disruption in
relationships with employers, workforce development agencies, and
schools. Can you elaborate a bit on why that is the case and how
that will impact veterans?

Ms. DEVLIN. Yes, thank you for the question.

Department of Labor VETS funds staff that are integrated into
the American workforce system. As such, we are connected to all
of the supportive resources that an individual might need, and this
includes veterans who would otherwise not be eligible for VA serv-
ices. Because of our eligibility categories being different, any vet-
eran who walks in our door, regardless of their character of service,
regardless of how long they served, will be eligible for assistance
at an American Job Center. If they have significant barriers to em-
ployment, they are also eligible for the intensive case management
services.

We are also integrated across the Department. For example,
when we are investigating a USERRA complaint where a Guard or
Reservist has had employment issues with his or her employer, we
have the Solicitor’s Office, which has specific expertise in the law
around protection for employer rights. That is not something that
exists in VA right now. When you think about all of those things,
our connectivity to employers and schools and everything is associ-
ated with all of those factors, and those connective tissues.

Mr. LEVIN. Appreciate that very much.

You also noted that the American Job Centers conduct Supple-
mental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) eligibility determina-
tions.

Ms. DEVLIN. Yes.

Mr. LEVIN. It is something I was not aware of. I am curious, how
long have they been doing this? Then do you have any data on how
many screenings take place every year or how many individuals re-
ceive nutrition assistance as a result?

Ms. DEVLIN. I do not have those numbers here with me, and I
would have to come back to you with how long it is been. I can tell
you I started as a rehabilitation counselor in 1995, back when I
worked for the VA, and I remember sending veterans to the DOL
American Job Center to work with their Disabled Veterans’ Out-
reach Program (DVOP) to get such supportive services.
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Mr. LEVIN. I think it would be great if you take that back and
we get those numbers. I think that would be helpful for us to un-
derstand the scope of that work.

Mr. Garcia, I will turn back to you on the same bill regarding
DOL VETS. The testimony from DOL notes that USERRA compli-
ance staff works closely with DOL’s Office of the Solicitor, which
has extensive expertise in the nuances of employment law. Because
the Office of the Solicitor is not specific to DOL VETS, my under-
standing is that it would not be transferred under this bill. My
question to you is, does VA have an equivalent office that would
be able to assist with these important USERRA cases?

Mr. GARCIA. Mr. Pamperin, can you take that one?

Mr. PAMPERIN. I appreciate the question, sir.

Under the current construct, the USERRA legal department re-
sides in DOL. We do not have that within VA.

Mr. LEVIN. That is a no?

Mr. PAMPERIN. Right. Correct, no.

Mr. LEVIN. Right. That is important for us to understand.

10 seconds left, look at that. I will yield back.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you very much.

The chair now recognizes the gentleman from Florida, Mr.
Franklin, for 5 minutes.

Mr. FRANKLIN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Ms. Devlin, you previously served as the Principal Deputy Un-
dersecretary for Benefits at VA. In that role, you would have been
tasked with managing both VA readiness and employment pro-
grams. Having served in both VA and DOL VETS, which program
do you feel is better equipped to serve the specific needs of vets re-
lated to employment needs?

Ms. DEVLIN. Well, sir, I do not think I can answer that question
the way that you have asked it. What I will tell you is they serve
different veterans with different eligibilities. For veteran readiness
and employment, a veteran has to have a service-connected dis-
ability to qualify, versus the American Job Center and the clients
that we serve do not have to have a service-connected disability to
receive services. It is sort of like comparing apples to oranges in
terms of the difference of populations that we can serve. We work
together, which is the beauty of it. A VR&E eligible veteran who
needs extra employment assistance or wraparound services, we
work together. We have an Memorandum of Understanding (MOU)
in place to work together with the Veteran Readiness and Employ-
ment program, we have a monthly work group that meets, and
even at the executive level, we meet with all VBA leaders of the
Economic Opportunity Suite with my leaders at DOL VETS to
make sure we are integrating and looking for opportunities where
we can collaborate more.

Mr. FRANKLIN. It all comes down to really whether it was just
a service-connected disability or not, as to whether—I mean given
a preference of which direction you would refer someone, would you
feel more comfortable referring a veteran to one program or the
other?

Ms. DEVLIN. In many cases, I would refer them to use both pro-
grams if they are eligible for both.

Mr. FRANKLIN. Okay.
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Ms. DEVLIN. Yes, so they just have different eligibilities. If a vet-
eran does not have a service-connected disability, I would abso-
lutely send them to the American Job Center. I actually asked my
son to go when he got out of the Marine Corps to go to the Amer-
ican Job Center for support.

Mr. FRANKLIN. Okay. Do you think there is any overlap between
the programs?

Ms. DEVLIN. There is no overlap, but they are complementary to
each other, so they are different. You have got rehabilitation coun-
selors, which I will defer to my colleague here if he wants to elabo-
rate on the VR&E program, but rehabilitation counselors who pro-
vide a different array of services than a DVOP who is really fo-
cused on the employment piece and making sure the connectivity
happens with all the wraparound services. They are related and
connected and complementary, but not overlapping.

Mr. FRANKLIN. Okay, well, thank you.

Mr. Pamperin, if you could expand on that a little bit, I would
appreciate it.

Mr. PAMPERIN. Absolutely, sir.

Within the Veteran Readiness and Employment Program, you
are assigned a counselor, and you heard Ms. Devlin talk about over
400,000 veterans and service members and family members that
they serve within the VR&E program. It is a shade over 130,000
annually is what we serve, and it is designed for employment at
the end goal. The counseling occurs with the veteran as they are
going through, in most cases, a traditional 4 year college or univer-
sity that goes through the retraining.

One thing I would like to just state as far as the collaborative
relationship that we have, because of DOL’s connectivity, in 2021
we launched an apprenticeship pilot, a highly underutilized pilot
with our partners at DOL VETS. Because of that partnership, we
have seen the apprenticeship program grow by 30 percent since
2021. That is due to the interconnectivity that we have as DOL
VETS and VR&E.

Mr. FRANKLIN. All right. Thank you.

Mr. Chairman, I yield back.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you.

The chair now recognizes the gentleman from Kentucky, Mr.
McGarvey, for 5 minutes.

Mr. MCGARVEY. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Thank you all so
much for being here. Really appreciate it.

Again, this is a committee where we care about our veterans, we
care about how they are taken care of. I know you all share that
goal and we want to make sure they continue to get the best bene-
fits that they have earned and they deserve.

One of the bills I wanted to turn to today is one that I know I
am a co-sponsor of. I think that the sponsor might be here as well.
It is the Student Veteran Work Study Modernization Act. This is
a bill that will provide work study for veterans who are at least
a half time basis, meaning more vets from all economic back-
grounds can access better schooling or vocation training while try-
ing to make ends meet along the way. Something we know happens
frequently, and we see, certainly in my district in Louisville, Ken-
tucky.
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Mr. Garcia, the VA recommends that H.R. 3601 be made perma-
nent rather than the pilot program that is proposed right now. Can
you explain why making this program permanent is important?

Mr. GARCIA. Yes, sir.

Over 6,000 use the Work Study program currently, and certainly
reducing it to half time would increase the access. The 5 year pilot,
I compare it to the Vet Tech Program, another program that you
are familiar with that is also a pilot. What tends to happen toward
the end of that pilot period, both the training providers and the ap-
plicants may get confused or do not pursue it because you have an
end date to it. That would be the reason why, using that example,
why, if it was made permanent, I think it would have less confu-
sion, especially toward the end of that 5 year pilot.

Mr. McGARVEY. Thank you. I agree with that.

Ms. Devlin, I want to turn to the work of DOL VETS and appre-
ciate the work DOL VETS is doing to make sure that our veterans
do have employment when they come home, something that is so
important as our veterans come back into civilian life.

One area I want to highlight that we could collaborate more on,
as I understand it, currently less than 2 percent of post 9/11 GI Bill
recipients utilize the on-the-job training option for their training
pathway to a family sustaining career. Can you elaborate on DOL
VETS efforts to promote apprenticeships for veterans, service mem-
bers, and military spouses, including through the on the job train-
ing (OJT) programs?

Ms. DEVLIN. Yes, sir. I can. Thank you for the question.

We work with employers, and one of the things we have in De-
partment of Labor, of course, is the Office of Apprenticeship, which
lends its expertise to VETS. We have employees in our own organi-
zation that have a really good understanding of it. We have a Vet-
eran Employment Outreach Program, and what we do is we con-
nect with employers and help them to understand how to develop
apprenticeships. Then if they are interested in the GI Bill, as we
have a really good collaborative relationship with VA, we can help
connect them, help them to understand how to become eligible for
a registered apprenticeship, which then makes them eligible for the
veteran to use their GI Bill.

As Mr. Pamperin mentioned, we have also worked with the
VR&E Division because it is important for a vocational rehabilita-
tion counselor to understand that an apprenticeship is not what it
used to be. Right. There is lots of apprenticeship opportunities to
help veterans see the value, if that is a path that they would be
intlelrested in. We have helped them to connect more employers as
well.

Then, of course, we work with DoD SkillBridge and DoD United
States Military Apprenticeship Program (USMAP) to also make
sure that employers are understanding how to reach transitioning
service members before they get out of the military to connect them
into employment through apprenticeship.

Mr. McGARVEY. Appreciate that.

What do you think is the rationale, in our remaining time, why
it is such a low number, why that number is at 2 percent? What
do you think we can do to get that up or help you all to bring that
number up?
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Ms. DEVLIN. I think part of it is education and helping individ-
uals, the service members and veterans themselves, to understand
that there are high wages to be earned through apprenticeship. I
think there is sometimes a misunderstanding about what appren-
ticeship is, what kind of careers you can choose from, and so that
education needs to happen. Also, I think using the GI Bill for col-
lege, which is sort of the more traditionally accepted route, does re-
sult in a different housing allowance than if you go through the ap-
prenticeship or an OJT option. I think sometimes that can be a
partial reason because you need living wages, living expenses.

Mr. McGARVEY. Yes, I think that is an important point you just
brought up, so I want to hone in on it for a second. What is that
difference in housing allowance? If you are looking at a traditional
4 year degree or a training program? We have got 18 seconds.

Ms. DEVLIN. I do not have the exact answer for that, but they
are different. I know we have VA colleagues here who may be able
to answer that more effectively. But it is versus the full-time rate,
it is based on the difference between journeymen and trainee
wages, from what I understand.

Mr. McGARVEY. Thank you very much.

I yield back.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Mr. McGarvey.

The chair now recognizes the gentleman from Arizona Mr. Crane,
for 5 minutes.

Mr. CRANE. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. Garcia, there is a lot of discussion around the Veteran Im-
provement Commercial Driver’s License Act of 2023 and whether
the legislation as written would allow Commercial Driver’s License
(CDL) schools to establish a branch campus across state lines. Does
VA interpret the legislation to allow schools to open branch cam-
puses over state lines? If so, what safeguards are in place to ensure
that the State Approving Agencies (SAAs) are still involved in the
approval of these institutions?

Mr. GARCIA. Sure.

The way the bill is written, if the branch follows the same cur-
riculum as the main location, if you will, we definitely believe that
SAAs ought to be involved. As I understand it, if it crosses state
lines, that SAA at the other State would have to provide that ap-
proval for the location in the other State besides the main office.

Mr. CRANE. Thank you.

Next question for you, Ms. Devlin. You were saying that the De-
partment of Labor does not support 3738. Is that correct? Bill 3738.

Ms. DEVLIN. Yes, sir.

Mr. CRANE. I believe you said the systems currently under De-
partment of Labor cannot be duplicated elsewhere. Can you expand
on that a little bit more?

Ms. DEVLIN. Yes, sir.

One of the examples I would give is the Office of the Solicitor,
which has attorneys that specialize in employment protection law.
That does not exist in the VA. The VA does have attorneys, they
have their own system there, but it is not that area of expertise.
That is one area that we would be lacking if we were moved to the
VA. We also have other expertise related to employment protec-
tions with other agencies in DOL.
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The other piece that is important is we are part of the American
workforce system. There are other services in that system that sup-
port the wraparound services that a veteran might need, you know,
housing, food assistance, transportation, clothing, and things like
that that the VA cannot offer.

Also, again, as I mentioned before, that veterans who are not eli-
gible for VA services are still eligible for our services in the Amer-
ican Job Center.

Mr. CRANE. Thank you very much. Appreciate it.

I yield back.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Mr. Crane.

The chair now recognizes Mrs. Ramirez from the great State of
Illinois.

Ms. RAMIREZ. Thank you, chairman, from the great State of Wis-
consin.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. You get 6 minutes.

Ms. RAMIREZ. Thank you. I am learning, I am learning.

I want to thank the witnesses for being here today as well, from
the many states that you come from.

When I went back home during this August recess, I hosted Vet-
erans Roundtables in my district. One of the prevailing concerns
that was raised to me was the issue of housing and homelessness
for the veterans in Illinois Third congressional District. This has
been a long standing issue that traces far. When I was the execu-
tive director of a homeless shelter, I had the honor to serve many
veterans who were experiencing homelessness. Having access to se-
cure and stable housing, we know, right, we all agree, is critical for
veterans and their families and ensuring they have the resources
necessary to have a home is essential. Now, districts like mine,
buying a home is becoming harder and harder. A home that would
cost $300,000 now may cost $700,000, rents that used to be maybe
$800 are now $1,800 for a one bedroom or a studio. Clearly, hous-
ing continues to be a big challenge for our veterans and their fami-
lies.

I am thinking about access to home ownership. Mr. Garcia, in re-
gards to the proposal from my colleague, Ranking Member Levin,
to retroactively waive home loan fees for veterans with service-con-
nected disabilities, the testimony calls for a better process for serv-
ice members to use the home loan program prior to discharge.
Transitioning service members are given information about the
loan program, my understanding, during transition. However, prior
to that, what are the resources that are currently available for
service members to know about the home loan programs?

Mr. GARCIA. Ma’am, can I ask Mr. Pamperin to take that one?

Ms. RAMIREZ. Sure.

Mr. PAMPERIN. Ma’am, the loan guarantee program is briefed out
through TAP. As far as communications before that, a service
member does have the ability to use the loan guarantee program.
Specific communications related to that prior to, I would have to
take back and talk with my colleagues in the loan guarantee pro-
gram and provide you a better answer.

Ms. RAMIREZ. Yes, I would appreciate that. I think it is really im-
portant that we have different avenues to ensure that our veterans
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have adequate information about what resources are available to
them, and certainly this one being one of those.

I want to shift a little. I have talked about housing, but the other
priority for me here, as a member of this committee, has been to
advocate for the importance of education and employment opportu-
nities for veterans. Veterans who served our country deserve every
single resource that is available to them. We cannot fulfill this
promise to our veterans by compromising programs that have the
{)?tential to help veterans thrive while transitioning into civilian
ife.

Ms. Devlin, this question is for you. You note in your testimony
that the proposal to transfer the DOL VETS to VA would remove
subject matter experts from DOL involved with administering pro-
grams outside of VA’s scope. Could you elaborate which program
specifically you are referring to?

Ms. DEVLIN. Yes, ma’am. Thank you for the question.

Really, all the programs. However, what I think is important to
note is for the protections, the employer protections for National
Guard and Reserve members, when they have an issue and they
have a case that we are investigating and researching, we have in-
vestigators who specialize in that. I think this bill would move
those investigators over to VA, but what the bill does not move is
the Solicitor’s Office, which is where we have our attorneys that
provide that extra expertise so that when we have a complicated
case, we have attorneys that can help us decipher and make sure
we do everything in our power to protect that Guard or Reservist
einployment rights and get their rights restored. That is one exam-
ple.

The American Job Center and the Jobs for Veterans’ State Grant
is another example of an organization that we operate that is inte-
grated into an American Job Center that serves all veterans and
all American citizens. Pulling it out of Department of Labor and
moving it to VA would certainly restrict the access to those vet-
erans, because now they would be going to the American Job Cen-
ter without that advocacy of somebody from DOL VETS being able
to connect them and making sure that they get priority of services
in that system.

Ms. RAMIREZ. Got it. Thank you.

I have 14 seconds left, so I will ask a question, and it is yes or
no so that I do not get cutoff by the chair.

Will this transfer cause a disruption in veteran services? Yes or
no?

Ms. DEVLIN. Yes, ma’am, it would.

Ms. RAMIREZ. Got it. Thank you.

Chairman, I yield back.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Wow. Right on time.

In accordance with committee rules, I ask unanimous consent
that Representative James from Michigan be permitted to partici-
pate in today’s subcommittee hearing.

Without objection.

The chair now recognizes Mr. Mrvan from the state of Indiana.

Mr. MRVAN. Ms. Devlin, in 2015 a similar bill was introduced to
move vets from the DOL to VA due to the concerns about VETS
performance and outcomes for veterans. Has the performance of
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VETS programs improved in recent years? What are you doing to
measure the customer or veteran satisfaction?

Ms. DEVLIN. Thank you for the question.

Yes, we are actually doing a lot to measure satisfaction. In fact,
what I will highlight is for the Transition Assistance Program and
the employment pieces of that that we administer, we have the
highest satisfaction rate. We do that because we listen to the cus-
tomer experience. We not only have surveys that ask specific ques-
tions of our transitioning service members about their experience
in the class, we ask them for open text comments. We go through
all of those open text comments, and we look for patterns and we
look for things that we can change. Every time we do that, we
learn something more about how to make the program better. I will
tell you our latest survey results, 95 percent of service members
that went through our part of TAP said it enhanced their con-
fidence in their transition.

We also had the Employment Navigator program, which is new
as of 2021. Of the service members that work with a Navigator,
one on one, 98 percent said that the Navigator either met or ex-
ceeded their expectations. That is a pilot program which we are
making a permanent program. It is at several military installa-
tions.

We have done everything in our power to make sure we listen
to the service member experience. We recently kicked off a Cus-
tomer experience initiative in our Jobs for Veterans State Grant to
make sure we understand, because the employment landscape has
changed, how people look for jobs has changed. We want to make
sure we are meeting that service member or veteran where they
are at.

We have also—and this is just very fresh—started a customer ex-
perience initiative in our Homeless Veterans’ Reintegration Pro-
gram. Customer experience is very important to DOL VETS.

Mr. MRVAN. In your written testimony you alluded to the mul-
tiple touch points that you have in the American workforce system
and in the Department of Labor to support veterans. Can this net-
work be replicated if you are no longer within the DOL?

Ms. DEVLIN. No, sir. It cannot be replicated in the Department
of Veterans Affairs. That infrastructure does not exist there.

Mr. MRrvVAN. Okay, thank you.

With that, I yield back.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Mr. Mrvan.

In accordance with committee rules, I ask unanimous consent
that Representative Budzinski from Illinois and Representative
Moylan from Guam be permitted to participate in today’s sub-
committee hearing.

Without objection so ordered.

The chair now recognizes Mr. Edwards from North Carolina for
5 minutes.

Mr. EDWARDS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and ranking member
and committee. I appreciate you allowing me the opportunity to
wave onto this committee. It certainly is an honor, even though it
will only be for just a few short minutes, to share my support for
H.R. 2830, the Veterans Improvement Commercial Driver’s License
Act of 2023, which is a bill that I am leading to increase veteran
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access to timely, quality commercial driver’s license training, to in-
crease the truck driver workforce pool, and to help reduce the
strain on our Nation’s supply chain that is currently worsened by
the severe truck driver shortage.

Across the United States, the trucking industry is facing more
than a 78,000 driver shortage, which some estimate could reach
160,000 by 2030. The shortage is complicated in part by burden-
some red tape restricting veteran access to commercial driver’s li-
cense training using their GI Bill benefits. Trucking shortages have
a ripple effect, I know that you realize, through our Nation’s supply
chains, worsening bottlenecks and delaying delivery times. My bill
seeks to reduce the strain on our Nation’s supply chain and bolster
workforce development among veterans by eliminating the red tape
currently inhibiting veteran access to CDL training programs and
increasing the pool of eligible truck drivers.

Currently, roughly 8,400 commercial driving programs are ap-
proved for use by eligible veterans under the GI Bill. A statutory
2 year rule under the GI Bill prevents these training facilities from
accepting GI benefits at secondary locations for 2 years. This bur-
densome red tape has excluded many veterans from attending clos-
er secondary branch training facilities that offer the exact same
curriculum as a pre-approved facility. It has been forcing veterans
to travel further or wait 2 years to pursue their CDL.

My bill would exempt new branches of pre-approved training fa-
cilities from the statutory 2 year wait to accept veterans benefits
and protects the integrity of the GI Bill by requiring that all sec-
ondary locations submit an annual report verifying their cur-
riculum is identical to the primary location.

This bill is a common sense reform with wide organizational sup-
port that will reduce unnecessary roadblocks to veteran training
and workforce opportunities. I look forward to working with the
House Veterans Affairs Committee to move this forward.

If I may, I have one question for Mr. Garcia. I remain grateful
for the Department of Veterans Affairs’ support of this bill. That
said, concerns have been raised that the bill’s language does not
clearly require the secondary facility to be within the same state
as the primary facility. My intent was to ensure that this exemp-
tion only applies to facilities within the same state. Do you know
if the Department has any concerns with their interpretation of
this specific language?

Mr. GARCIA. Sir, so first of all, if it is good for the veterans, good
for the economy, and we still have that state approving, agency au-
thority and oversight are the main concerns that we have. As you
say, if that branch with the same curriculum is within the same
state, we do not see any issues there.

Mr. EDWARDS. Would the Department prefer that it only apply
within state lines versus nationwide?

Mr. RUHLMAN. I would not say that we have a preference either
way. We would gladly carry out that law as passed. We think there
are probably less concerns if it is in State because the same state
approving agency would be approving both locations and therefore
would already be familiar with the business practices and the fi-
nancial stability of the main campus, which would probably be ad-
vantageous.
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Mr. EDWARDS. Thank you. Thank you all for being here.

Mr. Chair, ranking member, again, thanks for allowing me the
time to be here.

I yield back.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Mr. Edwards.

The chair now recognizes Mr. James from the State of Michigan.

Mr. JAMES. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, for allowing me this op-
portunity to speak on behalf of my district and my Nation.

We are all here because we believe very, very strongly that we
have a job to serve those who have served us.

I am here to speak and seek a little bit of guidance for my H.R.
3816, the Veterans Entry to Apprenticeship Act. As a combat vet-
eran and a former business leader, I recognize two gaps that we
have in this Nation. There is a skills gap with people who are able
to address the jobs of now and in the future. We need to do more
with apprenticeship to allow the Veterans Affairs to recognize pre-
apprenticeship programs and treat them as apprenticeship pro-
grams to lower the rungs, to increase access for veterans. There is
also not just the professional side, but the purpose side. We are fac-
ing a hopelessness crisis in this Nation, and veterans are bearing
the brunt of this and enabling additional resources for veterans to
pursue the American dream without dismissing the reality of the
cost to the American taxpayers are a part of the balance that we
need to achieve.

I want to thank everyone, particularly the chairman, for allowing
me to seek your guidance and advice on how best to do this on the
veterans’ entry to apprenticeship.

I would like to echo the sentiments of my colleague, Ms. Ramirez,
mentioning the criticality of housing. One of the components of this
bill would allow veterans who are entering this pre-apprenticeship
program to be able to allocate some of these resources to critical
needs, such as housing and transportation. The Congressional
Budget Office (CBO) has already scored this at $60 million—with
an M—$60 million over the next 10 years. Do you have any advice
for how we can proceed with lower or level cost and how long the
housing benefits should last, because housing is critical.

Mr. GARCIA. Sir, there are roughly 18,000 currently in the ap-
prenticeship program, for the registered apprenticeship program.
Our concerns are that in the pre-apprenticeship program, that is
not registered. That are our concerns that we have that it kind of
levels the playing field for veterans that would use and burn up
their benefits. For a pre-apprenticeship program the concern is per-
haps they do not have the same measurable outcomes from Depart-
ment of Labor. It is a concern that we have to even accept this as
an entitlement.

Mr. JAMES. Understanding that there is a need and under-
standing that additional draws on resources might be a concern,
what are some things that we can do to address this? One of the
things that we looked at is state approving agencies making sure
that the programs that are approved meet the standards that are
required for folks to be able to matriculate into jobs that pay well
and actually helping veterans and not another government grift.
Are there ways that we can make sure that we have this account-
ability down to the lowest level, but also making sure that we are
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able to help veterans where they need it the most, most notably
with housing in this case?

Mr. GARCIA. Sir, we would welcome to work with the committee
and you on this initiative, but you are right on target, we would
definitely want the state approving agencies to have that same au-
thority and oversight to make sure that we have quality programs.
That would address the major concern that we would have.

Mr. JAMES. This is a bipartisan bill, this is not a messaging bill.
This is critical to the health of our Nation. Echoing your senti-
ments, Mr. Garcia, if it is good for the veteran, if it is good for the
economy, then we are generally heading in the right direction.

We also need to make sure that we get it through the House, we
get it through the Senate, and something that can be passed. The
fact that it is bipartisan helps. Working very closely with you and
your colleagues and me and mine, we welcome the opportunity.

One last thing I would like to mention is, as we move forward,
if there is anything that we see that can improve this bill, I just
want to State for the record, Mr. Chairman, that I am open and
willing to make whatever tweaks are necessary to help our vet-
erans.

With that, I want to thank you each for your time and your serv-
ice.

I yield the rest of my time, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Mr. James.

The chair now recognizes Ms. Mace from South Carolina for 5
minutes.

Ms. MACE. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Mr. Ruhlman, the Govern-
ment Accountability Office report from September 2022 showed the
Edith Nourse Rogers STEM Scholarship had an alarmingly low
participation rate since its inception, raising concerns about bar-
riers, preventing beneficiaries from accessing the benefit. To your
knowledge, has the VA done an extensive analysis of those barriers
preventing veterans from using the benefit?

Mr. RUHLMAN. VA is looking

Ms. MACE. Is that a yes or a no? Have you guys done anything
yet?

Mr. RUHLMAN. It is in progress.

Ms. MACE. Okay. Thank you.

Would it be beneficial to have more information about the bar-
riers, in your opinion?

Mr. RUHLMAN. More information is always better.

Ms. MACE. How long will it take? How long have you been work-
ing on trying to get more information and how long will it take to
gather?

Mr. RUHLMAN. I cannot answer that right now, but I can get

Ms. MACE. Why cannot you answer it?

Mr. RUHLMAN. I do not personally run the Edith Nourse Rogers
STEM Scholarship.

Ms. MAcEk. Okay.

Mr. RuHLMAN. We can get that answer. We are aware of the
study and the barriers, and we are looking at them.

Ms. MACE. Okay, super. Thank you.

The Government Accountability Office (GAO) report also high-
lighted the analysis the VA did of those who were denied the ben-
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efit was very limited. Is not it true that this analysis did not in-
clude denial reasons for both race or gender?

Mr. RUHLMAN. Could you rephrase the question?

Ms. MACE. Is not it true this analysis did not include denial rea-
sons for either race or gender?

Mr. RunLMAN. We would not have denied them because of race
or gender. I am not certain whether the demographics were associ-
ated with that.

Ms. MACE. Okay.

My office has worked closely with Wounded Warrior Project to
come up with some solutions based off data they have found in
their own Wounded Warriors Women Warriors Report. Women vet-
erans are the fastest growing population of veterans, but they focus
also on unique challenges when transitioning. The unemployment
rate among Wounded Warrior Women Warriors is higher than
most male warriors at 10 percent, compared to 6.3 percent of their
male counterparts. Census data suggests that only 27 percent of
women are employed in STEM fields in the U.S. workforce, but
comprise almost half of the overall workforce today.

I look forward to working with you and the VA and my col-
leagues here today on this committee on this important legislation,
to ensure that we are addressing the unique needs of each and
every veteran.

Thank you and I yield back. Mr. Chairman.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Ms. Mace.

In accordance with the committee rules, I ask unanimous consent
that Representative Kiggans from Virginia be permitted to partici-
pate in today’s subcommittee hearing.

Without objection.

11The chair now recognizes Ms. Budzinski from the great state of
Tllinois.

Ms. BupziNski. Thank you, Chairman Van Orden and Ranking
Member Levin for giving me the opportunity to speak on my bill
today. I very much appreciate it.

H.R. 5780, the Veterans in STEM Expansion Act. Veterans put
their lives on the lines to serve our country, yet they are still facing
significant barriers to employment and educational opportunities
upon returning. According to the Journal of Veteran Studies, over
200,000 service members transition to civilian life each year and
among their top struggles is finding a job and getting connected to
educational opportunities. I believe everyone in the room can agree
with me when I say that our veterans deserve better.

Congress took positive steps when it passed the Forever GI Bill
in 2017, which brought much needed changes to veterans edu-
cational benefits. Part of this major legislation included enacting
the Edith Nourse Rogers STEM scholarship. Since enactment,
thousands of veterans have used the scholarship to pursue STEM
degrees after exhausting their post 9/11 GI Bill benefits.

Though this has been great progress, student veterans have
voiced their frustrations with some of the very limiting require-
ments. Additionally, a 2022 GAO report highlighted some of the
barriers student veterans have faced when applying for the scholar-
ship. Barriers have included meeting the credit hour requirements,
exhausting GI Bill benefits before being able to apply, and the in-
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ability for student veterans to use scholarship toward graduate
school classes. The Veterans in STEM Expansion Act would modify
all three of those levers by reducing the minimum number of credit
hours required to 45 hours. It would also allow student veterans
to apply for scholarship even if they still have GI benefits left. The
scholarship would only kick in after recipients have exhausted GI
Bill benefits. Last, my bill would allow student veterans to use the
scholarship toward graduate school classes.

The changes proposed in this bill are straightforward ways to im-
prove access to this important scholarship for our student veterans
and ease the transition for those pursuing a higher education.

I am committed to working with my colleagues, the VA and Vet-
erans Service Organizations (VSOs) on my bill to ensure we are all
doing all that we can to expand STEM education for all veterans.
I do appreciate Congresswoman Cherfilus-McCormick and Con-
gressman McGarvey for already agreeing to co-sponsor this bill.

Thank you for the time. I appreciate it, chairman.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Ms. Budzinski.

The chair now recognizes my friend from Guam, Mr. Moylan, and
we wish you a hafa adai, sir

Mr. MoyLAN. Hafa adai, Mr. Chairman. Thank you, Chairman
Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin, and members of the sub-
committee for allowing me to wave on to discuss this important bill
that helps our veterans in Guam.

I appreciate the current panel and their discussion about the bill
and their support, but I would also like to extend my gratitude to
our witnesses in the next panel, respectively, the Organizations of
Disabled American Veterans (DAV), Student Veterans of America
(SVA), and the Veterans of Foreign War VFW), for supporting our
mission and endorsing our bill.

I am proud to represent a district that is filled with patriots who
have served our country with dignity, honor, and respect. We must
give them our sincerest gratitude and respect for their service.
Being a veteran in Guam is not easy. From long waiting times at
both VA clinics and hospitals in Guam to lack of complex veteran
healthcare services, Guam’s veterans have been left in the dark for
way too long, especially our disabled veterans. Currently, there is
a program called the Adaptive Vehicle Grant Program that pro-
vides $25,600 to eligible veterans so that they can purchase an
adaptive vehicle. My bill, the Deliver for Veterans Act, will improve
this program by allowing the VA to put funds from each veteran’s
grant toward shipping costs. To ship a vehicle to Guam it costs
close to $4,000. Under the current program, veterans are unable to
use their grant to pay for shipping costs. This is a major cost that
negatively affects our veterans in remote areas, like Mr. Crane’s
district and my district of Guam. With this high transportation
costs, only those who can afford to ship the vehicle will do so.

This small fix in the program will allow more veterans to take
advantage of this program that helps them in everyday life.

Again, I want to thank the subcommittee for allowing me to
wave in on today’s hearings, and I ask for their support in deliv-
ering for our disabled veterans.
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Mr. Chair, I would like to waive any additional time I have if I
can have additional remarks regarding their support for this meas-
ure please.

Mr. PAMPERIN. Good afternoon, sir, and I appreciate the ques-
tion.

VA does support this legislation. It is the right thing to do. Cur-
rently, we do have the ability to cover adaptive automobiles, just
not the shipping. As you were discussing, that is an additional fi-
nancial burden. We know that in doing research that the average
shipping cost is about $1,650. Obviously, Guam and some more re-
mote places are going to be higher, but even just with the average
shipping cost, that actually would stay below the average grant
rate. Right now, the average grant is a little over $23,000. Just
adding in that average shipping cost would still be below the max
grant. It is the right thing to do and that is why we support the
legislation, sir.

Mr. MoOYLAN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

I yield back.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Mr. Moylan.

The chair now recognizes the gentlelady from Virginia, Ms.
Kiggans.

Ms. KigGans. Thank you very much, Mr. Chair. Thank you for
letting me sit on your meeting today to talk about my bill, H.R.
5956, the GI Improvement Act.

I just wanted to briefly describe it. In exchange for serving our
country veterans get a chance to pursue almost any post-secondary
education they want, whether it be for college, graduate school, or
training. I was able to use my GI Bill to go back to nursing school.
We are currently using my husband’s GI Bill to provide education
for one of our children. It is a great benefit that we need to be very
protective of and make sure our veterans are able to utilize use it
to the best possible extent that they can.

The GI Bill has been life changing for millions of our Nation’s
former service members. In 2022, more than 800,000 veterans had
been using their GI Bill benefits. Unfortunately, understanding the
benefits of the bill can be incredibly complicated and overwhelming.
The GI Bill comparison tool is something that we have now. It is
a vital part of navigating these benefits. It is used widely by vet-
erans. It is a web based portal that is supposed to provide just a
simple, easy way to access the different information to compare
universities for our veterans. Every school who accepts the benefits
offers this GI Bill comparison tool to their prospective students, but
it has not been updated for quite some time.

Additionally, many different Federal agencies collect data that I
think would be useful for veterans to know, including graduation
rates, student loan default rates, and others. My bill seeks to in-
crease transparency and centralize this useful information for vet-
erans within this already existing tool and would require VA to
work with other agencies and key department stakeholders to con-
tinually update the tool as more information becomes available.
Some of the new information that would be included on this portal
would be retention rates, transfer rates, graduation rates, creden-
tials, certifications, available average duration of degrees, student
loan default rates, student loan repayment rates, and more. Pro-
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vide a lot more information when veterans are comparing just dif-
ferent schools that they may use their GI Bill benefit at.

By providing this additional information, my Bill allows those
seeking to use their GI Bill benefits to obtain education to make
the most informed choice possible. I introduced this bill to improve
transparency and provide more resources for those looking to use
GI Bill benefits so that veterans can be well informed when decid-
ing how to use them. It will help our veterans to be well informed,
and it will increase educational opportunities for our Nation’s he-
roes.

Thank you so much, and I yield back.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Ms. Kiggans.

Thank you. The witnesses are now excused. I hope you all stay
around for the second panel.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Yes, well, on our second panel we will hear from
the following witnesses, Ms. Keenan, the deputy director at Na-
tional Legislative Service for the Veterans of Foreign Wars, Mr.
Barefield, assistant national legislative director at Disabled Amer-
ican Veterans, Ms. Barlet, vice President of Government Affairs at
Student Veterans of America, Mr. Wescott, legislative director at
the National Association of State Approving Agencies, and Mr.
Hazard, Veterans in Piping program manager for the United States
Association of Journeymen and Apprentices of Plumbing and Pipe
Fitting Industry of the United States and Canada.

I would like to welcome our witnesses to the second panel. Will
you please stand and raise your right hand?

[Witnesses sworn]

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Let the record reflect that all witnesses have
answered in the affirmative.

Ms. Keenan, you are now recognized for 5 minutes to deliver
your testimony.

STATEMENT OF KRISTINA KEENAN

Ms. KEENAN. Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin, and
members of the subcommittee, on behalf of the men and women of
the Veterans of Foreign Wars of the United States and its auxil-
iary, thank you for the opportunity to provide our remarks on legis-
lation pending before the subcommittee.

The VFW’s views on all the bills can be found in my written tes-
timony. I will take the opportunity to highlight a few.

The VFW supports the Expanding Access for Online Veteran Stu-
dent Act to increase the monthly housing stipend to the national
average for veterans who take summer courses online. Currently,
the monthly housing allowance for online courses is half the na-
tional average, which is simply not enough for many student vet-
erans. If they take courses during the summer, even online, they
should not experience a significant decrease in their housing ben-
efit that could cause them financial hardship. While this is a step
in the right direction, the VFW would like for student veterans to
receive at least the full national average rate for housing, even if
they are not enrolled in degree programs conducted online for some
or all semesters. Online education has adapted and grown since the
COVID-19 pandemic, much like working from home, has changed
the work model. Student veterans, who are often non traditional
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students, continue to require housing assistance to successfully
pursue higher education, even when enrolled in online programs.

The VFW supports the Veterans Education Transparency and
Training Act. This would modify the requirement for schools to pro-
vide a personalized shopping sheet with specific and individual in-
formation about costs and financial assistance. The new language
would give schools more flexibility by lessening the barrier to re-
ceiving VA education funding. The legislation would also create a
single VA website for school officials to find current training.
Schools have told us this would be helpful because when they re-
ceive staff turnover, updates sent only by email get lost over time.
We suggest adding to Section 1A that all policy and guidance up-
dates be included on this VA website, as these are equally impor-
tant as training. We also recommend that VA be required to update
the information in a timely manner, because having a website with
old information is equally ineffective.

The VFW supports the draft bill to waive the VA home loan fee
for service members with a service-connected disability who apply
for the loan before receiving their disability rating from VA. Cur-
rent housing market uncertainty has created an environment for
service members where they may not be able to wait until VA has
completed processing their disability claim before finalizing the
purchase of a home when the right opportunity arises. This pro-
posal would ensure that service members who have started their
VA claim and conducted a pre-discharge exam could be reimbursed
for the home loan fee if they receive a disability rating after pur-
chasing their home. We suggest one key change, to replace the pre-
discharge date with the effective Date. The intent to file establishes
the claim’s effective date, and it never changes, unlike exams,
which can be scheduled and rescheduled. Using the effective date
would avoid any ambiguity and would ensure that service members
retain the earliest date for eligibility.

The VFW would also like to ensure that if this proposal becomes
law, that veterans have the flexibility to choose what is in their
best financial interest. We would hope the options to pay down the
principal of the mortgage or to receive reimbursement from VA
would both be available as some service members pay these fees
out of pocket.

Last, the VFW supports the draft bill to modify the requirements
of the Edith Nourse Rogers STEM scholarship. We support amend-
ing the specific credit hours required for eligibility in addition to
extending this benefit to graduate degrees. Barriers for students to
utilize this scholarship should be lessened, as we want veterans to
pursue and succeed in high demand fields like STEM.

Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin, thank you for the
opportunity to provide my remarks. I look forward to answering
any questions you or the committee members may have.

Thank you.

[THE PREPARED STATEMENT OF KRISTINA KEENAN APPEARS IN THE APPENDIX]

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Ms. Keenan. The written statement
of Ms. Keenan will be entered into the hearing record. Mr.
Barefield, you are now recognized for 5 minutes to deliver your tes-
timony.
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STATEMENT OF MARQUIS BAREFIELD

Mr. BAREFIELD. Thank you. Chairman Van Orden, Ranking
Member Levin, and members of the subcommittee, thank you for
inviting DAV to testify at today’s hearing of the Subcommittee on
Economic Opportunity to consider the 13 pieces of legislation up for
discussion this afternoon. My written statement has been sub-
mitted for the record, and I will now highlight a few bills that are
important to DAV and our members.

In my early days after being medically retired from the United
States Army, I can speak personally about the difficulties that I ex-
perienced when I left the military more than 25 years ago, when
TAP was in its infancy stages and mental health services were not
part of the program. Dealing with the pain of my service-connected
disabilities and the uncertainty of what my life was going to be like
after the military, I suffered from depression and anxiety. I could
have benefited from having access to some type of mental health
services. For example, H.R. 3722 and the amendment in the nature
of a substitute to it would provide valuable mental health services
to transitioning service members, veterans and their families. It is
important that transitioning service members and veterans fully
understand the importance of having mental health services avail-
able to them. I know and understand what some of the current
transitioning service members and veterans are going through that
have lost the sense of community that the military hails for them.
The men, women and families who are going through this transi-
tion can benefit from knowing that valuable mental health services
are available to them during and after the TAPs classes.

DAV supports H.R. 5785, the STEM scholarship program. By
broadening the eligibility and decreasing the number of semester
or quarter hours required to become eligible for this scholarship,
this will increase the number of students who wish to pursue ca-
reers in this very important area. Employees that have STEM ca-
reers make on average $93,000 per year, which is substantially
higher than the national average.

DAYV supports H.R. 2830 as it would help ease the pathway for
veterans to acquire a commercial driver’s license, helping to ad-
dress the trucking shortage, employ veterans, and strengthen our
supply chains. This legislation would ensure CDL schools that offer
courses at new branches do not have to wait 2 years if the primary
institution has been approved by the VA and state approving agen-
cies to receive GI Bill benefits. Many former military personnel
have experienced driving large vehicles during their military ca-
reers. According to the American Trucking Association, there is
currently a shortage of 80,000 truck drivers. There is a high de-
mand for truck drivers across the country, with some positions pay-
ing nearly $100,000 per year. It is estimated that 8,400 commercial
driving programs have been approved for use by eligible veterans
under the GI Bill. This legislation would create unique opportuni-
ties for service disabled veterans to obtain a CDL and overcome
their employment barriers.

Finally, Mr. Chairman, H.R. 3738 would establish a fourth ad-
ministration within VA dedicated to creating economic opportuni-
ties for veterans, their dependents, and survivors. This would in-
crease the visibility and accountability of all veteran education and
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employment related programs, anticipating veterans long-term
needs not only for health care and disability compensation, but also
for education and employment opportunities. A fresh new approach
is required.

Given all the responsibilities of VBA and their focusing on claims
and appeals processing, other programs have taken a backseat. For
example, the Veterans Readiness and Employment Program start-
ed working on an electronic case management system for vocational
rehabilitation counselors. However, after 9 years, 3 failed attempts
for a digital platform, and over $20 million spent, VR and E still
does not have a digital case management system. DAV believes
that the failures of the VR and E case management system is indic-
ative of a lack of focus, direction, as well as a constant change of
administrations. This is one example of many why we believe VA
needs a fourth administration. H.R. 3738 would be a huge step in
the right direction to solving this problem.

This concludes my testimony, and I am happy to answer any
questions you or members of the subcommittee may have.

[THE PREPARED STATEMENT OF MARQUIS BAREFIELD APPEARS IN THE APPENDIX]

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Mr. Barefield. The written state-
ment of Mr. Barefield will be entered into the hearing record. Let
us not do that again, please. Thank you.

Ms. Barlet, you are now recognized for 5 minutes to deliver your
testimony. Seriously? I just said let us not do that again. Is it
yours? Yes. There you go. Adapt. Overcome.

STATEMENT OF TAMMY BARLET

Ms. BARLET. Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin and
members of the subcommittee, thank you for inviting Student Vet-
erans of America to testify before you today and always, we appre-
ciate the opportunity to share our views on the bills which will di-
rectly impact student veterans, military connected students, their
families, and survivors.

We encourage the subcommittee to review our written testimony
for the detailed discussion on the education related legislation for
today’s hearing.

My verbal remarks will focus on two bills.

I will begin by addressing the Expanded Access for Online Vet-
eran Students Act. The prevalence of online classes in higher edu-
cation has skyrocketed in the last year, in the recent years. This
trend is prior to the pandemic, but the forced shift online learning
during COVID led many institutions to invest in methods to offer
their classes online. Many institutions, including a growing number
of flagship public and nonprofit universities, continue to increase
their online courses offering, which appeals to the broader range of
students, including post traditional students, while juggling other
responsibilities like family and jobs. Institutions are also exercising
a new discretion in how they offer their courses, sometimes choos-
ing only to offer certain courses during particular terms. That us
the important piece for GI Bill students and their MHA.

We have reached an era in higher education where not only oth-
erwise in person GI Bill students are safe from the negative finan-
cial consequences of the outdated and misinformed policy of reduc-
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ing MHA for online learners. I am going to tell you a story about
one of the SVA’s incredible chapter leaders, Josh Jones. Josh is an
SVA Veteran of the Year, and former chapter leader of Loyola Uni-
versity in Chicago. Some of you may be familiar with Josh. He was
recognized during the Joint VSO and Military Service Organization
(MSO) hearing before the House and Senate Committees on Vet-
erans Affairs this past March, and it was shortly time before then
Josh flagged to SVA this issue that ultimately led to this bill. Josh
and some of his peers soon found out that their institution was
only offering the classes they needed online over the summer and
quickly found themselves enrolled fully online and only eligible for
the reduced MHA rate for online learners. This slashed their hous-
ing allowance by well over $1,600 a month, leaving them grappling
with how to make that difference over the span of the 3 month
term. Josh recognized how fundamentally unfair this was and, with
the support of SVA, spearheaded an effort to bring a legislative fix
to Congress so other military affiliated students would not have to
experience the same hardship. In March of this year, members of
the subcommittee heard from Josh and SVA about this very issue.

We are proud to appear before you today and announce our
strong support for this legislation. While SVA would have preferred
the bill fully harmonize MHA rates for online learners, there is no
denying that represents a substantial improvement over the cur-
rent law that will roughly put an extra $1,000 in the pockets of on-
line GI Bill learners over the summer. This bill represents a pivotal
first step toward the ultimate goal of securing full MHA for online
GI Bill students.

SVA thanks subcommittee staff for their work on this legislation,
and we applaud Representatives Ciscomani, Van Orden, Stansbury,
and Stanton for their bipartisan leadership on this issue.

Last, I will turn to the Student Veterans Work Study Moderniza-
tion Act. VA Work Study is an invaluable program providing par-
ticipants with critical financial support during their studies, but
the program limits eligibility to those who are enrolled at least 3/
4 time. According to SVA’s most recent survey, roughly 50 percent
of our respondents have children and approximately 20 percent
identify as single parents. For most of these folks, enrolling at a
rate that is less than 3/4 time might be the best fit for them and
their families, but this cuts them off from the program. The bill be-
fore you today will address this issue by establishing a pilot pro-
gram that expands the eligibility of those enrolled at least half
time. The bill will also require VA to collect and report important
new information about how VA’s Work Study is serving student
veterans. This legislation is just one part of the larger effort to
modernize VA Work Study.

We commend this bill’s sponsor, Congressman Cartwright, and
his leadership in the complementary and comprehensive VA Work
Study Improvement Act. That bill was first conceived by a former
VFW SVA fellow, John Randolph, and would make critical require-
ments to the VA Work Study so that it can perfectly serve its par-
ticipants.

This concludes my verbal remarks. Thank you for your time and
attention, and I look forward to your questions.

[THE PREPARED STATEMENT OF TAMMY BARLET APPEARS IN THE APPENDIX]
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Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Ms. Barlet. The written statement
of Ms. Barlet will be entered into the hearing record.

Mr. Wescott, you are now recognized for 5 minutes to deliver
your testimony.

STATEMENT OF JOSEPH WESCOTT

Mr. WESCOTT. Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin
and members of the Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity, I am
pleased to appear before you today on behalf of the 52 member
state agencies of the National Association of State Approving Agen-
cies (NASAA). I appreciate the opportunity to provide comments to
this committee about the legislation pertaining to veterans edu-
cation and training.

H.R. 2830, the Veteran Improvement Commercial Driver License
Act, while well meaning, causes NASAA great concern in its
present form. As drafted, this bill sweeps away the protections pro-
vided for veterans under the 2 year rule for private and not for
profit non college degree (NCD) institutions. That rule requires
that these educational institutions must be in existence and ap-
proved for at least 2 years by other necessary state regulatory au-
thorities. The institution must also have successfully offered the
program for approval for that same period. This is an important
safeguard preventing an NCD institution, such as a truck driving
school, from gaining approval without demonstrating a measure of
quality and stability in its continuous operation.

This bill as presently drafted only requires that an institution
offer the same curriculum as a previously SA approved institution
anywhere in the Nation and has met the requirements for licensure
to apply for approval. When we approve a program for approval,
particularly at a new location, curriculum is only one factor we re-
view. We also carefully evaluate instructor qualifications, adminis-
trations, equipment, policies and procedures, and the technical
ability of the location to administer the program. We do this to en-
sure that only programs that demonstrate quality educational out-
comes for students are approved. To determine program quality, it
is important that we have some record of success, such as gradua-
tion rates or job placement, to review and evaluate. NASAA re-
spectfully suggests that this legislation be amended so that the in-
stitutions which apply for a waiver from the requirements of the
2 year rule must be within the same state as the initial campus
upon which the institution bases its application.

Also, we strongly suggest that the legislation provides that the
institutions must show a history of having successfully taught the
program at that location for a set period of time, preferably 1 year,
but certainly not less than 6 months. We oppose this bill in its
present form.

The Transparency for Student Veterans Act of 2023, this would
allow student veterans to make informed choices about which
schools and programs would be the best fit for them. It provides
them the additional information to do that. We certainly support
that bill.

H.R. 3816 the Veterans Entry to Apprenticeship Act, while we
certainly agree with the purpose of this bill, NASAA suggests that
safeguards be added to protect veterans enrolled in these programs.
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For instance, we believe that any pre-apprenticeship program ap-
plying for GI Bill benefits should meet the standards found in U.S.
Department of Labor issued Training and Employment Notice
1212. Likewise, we would like to see these programs demonstrate
a record of successfully placing veterans into a registered appren-
ticeship program. Most importantly, we feel they must be approved
by a state approving agency. We support this bill, but with sug-
gested amendments.

H.R. 5914 addresses the need for veterans to seamlessly access
their hard earned education benefits to facilitate a successful tran-
sition to civilian life. This legislation amends the requirement for
a shopping sheet to state that SAAs will only disapprove programs
when facilities fail to provide certain forms to the maximum extent
possible.

Also, this legislation requires a centralized communication plat-
form for improved communication between VA and SCOs. NASAA
believes this new language will ensure veterans have access to
quality programs by providing flexibility to institutions such as po-
lice academies, truck driving schools, and other approved NCD in-
stitutions, while still providing adequate safeguards for veterans
and their families. We strongly support this bill.

Mr. Chairman, today, SAAs throughout this great Nation are
diligently working to protect the quality and integrity of the GI Bill
and to ensure that our veterans and their families have unfettered
access to quality training and education programs.

I thank you again for this opportunity. I look forward to your
questions.

[THE PREPARED STATEMENT OF JOSEPH WESCOTT APPEARS IN THE APPENDIX]

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Mr. Wescott. The written statement
of Mr. Wescott will be entered into the hearing record.

Before I recognize Mr. Hazard, I want to thank you for your per-
sistence. I know that this has been a hassle to get you here and
I do appreciate it. We are very thankful that you are able to make
it.

Mr. HAzZARD. Thank you, sir.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. You know, how many times did it take now? A
couple. Our House is more in order and we appreciate you being
here.

With that, I recognize you for 5 minutes to deliver your testi-
mony.

STATEMENT OF MICHAEL HAZARD

Mr. HAZARD. Good afternoon, Chairman Van Orden and mem-
bers of the committee. My name is Mike Hazard and I am em-
ployed by the United Association of Journeymen and Apprentices
of the Plumbing and Pipe Fitting Industry of the United States and
Canada, which we typically just refer to as UA.

As Program Manager of the UA’s Veterans and Piping Training
Program, or VIP Program, I want to thank the committee for giv-
ing me the opportunity today to share the successes we have had
at the VIP program in helping transitioning servicemen and
women prepare for a career in the plumbing and pipe fitting indus-
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tries, and to offer the UA’s views on several bills currently being
considered by this committee.

First, I would like to briefly share some information about my
background and the important work that we do at VIP. I first
joined the UA as a pipe tradesman in Santa Barbara, California in
1987. Soon after that, however, I placed my UA career on hold and
joined the United States Navy, where I proudly served as an avia-
tion rescue swimmer and H-46 helicopter mechanic for 11 years.
I was honorably discharged from the Navy in 1999 while holding
the rank of Petty Officer First Class.

Following my discharge from the Navy, I was able to pick up
where I had left off at the UA and return to work as a journeyman
pipefitter. After working in the field for several years, I was offered
and accepted a position as a training coordinator for a regional ap-
prenticeship program in Southern California, where I facilitated
plumbing and pipe fitting training for over 10,000 UA members. I
was promoted to executive director of this training fund in 2008,
which is the position I held until I accepted my current position at
the UA in 2012.

In my current position, I manage the day to day operations of the
nine VIP training sites located at seven military installations
across the United States. Under the VIP program, the UA offers
departing servicemen and women from all branches of the military
the opportunity to participate in an intensive 18 week training pro-
gram on base, which they receive at no cost to either the govern-
ment or the student. When the training is successfully completed,
the graduates are guaranteed a job and are placed in one of the
UA'’s best in class gold standard apprenticeship programs. Since its
inception, I am proud to state that the UA VIP program has pro-
vided apprenticeship opportunities to over 3,170 military veterans.

I know from my own personal experience how valuable it can be
when transitioning back to civilian life to feel that an organization
like the UA has your back. Reconnecting with my UA brothers and
sisters and taking advantage of the work opportunities in this
thriving industry certainly made the transition more manageable
for me. It has therefore been deeply meaningful for me in my cur-
rent position to be able to provide a similar experience to other vet-
erans by connecting departing service members with both the
training opportunities and support systems provided by the UA
VIP program.

With this background behind me, I will now summarize the UA’s
views regarding several bills currently being considered by this
committee.

First, the UA would like to express its support for several pend-
ing bills mentioned in the hearing invitation I have received. These
include H.R. 3601, the Student Veteran Work Modernization Act,
H.R. 5190, the Military Family Protection from Debt Act, the draft
bill proposing to modify the requirements of the Edith Nourse Rog-
ers STEM Scholarship, and the draft bill proposing to waive certain
fees that are charged in connection with housing loans guaranteed
by the Secretary of Veterans Affairs. These are measured, common
sense reforms that will provide tangible benefits to veterans and
military families and which we believe can receive broad bipartisan
support.
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On the other hand, I would also like to take the opportunity to
express the UA’s opposition to the draft bill titled Consolidating
Veterans Employment Services for Improved Performance Act of
2023. Broadly speaking, this bill would transfer the work per-
formed by the Vet’s Office at the Department of Labor to the De-
partment of Veterans Affairs. While I am sure this bill is well-in-
tentioned, I believe that is misguided and would not advance the
interests of transitioning service members. The VA has a very im-
portant mission, but job creation is not typically understood as
being a significant part of that. On the other hand, I have been
working with the DOL vets office for 15 years, and I am consist-
ently impressed with the workforce development experts there. It
is my experience that the DOL Vets office has played an important
role in connecting veterans with the apprenticeship programs that
are also registered with the DOL. The Vets office has done a ter-
rific job at facilitating effective communication and collaboration
between DOL, DoD, and the VA. I believe that changing the struc-
ture of the DOL Vets office in the manner proposed would result
in much more harm than good, and I would, therefore, ask the
committee not to move forward with that particular bill.

That concludes my testimony, and I would like to thank the com-
mittee again for this opportunity, and I am ready to answer any
questions you may have.

[THE PREPARED STATEMENT OF MICHAEL HAZARD APPEARS IN THE APPENDIX]

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Mr. Hazard. The written statement
of Mr. Hazard will be entered into the hearing record.

We will now proceed with questioning and I recognize myself for
5 minutes.

Ms. Keenan, can you comment on the benefits of the current GI
Bill comparison tool and whether it would be beneficial to veterans
to add information that is currently collected by the Department of
Education?

Ms. KEENAN. Thank you for that question, Mr. Chairman.

The more information that we can provide to student veterans,
prospective student veterans, so they can make the most well in-
formed choices for them, we are in favor of. Adding more informa-
tion, I think, is only going to help people make their decisions.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Very well. Thank you.

Mr. Barefield, as the principal mission of DAV is to help rehabili-
tate and support disabled veterans, do you believe H.R. 522, the
Delivery for Veterans Act, would be widely used and beneficial for
disabled veterans?

Mr. BAREFIELD. Thank you for the question.

The short answer is yes. Service disabled veterans should not
have to pay for a benefit that they have earned to include auto-
mobile adaptation, even if it requires them to have a vehicle
shipped to them. This is something that they should not have to
incur the cost for.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you very much.

Mr. Wescott, do you interpret H.R. 2830 to allow truck driving
schools to cross state lines on opening a new branch campus?

Mr. WESCOTT. Yes, sir, I do.
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Mr. VAN ORDEN. Okay. Can you maybe explain for folks what the
beef is with having stuff from one state to the other? I asked this
because I have the largest contiguous section of the Mississippi
River of any Member of Congress, so I can go from Minnesota to
Towa to Illinois within a 15 minutes drive. Maybe you could explain
some of your reservations about this, please.

Mr. WESCOTT. Certainly, sir.

Those reservations are based upon the fact that, for one thing,
if we are going to modify the 2 year rule, which I think is an im-
portant protection for veterans, while at the same time I under-
stand the need for more truck drivers, it is very important that we
are very careful in how we do that by keeping it within the same
state you have an SA who is familiar with not only the state re-
quirements, but is also familiar with the base institution that they
approved. We are extending that from the one that they have al-
ready approved. If we do not safeguard that, then we would be in
a situation where somebody could get approval in the state of, say,
Idaho, and now the 2 year rule is effectively swept away in North
Carolina. That is concerning to me, and there is my concern.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. We are just having a discussion about contig-
uous states. It is an issue with us. We are going to work with you
on this. I understand that some tweaks—we can accept that. I
would like real explicit stuff. I know there is great stuff in your
written testimony, but truck driving is a fantastic job, and if we
can get our guys and gals behind the wheel and actively employed
it to be fantastic.

Mr. Hazard, as a program manager of the UA VIP program who
previously worked as the training coordinator for the Regional Ap-
prenticeship Program, do you think that H.R. 3816, the Veterans
Entry into Apprenticeship Act, would be helpful for veterans to uti-
lize their GI benefits and gain entry level experience in the field?
Do you have any concerns about this program?

Mr. HAZARD. The pre-apprenticeship?

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Yes

Mr. HAZARD. My concern with that, chairman, is wages. What
kind of jobs are the—apprenticeship is designed with stepped wage
increases as you work through the program and you complete the
requirements. Pre-apprenticeship implies that you are automati-
cally going to be an apprentice, and there would just have to be
some benchmarks in there to ensure that somebody’s ready to be
an apprentice. I really think

Mr. VAN ORDEN. I also share some concerns about this, not from
that perspective, but from the perspective if you go from pre-ap-
prenticeship program to pre-apprenticeship program to pre-appren-
ticeship program, you may be burning your GI bills. By the time
you get to where you really want to be, you may not have enough
benefits left to complete that degree. Let us talk about this in fu-
ture.

Mr. HAZARD. Okay.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. But because I understand Mr. James’ intent
and I think it is very valid. We have just got to figure out how to
do it properly to make sure that the veterans are well served.

With that I yield back and I recognize Mr. Levin, Ranking Mem-
ber Levin, for 5 minutes.
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Mr. LEVIN. I thank the chairman. Thank you all so much for
being here. Thank you for your testimony.

Ms. Keenan, I will start with you. I want to thank the VFW for
their support of the VALOR Act. VA noted in its testimony on the
bill that some veterans postpone using the home loan benefit until
after they receive their rating so they can avoid paying the funding
fee. What impact does that have on their financial well being and
housing stability, especially during the period of transition?

Ms. KEENAN. Thank you, Mr. Ranking Member, for that ques-
tion.

We know that the first 12 months after somebody separates from
the military is the most critical and where they have the highest
risk for suicide. Housing instability is a big concern for us. A
transitioning service member who’s filed a VA disability claim
should not have to wait for VA to make a decision, a life decision,
to purchase a home, which creates stability for them and their fam-
ily and their children. We want them to have this be a stress free
process and to be reassured if they do receive a rating later from
VA that they can get that fee back.

Mr. LEVIN. Well, I appreciate that.

A related issue, some transitioning service members close on a
home before receiving their rating, often because they erroneously
think they are going to be refunded later. In fact, this happened
to a constituent of ours who brought this to our attention and
prompted our team to write this bill. The question is, do you be-
lieve the current inability of individuals in this situation to receive
a refund once they get a rating is consistent with the spirit of the
fee waiver?

Ms. KEENAN. I do not think that that was the intention of the
fee waiver. I think particularly for this group of transitioning serv-
ice members to veterans, that there should be this allowance for
them because the process may be lengthy for VA. We know there
is a bit of a backlog at the moment, so we want to make sure that
there is no frustration for them in this process.

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you for that.

I also appreciate VFW’s suggestion to use the effective date rath-
er than the date of examination. My understanding is that the ef-
fective date cannot be earlier than the day after separation. Indi-
viduals who close on their homes while on active duty would not
be considered eligible for a refund. Can you speak to that?

Ms. KEENAN. I would have to look into that. If they could use
their intent to file date, which would be the earliest possible date,
if that would be affected by their date of discharge, we would have
to look into that and ask our team.

Mr. LEVIN. Happy to follow up on that one and grateful for your
support again. It is an example of a constituent having an issue
that is leading to legislation. Hopefully, if there is any veteran lis-
tening to this, contact your Member of Congress, particularly if
they are on this committee, and you never know, we might be able
to do something about it legislatively.

I will turn to you, Mr. Hazard, because I know that you had to
reschedule and you came from Idaho, et cetera, and also because
I represent Camp Pendleton and I had the chance to go and visit
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the UA’s VIP program there. Shout out to my friend Sean-Keoni
Ellis from the UA.

Wanted to ask you what we can do to improve access to employ-
ees and their ability to access SkillBridge. I know you have got a
tremendous amount of experience with SkillBridge, I know that it
is both DOL and DoD. I would love if you could share with the time
that we have left thoughts that you have on SkillBridge?

Mr. HAZARD. Absolutely.

SkillBridge is a life changer, really. It is changed the way we
transition out of the military for the better. It is guarantees, it is
a smooth transition from the military into the workforce with guar-
anteed employment. That is the way the UA does it. I think we
need to look at the utilization of SkillBridge by transitioning serv-
ice members before we worry about getting more employers in-
volved. Right now some of our military partners are reporting to
us that it is 5 to 10 percent utilization of transitioning service
members. I know from—personally, my son was attached to an
EOD unit and his commander’s policy was, nobody is going to
SkillBridge. We need to get some guidance in there and some teeth
in SkillBridge so people that want to participate can.

Talking about the employers and the SkillBridge providers, we
need to do a better job at screening those folks, too. What it is sup-
posed to be is employment, and it is supposed to be at little or no
cost to the service member, and it is supposed to have a high prob-
a}ll)ility of employment, and very few of those providers are doing
that.

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you.

I yield back.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Ranking Member Levin.

In accordance with committee rules, I ask unanimous consent
that Representative Dunn from Iowa be permitted to participate in
today’s subcommittee hearing.

Without objection.

The chair now recognizes Mr. Ciscomani from the great State of
Arizona.

Mr. CiscoMANI. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Always good to see
you, sir. Thanks to all the witnesses for being here today to discuss
and provide feedback on a number of bills. I have enjoyed your tes-
timonies. I have had the pleasure of touring the University of Ari-
zona’s Veterans Education and Transition Services, or VETS, as it
is called, the center in September and I was able to hear firsthand
from veterans and issues they face when seeking higher education.

One topic that came up was the monthly housing allowance for
online students. As you know, veterans taking online classes cur-
rently only receive half of the national average for their monthly
housing allowance. Post COVID more student veterans are choos-
ing online classes. For example, a constituent who is a gunnery ser-
geant in the U.S. Marines who is dealing with this issue reached
out to me in the message. He said, and I quote, “The MHA rate
has been a massive influence on my decision and ability to use my
earned benefits.” Especially for veterans like him who have fami-
lies or other time commitments, taking online classes can provide
much needed flexibility. I also met a young retired, also—well, for-
merly served a single mother in the Veteran Center, wondered the
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same issue. That the reason she was taking these classes was be-
cause of her situation with her kids and that was what worked for
her. I was pleased that my friend and chairman here, Chairman
Van Orden, partnered with us and me and introducing H.R. 5702,
the Expanding Access for Online Veteran Students Act, which
would increase the monthly housing allowance for veteran students
taking online classes to match the amount students receive for in
person classes.

While this bill is limited to the summer semester, I believe it is
an important step in bringing parity in MHA reimbursements for
in person and online students.

My first quick question here to Ms. Keenan, how has education
changed for VFW’s membership in recent years? Have you seen a
greater number of VFW memberships attend online school?

Ms. KEENAN. Thank you for the question, Mr. Ciscomani.

We know that veterans are often non traditional students. They
may have a spouse, dependents, they may work, they may have
service-connected disabilities that limit their ability to go and do
things in person every single day. Our membership is attending
more and more online classes. The essence of why we support this
bill is because we want students to have the flexibility to choose
what is best for their life circumstances. The housing benefit is
going to ensure that they are successful, that they have the sta-
bility that they need.

Mr. CiscoMANI. Thank you. Thank you.

Ms. Barlet, I appreciate the testimony you submitted to the com-
mittee and the assistance our office received from Student Veterans
of America in drafting this legislation and your testimony both
written and today. You mentioned Josh Jones, who was previously
the SVA chapter president at Loyola University. Can you elaborate
why the MHA for online students can be difficult for students as
they enroll in classes with limited availability?

Ms. BARLET. Yes. Thank you, Representative Ciscomani.

Actually, Josh Jones is in town this week. As SVA’s Student Vet-
eran of the Year he is placed on SVA’s board of Directors, and they
are all having a meeting.

Mr. CiscoMaNI. Wonderful.

Ms. BARLET. Looking at as a student veteran, you are looking at
not just the degree that you are pursuing, but the institution that
you want to pursue that degree. Then you also have the oppor-
tunity, keep in mind that you have two choices, you can do brick
and mortar or you can do an online class. Even as Josh faced, a
brick and mortar was his intention, but as he went along his de-
gree, his summer classes were forced online. A budget that he had
produced for himself had had the MHA all lined up that he would
be a brick and mortar and have that institution MHA kind of like
took him for a step back when his classes were forced online during
the summer session and then he was forced online then decreasing
by almost $5,000 for that 3 month term.

Like Ms. Keenan mentioned, for student veterans we have a lot
of things going on in our life. I myself took my master’s degree on-
line prior to COVID at George Washington University, and I felt
the education I got at that time really helped me sustain to where
I am right now. Not only was the classes an opportunity to fit with-
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in my schedule, but I studied globally with other students from
around the world and I was able to share my culture as a veteran
and American and how I was seeing our health system at that time
and then also getting ideas and seeing other things through other
individuals’ eyes. By the time I was finished with my master’s de-
gree, I had a better perspective.

Mr. CiscoMANI. Thank you. Thank you so much.

Mr. Chairman, I yield back.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Mr. Ciscomani.
| The chair now recognize Mrs. Ramirez from the great State of Il-
inois.

Ms. RAMIREZ. Thank you, Chairman.

In the first panel we talked a little bit about housing and cer-
tainly we started talking also about employment. I want to thank
every single witness for being here. I know that the last few weeks
we have been trying to get our committee hearings up and running,
so we are glad you are here. I want to also just give a special thank
you to the Student Veterans of America for your critical work you
do to ensure that veterans receive and maximize their education
benefits.

As you know, self improvement and self sufficiency are inter-
connected with education, employment, and housing. Often I say
that housing stability intersects with financial stability, and there-
fore education and employment are critical to that.

I want to go in a little bit more on housing, which we did a little
in the first panel, but I think it is just following up to what Con-
gressman Ciscomani was talking about, particularly around hous-
ing allowance. Any of you, I mean, can you describe how important
it is for veterans to have access to housing and the kinds of bar-
riers?veterans face when they do not have that full housing allow-
ance’

Ms. BARLET. Thank you, ma’am, for that question. I will go first.

By not having that parity of the monthly housing allowance kind
of kicks off their budget for their monthly ideals and how they can
expense the rest of their expenses through their budget. I know
myself my rent is the first thing I pay and if I do not have that
money up full, that kind of puts me behind for everything else. Fi-
nancial security in a house is going to give you safety and safety
is just going to help your mental stability as you are going through
and studying and being that individual in your community and
that family member that your family needs.

Ms. RAMIREZ. Yes, thank you.

I want to switch a little, and I want to ask Ms. Barlet specifically
the legislation titled Expanding Access for Online Veteran Stu-
dents Act, it would aim to make all programs for all students eligi-
ble for full MHA during summer terms. That has resulted in this
proposal having a significant cost, according to the CBO. Is this
proposal the ideal way you would aim to assist students experi-
encing particular hardships accessing individual programs, or
would you model legislation differently to assist students?

Ms. BARLET. This piece of legislation is definitely a starter con-
versation and we hope that this leads to more conversations to
have the parity of MHA as an online learner and as a brick and
mortar learner.
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Ms. RAMIREZ. Thank you, Chairman. I yield back. Thank you.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Mrs. Ramirez.

The chair now recognizes Mr. Nunn from the great State of Iowa.

Mr. NUNN. Thank you, Mr. Chair.

First, I want to say thank you to our fearless chairman here from
the great State of Wisconsin, both a VFW and an American Legion
fellow. I appreciate your service and honored to serve with you in
that capacity in our new roles today.

With that, I would like to take us back to where we are pres-
ently. Many in this community are combat veterans like ourselves,
others are members of our community who are watching as equally
horrified as I am with the events unfolding in Israel. The destruc-
tion of that community forces us as Americans to reflect upon our
own service, our commitment to our family, our friends, and those
who we live with. I am here today not just as a U.S. Member of
Congress, but as a 20 year Air Force veteran who has served in
combat operations as many here around the world. It is as a com-
mander I watched my own forces struggle with life that came after
their military service.

Today I carry before us a message for those who can no longer
speak. Specifically, I speak in honor of Corporal Adam Lambert, a
proud Marine from Adel, Iowa, in my home community. He loved
his family, he loved his friends, and he loved his country. He put
himself before family, friends, and country time after time. Adam
bravely served our country in the Marines, deploying to Okinawa
and then on to Afghanistan. During boot camp, he made a battle
buddy named Daniel Harvey from Rhode Island. These two became
fast friends and connected through their deployments and tried to
maintain that through their return home to the U.S. At 22 years
old, Daniel became a victim of suicide just after a year leaving the
Marines. Adam, his best friend, followed with him less than a
month later.

Adam was a beloved son and a brother and a friend. Unfortu-
nately, this story is all too common for our fellow service members
when they come home from duty. In my home State of Iowa, sadly,
we have a suicide rate for veterans four times that of the national
average. Something, Mr. Chair, has to be done. That is why I am
proud to work with members in this room when I led the introduc-
tion of H.R. 3722, the Daniel J. Harvey, Jr. and Adam Lambert Im-
proving Service Member Transition to Reduce Veteran Suicide Act.

As we all know, veteran suicide is another casualty of war, one
that demands immediate attention and action by our Members of
Congress.

I want to thank you to the committee is here today and speak
a little more specifically on what we can do to continue to help our
veterans as they transition at some point from their military life
to their civilian life.

Mr. Barefield, I will begin with you first. I want to thank you for
your support. I want to speak specifically to the Transition Assist-
ance Program and speak to any issues that have gone unnoticed or
overlooked in recent years and how we could continue to improve
this program even further, sir.

Mr. BAREFIELD. Thank you for the question.
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As I mentioned in my oral statement, when I went through the
TAP program more than 25 years ago and the way that I felt after
I left my years of service with the United States Army, there were
days where I just felt I was thrown away. I got a service-connected
disability and was released basically because of the fact that I was
non deployable anymore. In those initial months after service, I felt
like nobody really cared. Being able to have mental health services
available to me during that timeframe would have been very bene-
ficial. T did not do the ultimate act like the gentleman that you
mentioned earlier, but it was not far from my thought process.
Being able to have those services available are crucial because you
are talking about a very tender time period. Those first 12 months
after being medically retired, retired or discharged from service, is
a very tender time. A lot of service members are out in the fog
about what to do or what is available to them. Being able to indi-
cate and note those services are there for them is very important.

Mr. NUNN. Thank you, Mr. Barefield. I would agree.

Deputy Director Keenan, thank you for your service as well and
your continued service with the VFW.

You recommended including provisions that would require a
health assessment and treatment plans to be conducted in private
at the VA. Talk to us about what the current practice is and if
there is any recommendations you would have on that front for
mental health.

Ms. KEENAN. Thank you for that.

I think our recommendation has to do with including this in TAP
and having an opportunity within the program for some one on one
private counseling, if that is required by the service member, if
they seek that, so that they can actually discuss some of those
issues, maybe outside of the class, but still with somebody who can
provide the resources that they need.

Mr. NUNN. Much appreciated. Thank you.

We can all be strong and uniform, but as we make that transi-
tion, we need that access to it.

Mr. Chair, I yield my time, and thank you for your service.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Well, thank you, sir.

Mr. Nunn, you are always welcome here, and I hope you under-
stand that the support behind your bill is unanimous. There are a
couple things we got to tweak on it, but you know it is my number
one legislative priority as the chairman of the subcommittee to pre-
vent veteran suicide.

We are good? He is an Air Force guy. You know.

I want to thank everybody for coming here today. It is critically
important that we get together periodically and talk about these
things.

Before I turn over to Ranking Member Levin, Ms. Keenan, I un-
derstand that there are some people that came to this committee
hearing today?

Ms. KEENAN. Yes, I have my family here.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. If you are related to this veteran, please stand
up. Okay. Then there is a guy right there with the mask on. What
is his name? Stand up, you. Hey, I am talking to you, pal. What
is your name, son?

Mr. GIANNINI. My name is Luke, sir.
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Mr. VAN ORDEN. You are an Army veteran?

Mr. GIANNINI. I am.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. What are you doing 48 hours from now?

Mr. GIANNINI. I am getting married to Ms. Keenan.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. That is right, he is getting married! Hey, if you
want, when we get done here, get your family and everybody come
up, we will take pictures behind here and everything. It is a big
day. Congratulations very much. You guys are all awesome.

I now recognize Ranking Member Levin for his closing com-
ments.

Mr. LEVIN. I cannot follow that. We will just leave it there. Ap-
preciate it.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. This hearing stands adjourned.

[Whereupon, at 4:09 p.m., the subcommittee was adjourned.]
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PREPARED STATEMENTS OF WITNESSES

Prepared Statement of Joseph Garcia

Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin and other Members of the Sub-
committee, thank you for inviting us here today to present our views on several bills
that would affect VA programs and services. Joining me today are Mr. Nick
Pamperin, Executive Director of Veterans Readiness & Employment Services, and
Mr. James Ruhlman, Deputy Director of Education Service.

H.R. 522 Deliver for Veterans Act

This bill would amend 38 U.S.C. § 3902(a) to add the total shipping price to de-
liver an automobile or other conveyance to the financial assistance provided to a
Veteran as part of VA’s purchase of an automobile or other conveyance for an eligi-
ble Veteran.

VA supports this bill, subject to the availability of appropriations. It is a
Veteran-centric bill that could increase the automobile or other conveyance allow-
ance benefit for Veterans.

Under section 3902(a), the total purchase price of an automobile or other convey-
ance currently includes payment of all state, local and other taxes in VA’s auto-
mobile allowance benefit. However, the Veteran bears an unstated and unintended
burden for any shipping costs relating to a vehicle’s purchase. Amending the law
to include the shipping cost could remove a cost burden to any Veteran using this
benefit.

This bill has no additional language to define what constitutes “total shipping
price” for delivery to the Veteran. Shipping prices can vary depending on the geo-
graphical locations involved and the shipping methods used. VA could implement
this section in regulation to define more specific parameters on how shipping costs
would be defined and calculated.

Additionally, VA notes that if this bill were enacted, the limit on the total amount
of authorized financial assistance as defined in sections 3902(a) and (e) would re-
main intact. Section 3902(a) states: “The Secretary, under regulations which the
Secretary shall prescribe, shall provide or assist in providing an automobile or other
conveyance to each eligible person by paying the total purchase price of the auto-
mobile or other conveyance (including all State, local, and other taxes) or $18,900
(as adjusted from time to time under subsection (e)), whichever is the lesser.” Thus,
shipping costs would be paid only if the total purchase price of the vehicle is less
than the current maximum payment of $24,115.12, effective October 1, 2022.

In the context of automobile allowance benefits for Veterans, VA recommends that
Congress make technical corrections to amendments made by section 22 of the Vet-
erans Auto and Education Improvement Act of 2022 (P.L. 117-333). Section 22
amended the definition of medical services under 38 U.S.C. § 1701(6) to include the
provision of medically necessary van lifts, raised doors, raised roofs, air conditioning
and wheelchair tiedowns for passenger use. We understand this section was in-
tended to codify VA’s existing practice of furnishing certain items, including van
lifts, raised roofs, air conditioning and wheelchair tiedowns for passenger use as ar-
ticulated in paragraph 5.e. of Veterans Health Administration (VHA) Handbook
1173.4, Automobile Adaptive Equipment Program. However, VHA has used these as
examples, whereas the statute defines these specifically as the only types of modi-
fications that are permissible.

Consequently, we recommend technical amendments to 38 U.S.C. § 1701(6) to au-
thorize lowered floors, ramp and kneeling systems, mobility device lifts (not just van
lifts) and ingress or egress accessibility modifications. We also recommend wheel-
chair tiedowns not be limited for passenger use. We believe these changes would re-
flect Congressional intent and not inadvertently limit the scope of an existing ben-
efit. VA’s practice has evolved, consistent with its policy and with industry stand-
ards, to include modifications to the types of vehicles Veterans most frequently
drive—minivans, trucks and sport utility vehicles.

(43)
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Mandatory costs to the Readjustment Benefits account are estimated to be $8.5
million in 2024, $62.3 million over 5 years, and $132.7 million over 10 years. No
discretionary costs are associated.

H.R. 2830 Veteran Improvement Commercial Driver License Act of 2023

This bill would amend 38 U.S.C. § 3680A(e) to modify the rules for approval of
commercial driver education programs. Currently, under section 3680A(e)(2), the
Secretary may not approve the enrollment of an eligible Veteran in a course not
leading to a standard college degree offered by a for-profit or non-profit educational
institution if the course is offered at a branch of the educational institution and the
branch has been operating for less than 2 years. The bill would exempt a commer-
cial driver education program from this limitation if the commercial driver edu-
cation program for a branch of an educational institution is appropriately licensed
and uses the same curriculum as a commercial driver education program offered by
the educational institution at another location that is approved under 38 U.S.C. Ch.
36 by a State Approving Agency (SAA) or the Secretary when acting in the role of
an SAA.

To be exempt, the educational institution providing the commercial driver edu-
cation program offered at a branch would have to submit a report to the Secretary
each year that demonstrates that the curriculum at the new branch is the same as
the curriculum at the primary location. The report would have to be submitted in
accordance with requirements established by the Secretary in consultation with
SAAs. VA would have to establish the report requirements not later than 180 days
after the date of enactment.

The Secretary could withhold an exemption for any educational institution or
branch of an educational institution as the Secretary considers appropriate. In mak-
ing an exemption determination, the Secretary could consult with the Secretary of
Transportation on a provider’s performance of a commercial driver program, includ-
ing the status of the provider within the Training Provider Registry of the Federal
Motor Carrier Safety Administration when appropriate.

The amendments made by this bill would apply to commercial driver education
programs on and after the date that is 180 days after the date the Secretary estab-
lishes the reporting requirements.

VA supports this bill. VA believes permitting approval of a course offered at a
branch with less than a 2-year operation period under certain circumstances would
provide more training opportunities for Veterans and boost employment in this occu-
pational area, while still maintaining SAA authority and oversight.

No mandatory or discretionary costs are associated with this bill.

H.R. 3601 Student Veteran Work Study Modernization Act

This bill would establish a 5-year pilot program to expand eligibility for the work-
study allowance under 38 U.S.C. § 3485 to Veterans participating in a rehabilita-
tion program or education program at a half-time training rate or more. The bill
would require the VA to provide a report 180 days after the enactment of the bill
(and then annually thereafter) to Congress regarding Veterans who participate in
work-study. The report would have to include information regarding the number of
participating Veterans, the percentage of Veterans who obtain a 4-year degree and
the number of Veterans who obtain full-time work at VA. The bill would be subject
to the statutory Pay-As-You-Go Act of 2010 and must show how the bill would affect
mandatory spending and revenues.

VA would support the bill, if amended, and subject to the availability of
appropriations. VA recommends, in lieu of a 5-year pilot program, Congress
amend 38 U.S.C. § 3485 to permanently allow for Veterans in a rehabilitation pro-
gram or education program participating at a rate equal to at least half-time of that
required of a full-time student to participate in the work-study program.

Mandatory costs to the Readjustment Benefits account are estimated to be $3.2
million in 2024, $19.6 million over five years, and $19.6 million over 10 years. VA
anticipates discretionary costs for H.R. 3601; but, due to the comprehensive nature
of this bill, a complete analysis could not be completed, and additional time is need-
ed to provide an accurate cost estimate.

H.R. 3722 Amendment in the Nature of a Substitute to Daniel J. Harvey,
Jr. and Adam Lambert Improving Servicemember Transition to Reduce
Veteran Suicide Act

Section 2(a) of this bill would amend 10 U.S.C. § 1142(b) and require the Depart-
ment of Defense (DoD) to cover the following mental health information during pre-
separation counseling:
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(1) The availability of mental health services furnished by the appropriate
branch of service, DoD, VA or a non-profit entity;

(2) The treatment of post-traumatic stress disorder, traumatic brain injury, anx-
iety disorders, depression, chronic pain, sleep disorders, suicidal ideation or
other mental health conditions associated with military service;

(3) The risk of suicide, including signs, symptoms and risk factors (including ad-
verse childhood experiences, depression, bipolar disorder, homelessness, unem-
ployment and relationship strain);

(4) The availability of treatment options and resources to address substance
abuse, including alcohol, prescription drug and opioid abuse;

(5) The potential effects of the loss of community and support systems experi-
enced by a member separating from the Armed Forces;

(6) Isolation from family, friends or society; and
(7) The potential stressors associated with separation from the Armed Forces.

Section 2(b) would amend 38 U.S.C. § 6320(b)(1) by requiring the VA Solid Start
(VASS) program to assist eligible Veterans who elect to enroll in the patient enroll-
ment system and to educate Veterans about mental health and counseling services
available through Veterans Health Administration (VHA). Section 2(c) would re-
quire DoD and VA to jointly submit a report to Congress on the information and
materials developed pursuant to the amendments made by this bill.

VA would support section 2 of this bill, if amended. Collaboratively, VA and
DoD use several programs to provide benefits and services aimed to help reduce or
eliminate risk factors associated with suicide while increasing protective factors for
Veterans. VA could work with DoD to provide the information outlined under sec-
tion 2(a) through the interagency governance structure for the Transition Assistance
Program (TAP). VA supports section 2(a).

With regards to section 2(b), VA has concerns the bill may restrict the intent of
the VASS program. Under current 38 U.S.C. § 6320, VASS employees conduct indi-
vidualized conversations truly tailored to the unique situation and needs of recently
separated Service members to increase awareness and use of VA benefits and serv-
ices.

The Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) launched VASS in December 2019
to provide support for recently separated Veterans. Through VASS, VA provides
early and consistent caring contact to newly separated Veterans at least three times
during their critical first year of transition from the military at 0-90, 91-180 and
181-365 days post-discharge from active duty. During these calls, specially trained
VA representatives address issues or challenges the Veteran identifies and assist
them access benefits, services, health care (including mental health care), education
and employment opportunities. After each successful connection, the VASS rep-
resentative provides the Veteran a comprehensive follow-up email that provides in-
formation on all issues discussed and lists connections for additional support and
assistance. This email specifically provides contact information for service organiza-
tions and connections to state Veteran resources, based on information provided by
the Veteran regarding where they currently or intend to reside. For fiscal year (FY)
2023, VASS successfully connected with 197,615 (72.1 percent) eligible Veterans.
VASS also provides priority contact to individuals meeting certain risk factors dur-
ing the last year of active duty, supporting a successful transition to VA mental
health care treatment.

VASS representatives receive special training to identify recently separated Serv-
ice members who may be at-risk, and procedures are in place to facilitate an imme-
diate warm transfer to the Veterans Crisis Line, when appropriate. VASS ensures
all Veterans are given resources and assistance for the full array of VA benefits and
services based on their personalized VASS interview. Additionally, VASS employees
currently assist eligible Veterans with VHA enrollment when desired by the Veteran
and provide information about mental health care and counseling services when
driven by the Veteran’s needs. Having the current section 2(b) language mandated
in statute would curtail the flexibility for individualized conversations.

VA feels adding new section 6320(b)(1)(G) and (b)(1)(H) would be unnecessary as
they are duplicative of the work already done under the VASS program, as summa-
rized above. Further, new subparagraph (H) would require the VASS program to
provide this information to all VASS-eligible individuals, regardless of their interest
in the service, which would undermine program goals of a personalized VASS expe-
rience tailored to the unique needs of the Veteran. VA would be required to allocate
resources to allow for the extended time it would take to discuss these services with
each VASS-eligible individual, which could negatively impact the overall program’s
successful connection rate. VA would need funding to support the implementation
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and maintenance of this bill. For these reasons, VA recommends removal of section
2(b) from the bill.

No mandatory costs are associated with this bill. No discretionary costs are associ-
ated with this proposed legislation, if requested amendments are made.

H.R. 3738 Establishment of Veterans Economic Opportunity and Transi-
tion Administration

Section 1 of this bill would create a new 38 U.S.C. Ch. 80 and establish within
VA a new Veterans Economic Opportunity and Transition Administration (VEOTA)
with the function of administering VA programs that provide assistance related to
economic opportunity to Veterans and their dependents and survivors.

Under proposed 38 U.S.C. § 8002, VEOTA would be responsible for administering
the following VA programs:

(1) Vocational rehabilitation and employment programs;
(2) Educational assistance programs;
(3) Veterans’ housing loan and related programs;

(4) Verification of small businesses owned and controlled by Veterans pursuant
to 38 U.S.C. § 8127(f), including the administration of the data base of Veteran-
owned businesses;

(5) the Transition Assistance Program (TAP) under 10 U.S.C. § 1144; and
(6) Any other VA program the Secretary determines appropriate.

Under proposed 38 U.S.C. § 8003, the Secretary would be required to provide an
annual report to Congress regarding program-related data from the fiscal year cov-
ered by the report. The effective date for implementation would be October 1, 2024.
For FY 2024 and FY 2025, the total number of full-time equivalent employees au-
thorized for VBA and VEOTA would not be able to exceed (1) 34,228 in FY 2024
and (2) 35,417 in FY 2025. Any labor rights, inclusion in the bargaining unit and
collective bargaining agreement that would affect a VA employee who is transferred
to VEOTA would apply in the same manner to such employee after the transfer.

Section 2 of the bill would establish the position of the Under Secretary for Vet-
erans Economic Opportunity and Transition, outline the Under Secretary’s respon-
sibilities and establish the procedures under which the position would be filled.

Section 3 of the bill would require VA to report to Congress, within 180 days of
the date of enactment, on the progress toward establishing VEOTA and prevent the
transfer of functions to VEOTA until VA certifies to Congress that the transition
of services to VEOTA will not negatively affect the services provided and that serv-
ices are ready to be transferred.

VA does not support this bill. VA appreciates Congress’ focus on improving
services and resources offered by these programs; however, VBA’s current structure
appropriately reflects the Under Secretary for Benefits’ overall responsibility for
Veterans benefits programs that include those related to economic opportunity and
transition, as well as compensation, pension, survivors’ benefits and insurance.

We recommend removing proposed section 8002(4), which would move the Office
of Small and Disadvantaged Business Utilization’s (OSDBU) Center for Verification
and Evaluation (CVE) program to the new administration. OSDBU currently reports
directly to the Deputy Secretary. OSDBU’s mission is to advocate for the maximum
practicable participation of small, small-disadvantaged, Veteran-owned, women-
owned and empowerment-zone businesses in contracts VA awards and in sub-
contracts VA’s prime contractors award.

This bill would move the CVE program which, according to this bill, administers
the verification program required for Service-Disabled Veteran-Owned Small Busi-
nesses and Veteran-Owned Small Businesses and maintains the vendor information
page data base, to the new administration. However, the verification program is no
longer with VA and was transferred to the Small Business Administration as of
January 2023 by the FY 2021 National Defense Authorization Act, and 38 U.S.C.
§ 8127(f) is now obsolete.

VBA’s portfolio of benefits is thriving. The Education, Loan Guaranty, Veteran
Readiness and Employment (VR&E) and Outreach, Transition and Economic Devel-
opment (OTED) programs are part of an integrated suite of interdependent services
and benefits that also includes compensation, pension and insurance programs. To-
gether, they form a suite of benefit-related resources that Veterans can rely on.

In FY 2022, VA processed over 3.5 million education claims in an average of 6.7
days. Over 1.3 million claims were automated, delivering real-time benefit decisions
to Veterans and their dependents. VA paid over $9.9 billion in education benefits
for 834,460 Veterans and their beneficiaries. VA guaranteed 746,091 loans worth
$256.6 billion in FY 2022. Loan Guaranty also assisted 205,702 borrowers retain
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homeownership and/or avoid foreclosure, resulting in a $3.99 billion savings in esti-
mated foreclosure costs to the government. VR&E helps Service members and Vet-
erans with service-connected disabilities and a barrier to employment prepare for,
find and maintain suitable jobs through counseling and case management. There
were over 124,400 VR&E participants in FY 2022, with more than 30,500 new plans
developed to assist Veterans and over 11,800 Veteran rehabilitations.

For those Service members transitioning out of the military, OTED offered addi-
tional focus on helping them move more effectively into civilian life, both socially
and economically. VA’s commitment to support Service members’ transition from the
military is shown through the VASS program, as discussed above. Since the launch
in December 2019 through September 2023, VASS has successfully connected with
398,081 recently separated Veterans, representing a 70.7 percent successful contact
rate. This includes a total of 197,615 successful contacts in FY 2023.

Additionally, VA continues to partner with DoD to ensure that separating Service
members are focused on their transition as early as possible and begin civilian life
on the right foot.

To support the adjudication and delivery of Veteran-and Service member-earned
benefits, VBA also has many enabling staff offices, such as finance, Human Re-
sources (HR), facilities, production optimization, outreach and engagement, field op-
erations, business process integration, strategic program management, performance
analyses, communications and executive review. These enabling organizations would
have to be recreated within the new administration to effectively operate, requiring
additional executive leadership and replicated structures. Adding another adminis-
tration would increase the leadership oversight for programs that are currently in
place, contrary to the modernization efforts that are underway.

With respect to section 2 of the bill, the procedure for filling the position of the
VEOTA Under Secretary is the same as filling the positions of the Under Secretary
for Benefits, the Under Secretary for Health and the Under Secretary for Memorial
Affairs. Should this bill establishing VEOTA be enacted, VA agrees this should be
the procedure for selecting the new VEOTA Under Secretary. However, we note that
proposed new section 306A(c) would require VA to create a commission to rec-
ommend individuals to the President for appointment to the new Under Secretary
position and would establish membership requirements and the function of the com-
mission, which would implicate Chapter 10 of Title 5, U.S. Code (commonly known
as the Federal Advisory Committee Act (FACA)). Therefore, unless Congress specifi-
cally exempts the commission from compliance with FACA in the statute, a new VA
federal advisory committee would have to be established to carry out the provision.

Additionally, should this bill establishing VEOTA be enacted, VA would need
ample time to plan for this considerable transition. Therefore, while VA remains
committed to communicating closely with the Committees, it does not support a
specified timeframe for reporting or certification.

VA anticipates discretionary General Operating Expense costs would result from
enacting this bill for Management Direction and Support for enabling staff offices
(aforementioned finance, HR, facilities, outreach and engagement, field operations,
business process integration, strategic program management, performance analyses,
communications and executive review), which would include payroll and non-pay
costs (travel, contract support, centralized payments, etc.). Due to the comprehen-
sive nature of this bill, a complete analysis could not be completed, and additional
time is needed to provide an accurate cost estimate. No mandatory costs would be
associated with the bill. While no benefit costs are associated with the bill, the ap-
propriation language for the Readjustment Benefits account and the Credit Reform
account would have to change to reflect the title of the new administration.

H.R. 3816 Veterans’ Entry to Apprenticeship Act

This bill would create a new 38 U.S.C. § 3687A to authorize VA to treat a pre-
apprenticeship program in the same manner as an apprenticeship program for the
purpose of providing educational assistance. A pre-apprenticeship program would
mean a program or set of objectives designed to prepare individuals to enter and
succeed in a registered apprenticeship program that has a documented partnership
with at least one sponsor. A pre-apprenticeship program would be covered under the
bill if the curriculum of the program is approved by a sponsor and the sponsor cer-
tifies to VA that the program will prepare an individual with the skills and com-
petencies needed to enroll in a registered apprenticeship program. The program
would also have to maintain conduct and attendance policies in accordance with a
sponsor. For purposes of this bill, a sponsor would mean an entity that formally sup-
ports the pre-apprenticeship program, including a registered apprenticeship pro-
gram; a department or agency of a state or local government; an institution of high-
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er learning; or any other public, private or non-profit entity that the Secretary de-
termines to be a sponsor for purposes of this section.

An individual would be entitled to educational assistance under this provision if
they are entitled to educational assistance under 38 U.S.C. Ch. 30, 32, 33, 34 or
35 or 10 U.S.C. Ch. 1606 and are seeking to use their educational assistance for
a program of apprenticeship. A covered individual enrolled in a pre-apprenticeship
program would receive educational assistance equal to the amount received by an
individual in an apprenticeship program. However, if the covered individual is not
paid as part of the pre-apprenticeship program, the individual under chapter 33 of
title 38 would still receive a monthly housing allowance (MHA). The MHA would
be equal to the monthly amount of the basic allowance for housing payable under
37 U.S.C. § 403 for a member with dependents in pay grade E-5 residing in the
military housing area that encompasses all or the majority portion of the ZIP Code
area of the pre-apprenticeship program. The covered individual’s entitlement would
be charged at a rate equal to the rate charged for an apprenticeship program. The
bill would apply to an individual who enrolls in a program of pre-apprenticeship be-
ginning on or after the date of enactment of this bill.

VA understands the intent of the proposed legislation, but does not sup-
port this bill.

Mandatory costs to the Readjustment Benefits account are estimated to be $11.9
million in 2024, $65.4 million over five years, and $144.4 million over 10 years. No
VBA administrative costs are associated with this bill. VA estimates the information
technology costs associated with the enactment of this legislation to be $5 million,
which includes the design, code development, testing, and deployment of the new
functionality in existing information technology systems. VA would need to make
changes to the functionality in the Digital GI Bill to include pre-apprenticeship pro-
grams. VA estimates that it would require 6 months from the date of enactment to
make the necessary information technology changes.

VA is concerned that putting pre-apprenticeship programs on a level playing field
with Registered Apprenticeship (RA) programs for purposes of GI bill benefits re-
ceipt will lead to poorer outcomes for Veterans. The definitional parameters and
safeguards of pre-apprenticeship programs are extremely limited as compared to
RA, and we know that many individuals exit pre-apprenticeship programs with lit-
tle-improved labor market prospects. Opening up GI Bill benefits to this class of pro-
grams may lead Veterans to waste precious GI Bill benefits on low-quality pro-
grams.

VA has concerns that SAA approval of pre-apprenticeship programs will not serve
as a significant quality assurance mechanism. Pre-apprenticeship programs are
wholly unregulated in the United States and even DOL itself does not have outcome
information on the vast majority of pre-apprenticeship programs. It is challenging
to imagine SAAs bringing order and quality assurance to this system, even with the
most well-intentioned, well-designed approval process.

H.R. 5190 Military Family Protection from Debt Act

This bill would amend section 207 of the Servicemembers Civil Relief Act (50
U.S.C. § 3937) to expand certain protections to dependents of members of the
Armed Forces.

VA defers to DoD and DOJ.

H.R. 5913 Consolidating Veteran Employment Services for Improved Per-
formance Act of 2023

Section 2 of this bill would transfer the Department of Labor’s (DOL) Veterans’
Employment and Training Service (VETS) and its programs to VA effective October
1, 2025. The functions that would be transferred would include job counseling, train-
ing and placement services for Veterans under 38 U.S.C. Ch. 41; Federal Govern-
ment employment services under 38 U.S.C. § 4214; administration of employment
and reemployment rights under 38 U.S.C. Ch. 43; homeless Veterans reintegration
programs under 38 U.S.C. Ch. 20; and employment and Veterans benefits training
under TAP (10 U.S.C. § 1144). The transfer would include all personnel, assets, li-
abilities, grants, contracts, property, records and funding pertaining to those pro-
grams.

The bill would also require VA to enter into a memorandum of agreement with
DOL and with states, as VA determines necessary, to implement the transition of
the DOL programs to VA. The bill would also establish that, in FY 2027 and for
each subsequent fiscal year, the President would include, in the President’s budget
request for VA, funding for the transferred functions.

Section 3 of the bill would establish a Deputy Under Secretary for Veterans’ Em-
ployment and Training. Furthermore, section 4 of the bill would require states to
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employ and assign full-time and part-time Veteran employment specialists in state
agencies to carry out employment, training and placement services. The bill would
also place maximum emphasis on assisting economically or educationally disadvan-
taged Veterans.

VA strongly opposes the bill. DOL works with VA to provide individualized ca-
reer counseling and training related to eligible Veterans with service-connected dis-
abilities and help employers fill their workforce needs with employment-seeking
Veterans. Through DOL programs, Disabled Veterans’ Outreach Program specialists
provide services to eligible Veterans experiencing significant barriers to employ-
ment.

The bill would also amend VA’s prioritization of services. Currently, to the max-
imum extent possible, VA prioritizes meeting the needs of Veterans with disabilities
and Veterans who served on active duty during a war or in a campaign or expedi-
tion for which a campaign badge had been authorized. However, the bill would em-
phasize assisting economically or educationally disadvantaged Veterans. While Vet-
erans with disabilities may fall into this category, VA’s priority should remain serv-
ing Veterans with disabilities. Veterans with disabilities continue to encounter ob-
stacles in obtaining and maintaining suitable employment and often need more in-
tensive services to meet their employment goal. Therefore, removing this
prioritization would harm Veterans with disabilities.

The bill would align employment and Veterans benefits training under VA’s TAP.
VA disagrees with this as it would remove subject-matters experts from DOL in-
volved with administering a program outside of VA’s scope. This would be harmful
to Veterans and limit the resources to which they would have access in seeking em-
ployment and training. Further, VA’s curriculum is designed as a one-day course,
focused on VA benefits and services. Adding additional material from DOL would
cause program degradation and integrity issues.

The bill would also effectively change the title of Disabled Veterans’ Outreach
Program to Veteran Employment specialists, which appears to be more suited to the
change in the prioritization of services, as reflected in the bill. However, VA notes
concerns over the implications to pay and compensation for these specialists as well
as the lack of uniform qualifications standards for these positions. The bill would
also require VA to ensure that the Veteran employment specialists are properly
trained, meaning VA would need to develop a certification program for the state em-
ployees and monitor proficiency. Consideration should be given to converting these
specialists from state agency employees to VA employees, similar to the Veteran em-
ployment specialists in VA’s VR&E program.

VA also has concerns regarding the reorganization and realignment implications
with transferring the personnel from DOL to VA. VA would need to consider wheth-
er internal offices and administrations need to be reorganized to clearly delineate
the responsibilities where similar or complementary roles may be impacted by the
transfer of functions, such as between VBA and VA’s Office of Human Resources
and Administration/Operations, Security and Preparedness (HRA/OSP). HRA/OSP
includes the Office of Veteran and Military Spouse Engagement Program (under the
Office of the Chief Human Capital Officer) and oversees policy and other functions
related to the Uniformed Services Employment and Reemployment Rights
(USERRA) functions under 38 U.S.C. Ch. 43. Any internal reorganization and re-
alignment would need additional time, funding and resources to execute.

Related to the reorganization and realignment concerns, VA has concerns with the
new position of the VEOTA Deputy Under Secretary. Further clarification is needed
as to where the position would sit in VA and regarding appointment requirements
for the position. One issue to highlight is that the position is assigned to address
Departmental policies and procedures, which would include USERRA under chapter
43 and Federal Government employment services under 38 U.S.C. § 4214. Those
specific functions touch on personnel management, which are functions specifically
assigned to an Assistant Secretary (A/S) to oversee under 38 U.S.C. § 308. Cur-
rently, those functions are assigned to the A/S of HRA/OSP. The bill may create a
S)élﬂict in duties between the Deputy Under Secretary position and the A/S of HRA/

P

The bill would transfer the administration of these and other services from DOL
to VA effective October 1, 2025. However, the bill would not authorize funding for
VA to administer this program until FY 2027. The lack of funding may cause delays
in providing individualized career and training services to eligible Veterans. Given
the national implications and magnitude of the changes outlined, VA would need
additional time to fully examine the impact and scale of preparation that would be
required for VA to implement the transfer of the functions identified.

We understand that DOL opposes this bill, as discussed in its testimony.
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H.R. XXXX Improve the Processes to Approve Programs of Education

Section 1(a) of the bill would amend 38 U.S.C. § 3679(f)(1)(A) to add “to the max-
imum extent practicable” to the requirement that schools provide an individual with
a form that contains certain personalized financial information prior to enrolling the
individual in a course of education. Section 1(b) would amend 38 U.S.C. §
3680A(a)(4)(B)(ii) to allow for the approval of an independent study program that
leads to a certificate for a course of study offered by an institution of higher edu-
cation described in section 102 of the Higher Education Act of 1965 (20 U.S.C. §
1002) that is qualified to participate in the student financial assistance programs
authorized by Title IV of that Act, including a community college, proprietary school
and any other institution of higher education that is eligible to participate in Fed-
eral student financial aid programs. Section 1(c) would require VA to establish a
website that is updated regularly and serves as a central location for publishing in-
formation about the training VA provides for School Certifying Officials (SCO).

VA does not support the bill. VA does not support section 1(a) of the bill. Cur-
rently, schools are allowed to use the College Financing Plan available through the
Department of Education to satisfy the requirements to provide students with cer-
tain financial information. VA believes schools should be required to provide an in-
dividual with a form that contains certain personalized financial information prior
to enrolling the individual in a course of education.

While VA has no objections to the proposed changes in section 1(b) of the bill, VA
believes this section is unnecessary. Currently, VA has the authority to approve
independent study programs offered by proprietary institutions of higher education
as these programs are described in 38 U.S.C. § 3680A(a)(4)(B)(ii).

While VA has no objection to section 1(c) of the bill, VA believes this section is
unnecessary because VA currently has a website that provides information about
the training VA provides to SCOs. On the GI Bill website, VA has established and
provides a one-stop shop for SCOs and school administrators at https:/www.va.gov/
school-administrators/. The webpage includes training and guides, upcoming events,
policies and procedures and resources to support students. Moreover, the webpage
provides a direct link to VBA Education Service’s current and previous webinars
and training at https://www.benefits.va.gov/gibill/resources/education resources/
school certifying officials/presentations.asp. On this page, SCOs can review topics
that will be discussed in future Office Hours and review previous webinars.

VA has not completed its cost estimate for this bill.

H.R. 5702 Expanding Access for Online Veteran Students Act

The bill would amend 38 U.S.C. § 3313(c)(1)(B) to establish an amount payable
for the MHA under the Post-9/11 GI Bill for an individual pursuing a program of
education solely through distance learning that is shorter than 12 weeks during the
summer. Under the bill, such an individual would receive the national average of
the MHA payable under the Post-9/11 GI Bill. The amendments would apply to a
program of education beginning on or after August 1, 2024.

VA would support this bill, if amended, and subject to the availability of
appropriations. VA recommends increasing the amount payable for the MHA to
the national average for all individuals enrolled in a program of education solely
through distance learning under the Post-9/11 GI Bill, not just individuals enrolled
in a program shorter than 12 weeks during the summer. This bill would create a
disparity between participants of the chapter 31 VR&E program who are eligible for
the Post-9/11 GI Bill rate and participants in the chapter 33 Post-9/11 GI Bill pro-
gram. While many chapter 31 participants are eligible for the Post—-9/11 GI Bill ben-
efit, many seek services from chapter 31 due to their service-connected disabilities.
A Veteran with a service-connected disability should not be placed at a disadvantage
simply by choosing to participate in another VA education benefit.

Additionally, VA does not have a definition for “summer programs.” However,
there is a regulatory definition for “summer term” and “summer session.” These
definitions are found at 38 C.F.R. § 21.4200(b)(5) and (6), which defines “summer
term” as “the whole of the period of instruction at a school which takes place be-
tween ordinary school years” that “may be divided into several summer sessions”
and defines “summer session” as “any division of a summer term.” This definition
is limited as it is only applicable to schools that operate on a traditional semester-
based schedule. It could not be applied to non-traditional term-based programs, for
example, programs with 8-week terms and term start dates throughout the year. It
is unclear how Congress wishes to address educational institutions that are orga-
nized on a year-round enrollment (or rolling admission) basis and do not have dis-
tinct summer terms. Therefore, VA recommends adding a distinct definition for the
term “summer programs” in the bill. Since VA is uncertain regarding Congress’ in-
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tent and desired outcome with this proposed legislation, we would be glad to meet
with the appropriate staffers regarding the intent of the bill and to assist with refin-
ing the bill’s language to include terms that would clarify establishing a monthly
housing stipend under the Post-9/11 GI Bill for individuals who pursue summer
programs of education solely through distance learning.

Last, VA would need to make modifications to its existing IT systems to imple-
ment this legislation. Specifically, VA would need to implement new rules for the
Digital GI Bill platform to pay a different MHA for individuals pursuing a program
of education, solely through distance learning, that is shorter than 12 weeks during
the summer.

Mandatory costs to the Readjustment Benefits account are estimated to be $96.9
million in 2024, $1.5 billion over five years, and $3.5 billion over 10 years. No VBA
administrative costs are associated with this bill. VA estimates the information
technology costs associated with the enactment of this legislation to be $5 million,
which includes the design, code development, testing, and deployment of the new
functionality in existing information technology systems. VA would need to make
changes to the functionality in the Digital GI Bill to pay a different MHA for indi-
viduals pursuing a program of education, solely through distance learning, that is
shorter than 12 weeks during the summer. VA estimates that it would require 6
n}llonths from the date of enactment to make the necessary information technology
changes.

H.R. 5785 Modifications to Edith Nourse Rogers STEM Scholarship

This bill would amend 38 U.S.C. § 3320(b) by removing the requirement that an
individual must have used all of his or her educational assistance under the Post—
9/11 GI Bill or, based on the individual’s rate of usage, will use all educational as-
sistance within 180 days of applying for benefits under the Science, Technology, En-
gineering and Mathematics (STEM) Scholarship. The bill would further amend sec-
tion 3320(b) to authorize the STEM Scholarship for graduate degree programs and
change the number of credit hours that must be completed from 60 to 45 semester
hours and from 90 to 67.5 quarter hours.

This bill would also amend the payment priority in section 3320(c)(1) in which the
STEM Scholarship can be awarded when VA determines there are insufficient funds
available to provide additional benefits to all eligible individuals. Individuals who
have used the highest number of months of chapter 33 educational assistance and
individuals who are using their chapter 33 entitlement to pursue a program of post-
s}elcokr)l%ary education and who have declared a major would receive priority under
the bill.

Finally, the bill would amend section 3320(d) to specify that an individual who
receives a benefit under this section may use such benefit only after the individual
has used all the educational assistance to which the individual is entitled under the
Post-9/11 GI Bill.

VA would support the bill, if amended, and subject to the availability of
appropriations. The bill would amend 38 U.S.C. § 3320(c) to change how VA
prioritizes and selects individuals who can receive additional funds. However, it is
unclear how the dual prioritization in section 3320(c)(1) and (2) should work. There-
fore, VA recommends Congress clarify how VA should determine the appropriate
STEM beneficiaries based on the dual priorities.

Additionally, since the Edith Nourse Rogers STEM Scholarship’s additional 9
months are available only while enrolled in a STEM program, it is unclear what
should happen if a student changes to a non-STEM program and the scholarship
is revoked.

Mandatory costs to the Readjustment Benefits account are estimated to be $112.1
million in 2024, $328.7 million over five years, and $432.7 million over 10 years.

H.R. XXXX Waiver of VA-Guaranteed Housing Loan Fee for a Veteran with
a Service-Connected Disability

This bill would amend 38 U.S.C. § 3729(c)(2)(A) to waive the loan fee for a Vet-
eran obtaining a VA-guaranteed loan, based on the date of the Veteran’s pre-dis-
charge medical examination, rather than on the date of a rating or memorandum
rating for disability compensation. VA supports improving the way those
transitioning from active duty receive a loan fee waiver but has significant concerns
with the approach taken in this bill. VA is concerned it could result in a complex,
back-end refund process that would be confusing for Veterans, Service members,
lenders and VA employees, and that the bill could lead to an unsustainable financial
position.

VA would support this bill if amended and provided Congress identifies
the necessary cost offsets. Section 1(a) of the bill would establish an earlier point
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in time for a Veteran to be treated as receiving VA compensation, for home loan
purposes. We note that, in effect, this provision applies to Service members who are
considered Veterans under 38 U.S.C. § 3701 or § 3702. Where current section
3729(c)(2) requires VA to treat a Veteran as receiving compensation as of the date
of a pre-discharge rating or a pre-discharge memorandum rating, section (1)(a) of
the bill would change the criterion to the date of the medical examination or review
that leads to the rating or memorandum rating.

The earlier-in-time measure would save disabled Veterans thousands of dollars
and prevent delays in closings, as some disabled Veterans attempt to postpone using
their benefits until after they receive their rating, solely to avoid having to pay the
loan fee. This is because, in general, a Veteran must be receiving compensation to
qualify for a loan fee waiver under section 3729. The loan fee prescribed by section
3729 1s the fee collected from each person obtaining a housing loan guaranteed, in-
sured or made by VA. VA cannot guarantee, insure or make a loan until the loan
fee has been remitted to the Secretary unless a waiver, as described in subsection
(c), applies. Although this bill would not always prevent the need to collect the loan
fee at the closing, it would ensure those Veterans who obtain a medical examination
or review prior to closing, and are subsequently rated as eligible for compensation,
would have their loan fee refunded.

Section 1(b) of the bill would expand the new criteria to apply retroactively. VA
would be required to issue refunds to any Veteran who would have been eligible for
a waiver of the loan fee had the new legislation been in effect at the time of their
loan closing.

Although VA supports loan fee waivers for disabled Veterans who close on their
loans before receiving their rating, VA is concerned with the continued expansion
of waivers of the loan fee. Part of VA’s commitment to ensuring all eligible Veterans
can use their guaranteed home loan benefits is ensuring continued fiscal soundness
of the program, which relies, in large part, on the statutory loan fee to help offset
guaranty claims. This fee, which was designed to spread program risk across the
portfolio, helps to lower the taxpayer cost of the guaranty, since VA’s home loan pro-
gram does not require down payments or monthly mortgage insurance.

VA has seen a steady rise in Veterans who are exempt from paying the statutory
fee: from 32 percent in 2013 to 55 percent in 2023. VA has also seen an annual in-
crease in the number of active-duty Service members filing pre-discharge claims
under the Benefits Delivery at Discharge program over the past 4 years. Following
enactment of the Blue Water Navy Act of 2019, VA saw an average annual increase
of 2.4 percentage points. VA anticipates further increases related to the Honoring
Our Promise to Address Comprehensive Toxics Act of 2022. As the percentage of
waivers increases, the program’s ability to cover the Federal Government’s loan
guaranty commitments without taxpayer funding could be in jeopardy. VA is con-
cerned that, over time, the number of individuals exempt from paying the loan fee
will inch closer to 100 percent.

Additionally, VA is concerned about the use of experienced, senior-level staff likely
needed to process these refunds, particularly if section 1(b) of the bill is enacted as
drafted. Although VA is accustomed to processing loan fee refunds for retroactive
disability compensation awards, this bill would introduce a more complex loan re-
fund review process than applied in cases today. Under this bill, VA employees
would be required to analyze a Service member’s pre-discharge claims, pre-discharge
disability examinations, pre-discharge evidentiary reviews and eventual disability
rating decisions to determine the earliest possible date for purposes of a loan fee
waiver. Redirecting senior-level resources could have cascading impacts on other
mission-critical work, such as efforts to modernize technology systems to improve
the guaranteed home loan process for Veterans, employees, lenders and other pro-
gram participants.

As noted above, VA supports an improved experience for Service members looking
to use their home loan benefit prior to discharge. Therefore, VA looks forward to
working with this Committee to craft a legislative solution that would not result in
a complex, resource-intensive refund process or, over time, a potentially untenable
financial position for VA’s guaranteed home loan program. Unfortunately, given the
complexity of this issue, and the short timeframe VA was given to provide its views
and costing, we cannot, at this time, provide specific legislative language that we
would support.

Mandatory benefit loan subsidy costs are estimated to be $5.2 million in 2024,
$31.7 million over five years, and $87.5 million over 10 years. Discretionary General
Operating Expense costs are estimated to be $144,000 in 2024, $715,000 over five
years, and $1.5 million over 10 years.

Conclusion
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This concludes my statement. We would be happy to answer any questions you
or other members of the Subcommittee may have.

Prepared Statement of Margarita Devlin

Introduction

Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin, and distinguished Members of the
Subcommittee, thank you for the opportunity to testify at today’s legislative hearing.

The mission of the Department of Labor (DOL or Department), Veterans’ Employ-
ment and Training Service (VETS), is to prepare America’s veterans, service mem-
bers, and military spouses for meaningful careers, provide them with employment
resources and expertise, protect their employment rights, and promote their employ-
ment opportunities. It is my honor to serve as Deputy Assistant Secretary for Oper-
ations and Management of DOL VETS.

H.R. 5913, the Consolidating Veteran Employment Services for Improved
Performance Act of 2023

This bill would transfer the VETS agency from DOL to the Department of Vet-
erans Affairs (VA), and would likewise transfer the administration of Jobs for Vet-
erans State Grants! (JVSG), the Homeless Veterans’ Reintegration Program 2
(HVRP), the employment-related portions of the Transition Assistance Program 3
(TAP), and DOL’s Uniformed Services Employment and Reemployment Rights Act4
(USERRA) enforcement responsibilities, and other related responsibilities and obli-
gations provided under the authorizing legislation for those programs.

DOL strongly opposes this bill. DOL is the lead Federal Department for employ-
ment, training, and worker protection programs, with extensive resources and insti-
tutional expertise in those services, which cannot be replicated elsewhere. With that
in mind, VETS can best accomplish its mission housed within the Department that
oversees the American workforce system. In fact, the current structure has enabled
VETS’ programs to be highly successful, with positive performance outcomes that
support employment services for transitioning servicemembers, veterans, and mili-
tary spouses. There is no evidence that moving VETS to VA would improve the effi-
ciency or effectiveness of our programs. On the contrary, it would be extremely dis-
ruptive to our programs and the people we serve.

DOL is the Federal Lead for Employment, Training, and Worker Protection

For over 100 years, the charter mission of the DOL has been to “foster, promote
and develop the welfare of working people, to improve their working conditions, and
to enhance their opportunities for profitable employment.” DOL’s Good Jobs Initia-
tive promotes family sustaining wages, jobs with benefits, safe and inclusive work-
places, worker growth and empowerment. Following these guidelines, VETS pre-
pares veterans and military spouses for careers that they deserve and promotes em-
ployers that recognize the value that veterans and military spouses bring to the
workplace. The Department’s collective resources and expertise are integrated with
state workforce agencies and local communities to meet the employment and train-
ing needs of service members, veterans, and their families. By collaborating with
our DOL sister agencies, across our programs, VETS successfully serves over
440,000 veterans, service members, and military spouses each year.

DOL’s Employment and Training Administration (ETA) administers the public
workforce system, which includes nearly 2,300 American Job Centers across the
country. These one-stop locations offer a broad range of career and wrap-around
supportive services to the public, such as job training programs, employment serv-
ices, adult basic education and literacy, vocational rehabilitation for individuals with
disabilities, Registered Apprenticeships, childcare, transportation assistance, hous-
ing assistance, legal aid services, unemployment compensation (including the Unem-
ployment Compensation for ex-service members (UCX) program), and other services.
In most states, American Job Centers also host eligibility determination services for
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), the Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families (TANF), and other partner programs.

1 Authorized under 3

8 U.S.C. Chapter 41.
2 Authorized under 38 U.S.C. 2021, 2021A and 2023.
3 Authorized under 10 U.S.C. 1144.
4 Authorized under 38 U.S.C. Chapter 43.
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The VETS-administered JVSG program provides funding for dedicated staff who
work in the American Job Centers to provide individualized career and training-re-
lated services to veterans and eligible persons with significant barriers to employ-
ment and to assist employers to fill their workforce needs with job-seeking veterans.
As part of TAP, transitioning service members who are unable to meet employment-
related Career Readiness Standards are provided a “warm handover” to an Amer-
ican Job Center, a person-to-person connection between the transitioning service
member and an American Job Center, which connects them with services and fol-
low-up resources as needed. Veterans and their eligible spouses receive priority of
service for all workforce training programs funded in whole or in part by DOL, in-
cluding the comprehensive wrap-around services listed above, as established by the
Jobs for Veterans Act of 2002 (38 U.S.C. 4215).

VETS also strongly relies on the expertise of DOL staff employed throughout the
Department. DOL is one of the largest and most experienced grant-making depart-
ments within the Federal government, and our Grant Officers are a part of ETA’s
Office of Grants Management (OGM). VETS also utilizes OGM to manage the grant
application process and staff for HVRP. DOL has specialized expertise in workforce
development, job placement, and employment programs for veterans and non-vet-
erans alike. We also have established relationships with employers, workforce devel-
opment agencies, and educational institutions that are crucial for effective employ-
ment services. Moving these functions to VA could disrupt these relationships and
the institutional knowledge that has been developed over years. VA also has no ex-
perience providing grants to the public workforce system, and lacks the expertise
needed to properly monitor and collaborate with stakeholders on those grants. Simi-
larly, removing JVSG and TAP employment services from DOL would create new
and unnecessary administrative and logistical barriers for the programs, which are
currently an integrated part of the public workforce system.

Our highly specialized USERRA compliance staff similarly work hand-in-hand
with staff from DOL’s Office of the Solicitor (SOL). They have a collective, extensive
expertise in the nuances of USERRA law and a broad range of other worker protec-
tion and employment laws that exists nowhere else within the Federal government.

VETS also collaborates with several other agencies within DOL in support of vet-
erans’ employment. For example, DOL’s Office of Disability Employment Policy
(ODEP) focuses on disability policy and employment services and has a long history
of working with VETS and with our military and civilian partners on issues affect-
ing disabled veterans.

DOL’s Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs (OFCCP) is responsible
for administering provisions of the Vietnam Era Veterans’ Readjustment Assistance
Act of 1974 (VEVRAA). This law prohibits employment discrimination against pro-
tected veterans by covered Federal contractors and subcontractors. VEVRAA also re-
quires contractors and their subcontractors to take affirmative action to employ
these veterans. As required by 38 U.S.C. 4212, covered Federal contractors and sub-
contractors are required to report annually on their affirmative action efforts in em-
ploying veterans. Working in close collaboration, VETS and OFCCP developed a
unique dedicated electronic filing mechanism for receiving the VETS-4212 Reports
from Federal contractors, which cannot be removed or transferred as it is part of
DOL’s integrated IT system.

DOL’s Wage and Hour Division (WHD) enforces important leave entitlements for
veterans and their families through the Military Family Leave provisions of the
Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA). The Military Family Leave provisions were
first added to the FMLA in 2008, and revised in 2010, to provide protections specific
to the needs of military families.

DOL’s Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) publishes monthly, quarterly, and annual
employment data on veterans and, each March, publishes an annual supplemental
report called the “Employment Situation of Veterans.” These data points and re-
ports, and our ongoing consultation with the BLS subject-matter experts who
produce them, are critical to understanding the veteran employment situation.
VETS works with Veterans Service Organizations (VSOs), unions, the Advisory
Committee for Veteran Employment, Training and Employer Outreach, and other
external stakeholders to refine the metrics that BLS utilizes for its surveys of the
veteran population. In addition to BLS, the Department’s Chief Evaluation Office
sponsors research on the effectiveness and efficiency of veteran employment pro-
grams.

DOL’s Women’s Bureau (WB), the only agency of its kind in the federal govern-
ment, has a longstanding partnership with VETS to provide tailored support to
women veterans and military spouses who are women. Approximately 92 percent of
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military spouses are women, and they have an unemployment rate of 21 percent>
and a 31 percent underemployment rate. Among many other collaborations, the
Women’s Bureau coordinated with VETS to jointly convene a series of listening ses-
sions across the country to hear directly from the military spouse community and
better understand the employment challenges facing them. Following those sessions,
WB and VETS worked together to launch a dedicated online portal for military
spouses, featuring a range of employment resources including information on trans-
ferring occupational licenses.

VETS programs cannot properly function without all of the staff, collaboration, re-
sources, and other support provided by and situated throughout DOL, which cannot
be replicated at VA. And, if VETS is moved to VA, then veterans will lose a signifi-
cant voice within the public workforce system, as there would no longer be an agen-
cy within DOL that prioritizes and has the expertise needed to speak on behalf of
this community.

VETS Programs Have Highly Successful Performance

I have testified twice ® before this Subcommittee about the successes of VETS ad-
ministration of USERRA. USERRA prohibits discrimination in employment based
on an individual’s prior service in the uniformed services; current service in the uni-
formed services; or intent to join the uniformed services. USERRA also guarantees
an employee returning from military service or training the right to be reemployed
at their former job (or as nearly comparable a job as possible) with the same bene-
fits. There were more than 2 million service members eligible for USERRA protec-
tions at the end of July 2023.7 This sum included 766,069 members of the Reserve
Components (RC) that are comprised of Reserve and National Guard troops and
1,317,051 members of the Active Components of the U.S. Armed Forces, including
the Coast Guard.

On average over the past three years, VETS has closed 943 USERRA cases for
investigation per year. When VETS investigators find a violation of USERRA, the
investigator works diligently with both the claimant and the employer to resolve the
case to the satisfaction of both parties. Of cases in which VETS found a violation
of USERRA in fiscal year (FY) 2021, VETS resolved 87 percent of those cases, which
is the highest resolution rate in the history of the program. VETS does not have
a backlog of cases and resolves its cases in a timely fashion. This success speaks
to the high level of expertise of the Department’s SOL and VETS staff. VETS also
conducts a robust public outreach campaign to educate service members, employers,
and others on their rights and responsibilities under USERRA. In FY 2023, VETS
conducted over 1,327 compliance assistance events nationwide, informing employees
and employers alike of their rights and responsibilities under USERRA. The rel-
atively small number of investigations needed each year compared to the large num-
ber of service members being protected provide strong evidence that the over-
whelming majority of employers voluntarily comply with USERRA when they aware
of the law’s requirements, and that our outreach and education efforts have been
highlight successful.

VETS Deputy Assistant Secretary Margarita Devlin testified before this Sub-
committee ® about the successes of the VETS TAP employment efforts. VETS has
always been an integral member of the TAP interagency partnership, being respon-
sible for the majority of the core TAP curriculum. The TAP interagency partners
consist of the Departments of Labor, Defense, Veterans Affairs, Homeland Security,
and Education, as well as the military service branches, the Small Business Admin-
istration, and the Office of Personnel Management. During the pandemic, VETS was
able to pivot within a month to provide instructor-led virtual workshops, making
this transition faster than its TAP interagency partners. VETS supported instructor-
led DOL TAP workshops for all military service branches across multiple platforms.
This speaks to a flexibility that has been a hallmark of VETS’ contribution to TAP.
In FY 2022, service members and military spouses attended our TAP employment

5 https://download.militaryonesource.mil/12038/MOS/Reports/2021-demographics-report.pdf

6 https://docs.house.gov/meetings/VR/VR10/20230309/115444/HHRG-118-VR10-Wstate-
RodriguezJ—20230309.pdf and https://docs.house.gov/meetings/VR/VR10/20230614/116100/
HHRG-118-VR10-Wstate-RodriguezJ—20230614.pdf

7Total number of U.S. Armed Forces and Selected Reserves for July, 2023, reported by De-
partment of Defense, Defense Manpower Data Center, in Armed Forces Strength Figures (in-
cluding Coast Guard) for July 31, 2023, and Selected Reserves by Rank/Grade (including Coast
?uard) for July 31, 2023, accessible at https://dwp.dmdc.osd.mil/dwp/app/dod-data-reports/work-
orce-reports

8 https://docs.house.gov/meetings/VR/VR10/20230517/115740/HHRG-118-VR10-Wstate-
DevlinM-20230517.pdf



56

workshops in record-breaking numbers. TAP employment workshops provided in-
struction to 266,127 total participants,® which is an over 40 percent increase from
the previous workshop record of 188,924 total participants in FY 2021. VETS work-
shops are highly rated by attendees. The FY 2023 Transition Assistance Participant
Assessment results through the second quarter indicated that 97 percent of partici-
pants would use what they learned in their own transition planning, and 95 percent
reported that our Employment Fundamentals of Career Transition enhanced their
confidence in transition planning.

VETS also has a number of innovative TAP pilot initiatives, including the Em-
ployment Navigator and Partnership Pilot (ENPP), which provides one-on-one ca-
reer assistance to interested transitioning service members, and their spouses, at se-
lect military installations worldwide. ENPP represents a high-touch, customer-cen-
tric approach to career transition assistance in which the Employment Navigators
guide clients through career exploration and planning. The Employment Navigators
provide direct connection to the program’s 46 non-governmental partners for contin-
ued assistance. These non-governmental partners provide a wide variety of services
that include placement services, apprenticeship opportunities, career transition
mentorship, and networking opportunities, to name a few. Each of these partners
has a Memorandum of Understanding with VETS to ensure a responsive and posi-
tive connection with each client referred. ENPP also provides customers who need
assistance with a “warm handover” to an American Job Center, which connects
them with services and follow-up resources as needed. According to participant sur-
veys, the ENPP has been a great success. As of July 31, 2023, 96 percent of ENPP
survey respondents reported positive feelings after meeting with their Employment
Navigator and would recommend ENPP to a friend or colleague. And, 98 percent
felt ENPP partners met or exceeded their employment-related expectations.

In addition, the Off-Base Transition Training (OBTT) pilot program offers TAP to
veterans and the spouses of veterans at locations other than active military installa-
tions, to help improve employment-related outcomes in areas with high veteran un-
employment. VETS State staff leverage our relationships with local communities to
establish classroom locations and reach veterans in need of this service in the pilot
states. As of July 31, 2023, 6,170 veterans or spouses of veterans were provided sup-
port through 3,304 virtual and in-person workshops through OBTT.

HVRP has also been successful. In FY 2022, HVRP awarded more than $57 mil-
lion, funding 159 grantees. More than 61 percent of the over 16,900 veterans experi-
encing homelessness served in Program Year 2021 were employed when they com-
pleted the program with an average hourly wage of $17.45 at placement. VETS pro-
vided grant funding and services to more than 2,100 additional veterans experi-
encing homelessness from Program Year 2020 to 2021.

Success stories like that of U.S. Marine Corps veteran Chuck Ondo are not un-
common. Ondo, a former State trooper, lost his career to a substance abuse disorder
(SUD). After becoming homeless, Ondo enrolled in VETS’ HVRP. HVRP helped him
obtain his cosmetology license, purchased a set of clippers for him, helped him pre-
pare his resumé, and performed mock interviews. Ondo was soon hired as a Barber/
Stylist at $15 per hour plus commissions and bonuses. Since then, Ondo has opened
up his own shop and freely shares his story in hopes of inspiring others. He even
helped his church create a support group for veterans and consults with state and
local law enforcement agencies about how to effectively combat SUD. This is the
power of the Homeless Veterans’ Reintegration Program.

As noted above, JVSG is a critical and integrated component of the public work-
force system. In Program Year 2022, nearly 43,000 veterans worked with JVSG
staff, and each of them faced significant barriers to employment, such as the 19,000
who identified being low income as one of their barriers. Nearly 475 Local Veterans’
Employment Representative (LVER) specialists served almost 147,000 veterans by
providing employer outreach activities. Nearly 1,025 Disabled Veterans’ Outreach
Program (DVOP) specialists served over 43,500 veterans with significant barriers to
employment (43,500 veterans served during FY 2022 was a subset of the 147,000).
And our most recent data shows that over three quarters of states have met or ex-
ceeded their goals for the number of participants served, participants employed, and
post-program wages earned.

All newly hired DVOP specialists and LVER staff are required to satisfactorily
complete expert training delivered by the VETS-administered National Veterans’
Training Institute (NVTI)1° within 18 months after the date of employment. This
helps ensure the quality and consistency of service delivery across the country.

9Note that an individual service member may attend more than one workshop. References to
the total number of TAP workshop participants do not track individual unique participants.
10 https://www.nvti.org/



57

VETS has worked closely with DOL’s ODEP to include training components in the
NVTI curriculum to ensure that employment and accommodations for veterans with
disabilities are being properly provided.

Moving VETS to VA Would Greatly Disrupt VETS Services

If the “Consolidating Veteran Employment Services for Improved Performance Act
of 2023” were enacted, it would cause tremendous and costly disruption to our pro-
grams and people we serve. The veteran unemployment rate continues to be histori-
cally low, at just 3.6 percent as of August 2023.11 In addition, the data show that
all VETS employment and compliance programs are achieving historically high per-
formance outcomes, and those outcomes are a direct result of the knowledge and
hard work of DOL employees, and of the processes, IT systems, and relationships
that we’ve built within the Department.

But if this legislation were enacted, the focus and time of DOL leaders and staff,
and the resources of our agency, would immediately shift away from our successful
institution and toward the herculean task of implementing the transition to VA. Ex-
isting IT systems would need to go through costly studies and transfers to new sys-
tems at VA. VETS leadership would be tasked with studying and planning how to
implement the transfer, developing and implementing an elaborate Memorandum of
Understanding (MOU) with VA to accomplish it, and addressing all of the other nu-
merous and costly logistical complications that would accompany the actual transfer
of activities. Every staff member would need to be re-trained to use VA’s internal
systems and procedures. And every State and HVRP grantee would likewise need
to go through a similar process, as they re-establish receipt and compliance of their
grants through VA. I do not see how any of this will improve the performance of
our programs or help our Nation’s service members, veterans, and military spouses.

Other work conducted by VETS would also be disrupted. For example, we have
robust outreach and engagement activities that are helping to connect service mem-
bers and veterans to employment and training opportunities. VETS has hosted em-
ployer, industry sector, and union round tables that highlighted the value of in-serv-
ice credentials and their importance to civilian employers, and shared DOL re-
sources that help facilitate civilian employment. In FY 2023, VETS’ Veteran Em-
ployment Outreach program conducted over 2,000 documented employer engage-
ment activities in support of employers to find, hire, and retain veterans. We have
also partnered with ETA and the Department of Defense to develop pathways to
employment for service members who have completed, or partially completed, the
United Services Military Apprenticeship Program (USMAP). We have supported in-
dustry sector initiatives to facilitate public-private partnerships that are helping to
establish career pathways into high demand careers in trucking, cybersecurity man-
ufacturing, clean energy, defense industrial base, and healthcare industries. VETS
has also supported this effort by enhancing its TAP curriculum, creating a new Mili-
tary Lifecycle apprenticeship training and an Occupational Licensing Guide to help
service members and veterans leverage the credentials and licenses earned while in-
service.

T’d also like to note that Congress has recently moved functions out of the VA to
more specialized agencies to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of programs.
On January 1, 2021, Congress passed the William H. (Mac) Thornberry National
Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2021 (Public Law 116-283). Section 862
of that law directed the Small Business Administration (SBA) to create a govern-
mentwide certification program for Service Disabled Veteran Owned Small Busi-
nesses. SBA will also conduct certifications for Veteran Owned Small Businesses for
VA’s use. I strongly believe we should continue to build efficiencies in the govern-
ment by continuing to align resources and staff by functionality instead of by theme.

Further, our programs have been studied by the Government Accountability Office
(GAO), DOL’s Office of the Inspector General (OIG), and our Chief Evaluation Of-
fice. I am not aware of any report or other published evidence that suggests moving
VETS or our programs to VA would improve the performance of any of our pro-
grams.

Our record of performance speaks for itself. Our achievements are in large part
due to our organizational alignment within DOL, and our close partnerships with
VA, the Department of Defense, and others. Changes to this approach could have
devastating consequences.

11 https://www.dol.gov/agencies/vets/latest-numbers
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VETS Position on Other Legislation before the Subcommittee

VETS is supportive of the concept of H.R. 3816, the “Veterans’ Entry to Appren-
ticeship Act,” which is intended “to ensure that veterans may attend pre-apprentice-
ship programs using certain educational assistance provided by the Secretary of Vet-
erans Affairs,” and welcomes the opportunity to provide technical assistance should
this bill move forward.

g)n all other bills being considered by the Subcommittee today, VETS defers to
VA.

Conclusion

Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin, distinguished members of the sub-
committee, thank you for the opportunity to highlight the important work VETS is
doing in support of those who have served our country, and how important it is that
VETS remain part of DOL. I am committed to working with you and your dedicated
staff in any way that I can to improve our programs.

I am happy to answer any questions you may have.

Prepared Statement of Kristina Keenan

Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin, and members of the sub-
committee, on behalf of the men and women of the Veterans of Foreign Wars of the
United States (VFW) and its Auxiliary, thank you for the opportunity to provide our
remarks on legislation pending before this subcommittee.

H.R. 522, Deliver for Veterans Act

The VFW supports this proposal to pay the total expense price for purchasing and
shipping a vehicle or other conveyance adapted for operation by disabled individuals
who are eligible to receive such benefits. With the recent passage of the Advancing
Uniform Transportation Opportunities (AUTO) for Veterans Act, the ability for vet-
erans in need of adaptive services to have uninterrupted independence through safe
driving without paying astronomical amounts is now possible. However, there is
more work to be done for veterans in remote areas such as Guam. In recent years,
the Department of Veteran Affairs (VA) responded to some of the needs that vet-
erans in Guam were experiencing by standing up a local new amputee clinic that
provides prosthetic care. The Deliver for Veterans Act would continue this work by
amending the existing law to include a provision that would eliminate the undue
financial burden, which is estimated to be thousands of dollars, for veterans not lo-
cated in the vicinity where vehicles can be manufactured without a shipping re-
quirement. The United States did not hesitate to pay the total expenses when pur-
chasing or shipping the vehicles that these veterans needed to operate in battle, and
we should not hesitate to pay the same expenses for remotely located veterans to
receive the vehicles that are needed for them to operate independently after service.

H.R. 2830, Veteran Improvement Commercial Driver License Act of 2023

The VFW supports this proposal to revise the rules for approval by the Secretary
of Veterans Affairs of commercial driver license (CDL) education programs. Our
country faces supply chain issues and one of the reasons is a lack of commercial
transport drivers. Many CDL programs are offered at for-profit institutions that re-
quire different approval requirements for new locations and are identified as
“branches.” Not-for-profit schools are allowed to open new campuses and receive ap-
proval to utilize VA education benefits as soon as a new location opens. For-profit
schools that open new branches have different approval requirements, one of which
is a wait time of up to two years for students to utilize VA benefits. These same
student veterans are able to immediately use these benefits for the same program
at the main institution.

H.R. 3601, Student Veteran Work Study Modernization Act

The VFW supports this proposal, which would allow students using VA education
benefits at a rate of at least half-time basis to receive allowances for participating
in work-study programs. This proposal represents a need brought to the forefront
by one of our own VFW-SVA legislative fellows earlier this year. Many student vet-
erans are only able to attend at a half-time rate as they pursue a degree along with
managing other responsibilities. They may also benefit from VA work-study opportu-
nities and have a desire to give back to the veteran community through work associ-
ated with VA.
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H.R. 3722, Daniel J. Harvey, Jr. and Adam Lambert Improving Servicemem-
ber Transition to Reduce Veteran Suicide Act and the Amendment in the
Nature of a Substitute to it

Service member and veteran suicide prevention continues to be a top priority for
the VFW. Recent research indicates that suicide risk increases after transition from
the military. Additional research shows that risk is also heightened in individuals
with mental health diagnoses. Accordingly, it is appropriate to educate and support
transitioning service members with connections and resources to ensure risk factors
are identified and care is given. The VFW supports this legislation that would cre-
ate a five-year pilot program to educate transitioning service members on reinte-
grating into civilian life and factors related to suicide risk. This pilot program would
also facilitate a warm handoff to VA, which would include an initial appointment,
a health assessment, and a tailored treatment plan that addresses medical condi-
tions associated with heightened suicide risk.

We do recommend that Congress ensures the provisions of this legislation occur
in a private setting. This would enable transitioning service members to more thor-
oughly understand the conditions associated with heightened suicide risk, as they
may not have pre-existing diagnoses. This type of setting would also ensure a safe,
confidential environment to discuss personal, service-related events that could lead
to the conditions outlined in this subsection. Furthermore, the VFW also suggests
that the Department of Defense ensures appropriate processes and resources are in
place to accommodate medical record requests and submissions to VA.

H.R. 3738, To amend title 38, United States Code, to establish in the Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs the Veterans Economic Opportunity and Transi-
tion Administration, and for other purposes

The VFW supports this proposal to establish the Veterans Economic Opportunity
and Transition Administration in the Department of Veterans Affairs. VA is com-
prised of three administrations—the National Cemetery Administration (NCA), Vet-
erans Health Administration, and Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA). VBA
oversees not only compensation and pension, but also the GI Bill, vocational reha-
bilitation, housing and business loans, and the broadly defined transition assistance
Is)rogram, which is shared with the Departments of Labor, Defense, and Homeland

ecurity.

The VFW believes our Nation’s focus on the economic opportunities of our vet-
erans must be permanent. In reality, not all veterans seek VA health care when
they are discharged, they do not need assistance from the NCA, and they do not
all seek disability compensation. However, the vast majority are looking for gainful
employment and/or education. Congress should recognize the value of these pro-
grams by separating them into their own administration focused solely on their uti-
lization and growth.

The VFW has long proposed that Congress creates a fourth administration under
VA with its own undersecretary whose sole responsibility is the economic oppor-
tunity programs. This legislation would permit the new Secretary of Veterans Eco-
nomic Opportunity and Transition Administration to refocus resources, provide a
champion for these programs, and create that central point of contact for Veterans
Service Organizations and Congress. This would ensure that the GI Bill, Veteran
Readiness and Employment, home loan, and other benefits centered on economic op-
portunity receive the attention they deserve.

H.R. 3816, Veterans’ Entry to Apprenticeship Act

The VFW supports this proposal to ensure that veterans may attend pre-appren-
ticeship programs using certain educational assistance provided by VA. Quality pre-
apprenticeship programs can play a valuable role in providing work-based learning
to help individuals prepare for an entry-level Registered Apprenticeship Program
(RAP). While pre-apprenticeship programs have varied designs and approaches, the
Department of Labor has outlined the elements that can place an individual on the
potential career pathway to employability though a RAP. There has been a sixty-
four percent growth in new apprentices in the past ten years and a ninety percent
retention rate of apprentices by their employers after completing an apprenticeship.
Providing pre-apprenticeship usage for VA benefits would allow veterans to obtain
the skills they need to succeed while earning the wages they need to build financial
security.

H.R. 5190, Military Family Protection from Debt Act

The VFW supports this legislation to expand certain protections to dependents of
members of the armed forces. Financial stressors can inhibit a service members’
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ability to effectively focus on the mission while serving. Financial stressors affecting
their families can also contribute to unnecessary distractions. This proposal would
expand protections for dependents of service members so financial difficulties do not
negatively affect service members while they are performing their duties.

H.R. XXXX, Expanding Access for Online Veteran Students Act

The VFW supports this proposal to expand the monthly housing stipend for stu-
dent veterans who take summer courses online to receive the national monthly
amount. Currently, the monthly housing allowance rates for online courses are half
of the national average, which is simply not enough for many student veterans. If
they take courses during the summer, even online, they should not experience a de-
crease in their housing benefit that could cause them financial hardship before they
have completed a degree program.

While this is a step in the right direction, the VFW would like for student vet-
erans to receive at least the full national average rate for housing allowance even
if they are enrolled in a degree program that is conducted online for some or all
semesters. Online education has adapted and grown since the COVID-19 pandemic,
much like working from home has changed the work model around the country. Stu-
dent veterans continue to require housing assistance in order to successfully pursue
higher education, even when enrolled in online programs.

H.R. XXXX, To amend title 38, United States Code, to improve the processes
to approve programs of education for purposes of the educational assist-
ance programs of the Department of Veterans Affairs, and for other pur-
poses

The VFW supports this proposal to modify the requirement for schools to provide
personalized information about costs and financial assistance. The new language “to
the maximum extent practicable” would give schools more flexibility without holding
them back from receiving VA education funding. The legislation would also create
a single VA website for school certifying officials to find current training. This would
ensure that up-to-date training is always available even if schools experience staff
turnover, or updates sent through email have been lost.

These are both legislative priorities for the VFW as schools have communicated
that these changes would help facilitate their efforts to support their student vet-
erans. We suggest adding to Section 1(a) that all policy and guidance updates be
included on the VA website for school officials, and that VA be required to update
that information in a timely manner as delays in keeping this information current
could cause problems.

H.R. XXXX, Consolidating Veteran Employment Services for Improved Per-
formance Act of 2023

Although the VFW understands the goals of this legislation, our organization can-
not support moving Veterans Employment and Training Service (VETS) from the
Department of Labor to the Department of Veterans Affairs at this time. When the
committee first introduced this concept more than a decade ago, VETS was in tur-
moil. However, since the VOW to Hire Heroes Act of 2011 (P.L. 112-56), VETS has
evolved. Today, VETS successfully leverages business across the Department of
Labor to execute its mission, to include the Employment and Training Administra-
tion, Office of Federal Contract Compliance, and Office of Disability Employment
Policy, among others. Though this legislation seeks to maintain these relationships,
the VFW keenly understands that substantive interagency collaboration can be a
challenge. Moreover, this proposal would likely present substantial challenges to
state workforce agencies that would now report programs to separate entities under
the purview of separate federal agencies with separate missions. Should Congress
successfully compel VA to establish its fourth administration, the VFW may revisit
this concept once this administration is viable and highly functioning.

H.R. XXXX, To amend title 38, United States Code, to modify the require-
ments of the Edith Nourse Rogers STEM Scholarship

The VFW supports amending the specific credit hours language for the Edith
Nourse Rogers STEM Scholarship, and including the ability to utilize this benefit
for graduate degrees in STEM fields. The VFW supported the extension of entitle-
ments for STEM students in the Forever GI Bill because of the importance of these
degrees. If there are specific requirements that are a barrier for students to utilize
this extension, then they should be removed. Education for veterans is a top priority
for the VFW, and we especially want to see veterans succeed in high-demand fields.
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H.R. XXXX, To amend title 38, United States Code, to waive the fee for a
housing loan guaranteed by the Secretary of Veterans Affairs for a veteran
with a service-connected disability who applied for such loan before receiv-
ing a disability rating from the Secretary

The VFW supports this proposal that would specifically benefit active duty service
members who utilize the VA Home Loan Guarantee program prior to receiving a
disability rating from VA. Current housing market volatility and uncertainty can
create an environment for service members where they cannot wait until VA fin-
ishes processing their disability claims before capitalizing on the opportunity to pur-
chase a home. Some service members may opt to finalize purchasing a home when
the right opportunity arises rather than waiting months to receive a VA disability
rating.

This proposal would ensure that service members who have conducted a pre-dis-
charge examination can still receive the funding fee back from VA if they receive
a ratings decision after finalizing the purchase of a home. We support the intent
of this change but believe the language should be changed to “effective date” instead
of date of examination. This would ensure that service members retain the earliest
effective date for eligibility. The process for examinations happens after a notice of
intent is filed, so changing this language to effective date would provide service
members with an earlier timeframe.

The VFW would like to ensure that if this proposal becomes law, veterans have
the flexibility to choose what is in their best financial interest. We would hope the
options to pay down the principle of the mortgage or to receive the reimbursement
from VA would both be available.

H.R. XXXX, Transparency for Student Veterans Act of 2023

The VFW supports the intent of this draft proposal to require VA to report on
outcomes of student veterans who have used education benefits. However, we would
like clarification that providing data would not overly burden the schools. Addition-
ally, the memorandum of understanding with the Department of Education should
be mandatory and established before this reporting is required by VA. This measure
would ensure appropriate coordination of efforts. Currently, VA cannot track accu-
rate graduation rates of student veterans. This can only be accomplished by requir-
ing the Department of Education to identify and track student veteran progress and
completion in post-secondary education. This memorandum of understanding part-
nership would be key to these metrics reporting efforts.

Chairman Van Orden, this concludes my testimony. Again, the VFW thanks you
and Ranking Member Levin for the opportunity to testify on these important issues
before this subcommittee. I am prepared to take any questions you or the sub-
committee members may have.

Information Required by Rule XI2(g)(4) of the House of Representatives

Pursuant to Rule XI2(g)(4) of the House of Representatives, the VFW has not re-
ceived any federal grants in Fiscal Year 2023, nor has it received any federal grants
in the two previous Fiscal Years.

The VFW has not received payments or contracts from any foreign governments
in the current year or preceding two calendar years.
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Prepared Statement of Marquis Barefield

Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin and Members of the Subcommittee:

DAV (Disabled American Veterans) has a mission that includes the principle that
this Nation’s first duty to veterans is the rehabilitation and welfare of its wartime
disabled. This principle envisions vocational rehabilitation and/or education to assist
these veterans to prepare for and obtain gainful employment, enhanced opportuni-
ties for employment, job placement and self-employment, so that the full array of
icalerllts and abilities of disabled veterans are used productively and to their greatest
evels.

We are a resolution-based organization, which means we can support legislation
if we have a resolution that is adopted by our membership body at our annual na-
tional convention. We are pleased to provide our views on the bills impacting serv-
ice-disabled veterans, their families and the programs administered by the Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs (VA) that are under consideration by the Subcommittee.

H.R. 522, the Deliver for Veterans Act

The Deliver for Veterans Act would include the shipping cost to deliver a vehicle
to a veteran that has entitlement to the VA Adaptive Vehicle Grant.

Currently, a veteran can only spend funds from the Adaptive Vehicle Grant on
the purchase of a vehicle excluding the shipping costs. This legislation would correct
this problem by allowing a veteran to have their vehicle shipped to them without
having to pay an additional charge.

DAV strongly supports H.R. 522, the Deliver for Veterans Act in accordance with
DAV Resolution No. 032. We believe that veterans should never have to cover costs
that are related to their earned VA benefits.

H.R. 2830, the Veteran Improvement Commercial Driver License Act of 2023

The Veteran Improvement Commercial Driver License (CDL) Act would approve
a commercial driver education program at a branch of an institution of higher edu-
cation if the program offered at the branch by the educational institution is appro-
priately licensed and uses the same curriculum that is offered at the main campus
of the institution and is approved by a state agency.

H.R. 2830 would ensure CDL schools that offer courses at new branches do not
have to wait two years if the primary institution has been approved by the VA and
state approving agencies to receive GI bill benefits. It is estimated that 8,400 com-
Iérlelk‘)dl?l driving programs have been approved for use by eligible veterans under the

I bill.

This bipartisan legislation will ease the pathway for veterans to acquire a com-
mercial driving license, helping address the trucking shortage, employ veterans, and
strengthen our supply chains. In accordance with DAV Resolution No. 187, we fully
support the Veterans Improvement Commercial Driver License Act as it would pro-
vide unique opportunities for service-disabled veterans to obtain a CDL and over-
come their employment barriers.

H.R. 3601, the Student Veteran Work Study Modernization Act

The Student Veteran Work Study Modernization Act would require VA to imple-
ment a five-year pilot program to expand eligibility for the work-study allowance
program to individuals who are pursuing programs of rehabilitation, education, or
training at a rate equal to at least half of that required of a full-time student.

The VA Work Study program allows veterans to earn money while enrolled in an
institution of higher education, vocational, or professional program. Participants
gain paid work experience while furthering their education. Currently, the program
limits the types of positions a student veteran can hold and does not permit pay-
ment at local minimum wage rates. The program also requires enrollment on at
least a three-quarter-time basis, excluding half-time enrollees.

Pursuing higher education and gaining meaningful employment are two of the
most common post-military endeavors for veterans as they transition to civilian life,
and the VA’s work-study program has been an invaluable tool in accomplishing both
goals for many student veterans. As the VA modernizes and digitizes numerous
other benefits, it’s imperative that the department provides greater transparency to
Congress about the program’s successes while expanding its eligibility to student
veterans who are pursuing academic programs on at least a half-time basis.

In accordance with DAV Resolution No. 183, we proudly support the Student Vet-
eran Work Study Modernization Act. The VA work-study program better positions
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student veterans for future employment and H.R. 3601 will provide this benefit to
more service-disabled veterans, which will result in more victories for veterans.

H.R. 3722, the Daniel J. Harvey, Jr. and Adam Lambert Improving Service-
member Transition to Reduce Veteran Suicide and the Amendment in the
Nature of a Substitute to it

H.R. 3722 would require the Department of Defense (DoD) and VA to jointly carry
out a five-year pilot program to assess the feasibility and advisability of providing
certain services and a module comprised of specified elements as part of the pre-
separation transition process for members of the Armed Forces for the purpose of
reducing the incidence of suicide among veterans. DAV supported this bill in its
original form.

The Amendment in the Nature of a Substitute to H.R. 3722 states that under the
DoD Transition Assistance Program (TAP) program mental health services will be
available for service members with certain mental health markers, to include post-
traumatic stress disorder, risk of suicide, treatment options for those with sub-
stance-use disorders and potential stressors associated with leaving active military
service. Under the VA Solid Start Program the amendment would assist eligible vet-
erans to enroll in the program and educate them on mental health and counseling
services available through the Veterans Health Administration. A joint report from
DoD and VA is due to the committees on information gathered from these programs.

The DoD TAP program provides information and training to ensure service mem-
bers leaving active duty are prepared for their next step in life, whether pursuing
additional education, finding employment in the public or private sector, or starting
their own business.

The VA portion of TAP is a one-day, in-person course called VA Benefits and Serv-
ices. Led by VA Benefits Advisors, the course helps veterans understand how to
navigate VA and the benefits and services they have earned through their military
career. The course offers interactive exercises, real examples, and covers topics im-
portant to veterans like family support, disability compensation, education, and
health care benefits.

H.R. 3722 would add or improve mental health services to both sides of the transi-
tion process to ensure that service members and veterans are well aware of the
mental health services that are available to them and their families.

We strongly supports H.R. 3722 and the Amendment in the Nature of a Sub-
stitute to it in accordance with DAV Resolution Nos. 059 and 160, which support
legislation to improve and reform TAP programs, to include mental health services
for our transitioning service members, veterans and their families.

H.R. 3738, to establish in the Department of Veterans Affairs the Veterans
Economic Opportunity and Transition Administration

H.R. 3738 would establish the Veterans Economic Opportunity and Transition Ad-
ministration. This administration would have a projected start date of October 1,
2024, be responsible for six departments within the VA and provide veterans, their
dependents and survivors assistance with related economic opportunities. The bill
requires an annual report during the fiscal year to include information on the num-
ber of claims received and denied, as well as other information.

The Under Secretary for this administration will be appointed by the President.
Once a vacancy happens or is anticipated, a commission will be established to rec-
ommend individuals to the President. The commission will be comprised of 10 indi-
viguals from various areas within the VA, to include the Deputy Secretary of the

No later than six months after the passage of this Act, the VA Secretary must
submit a report on the progress of establishing the new Administration and the
transition of the provision of services to veterans. The VA Secretary would be re-
quired to certify that the transition of the provision of services to the Administration
will not negatively affect services to veterans and that such services are ready to
be transferred. Certification can happen no earlier than April 1, 2024 and no later
than September 1, 2024. If certification cannot be administered during the required
time period, the Secretary would be required to furnish a report on the reasons why
t}ine cgrtiﬁcation was not achieved and estimate a timeframe on when it can be com-
pleted.

Establishing a fourth administration within the VA dedicated to creating eco-
nomic opportunities for veterans would increase the visibility and accountability of
all veterans education and employment-related programs. For example, as we high-
lighted in our testimony before this Subcommittee on September 15, 2022, the Vet-
erans Readiness and Employment Program started working on an electronic case
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management system for vocational rehabilitation counselors however, after nine
years, three failed attempts for a digital platform and over $20 million spent, Vet-
eran Readiness & Employment (VR&E) still does not have a digital case manage-
ment system.

DAV believes that the failures of the VR&E case management system is indicative
of a lack of focus, direction, as well as a constant change of administrations. This
is one of many examples of why we believe VA needs a fourth administration.

Based on DAV Resolution No. 405, we recommend Congress separate from the
Veterans Benefits Administration all programs related to economic opportunity and
create a new administration that should be appropriately funded and administered
by an Under Secretary for Economic Opportunity.

H.R. 3816, the Veterans’ Entry to Apprenticeship Act

The Veterans’ Entry to Apprenticeship Act would make pre-apprenticeship pro-
grams available to eligible veterans and dependents who are using VA educational
programs, such as the Post 9/11 G.I. Bill and Dependents Educational Assistance
(DEA) Program also referenced as Chapter 35 benefits.

H.R. 3816 would allow for a pre-apprenticeship program to be covered if the cur-
riculum is approved by a sponsor that can certify to the VA that the program will
prepare an individual with skills and competencies needed to enroll in a registered
apprenticeship program. Additionally, it grants a veteran eligibility for a specified
amount of housing assistance if not paid as part of a pre-apprenticeship program.

Transitioning from service to civilian life provides a number of challenges for vet-
erans and their families. If they are able to better prepare for an apprenticeship
program success is more likely. We are pleased that that legislation includes DEA
for family members however, we note that it does not include VR&E. Although
VR&E does include apprenticeship programs, it does not provide for pre-apprentice-
ship programs therefore, we recommend that a provision for VR&E be added, as
service-disabled veterans face many barriers due to disabilities incurred during mili-
tary service.

In accordance with DAV Resolution No. 187, we fully support H.R. 3816, the Vet-
erans’ Entry to Apprenticeship Act and request that the Subcommittee consider our
recommendation noted above for inclusion of VR&E to ensure parity for all veterans
utilizing these VA programs.

H.R. 5190, the Military Family Protection from Debt Act

The Military Protection from Debt Act would amend the Servicemembers Civil Re-
lief Act to extend the protections for others than active military service.

The legislation would reduce interest rates on pre-service loans for the families
of Reserve and Guard service members serving on active duty and ease financial
burdens while their service member is deployed. Interest rates are already capped
at 6 percent for service members during their deployment—H.R. 5190 would provide
parity by expanding the same protections to military family members.

While we do not have a resolution to support this legislation, we would not oppose
its passage.

H.R. 5785, to modify the requirements of the Edith Nourse Rogers STEM
Scholarship

The Edith Nourse Rogers STEM Scholarship allows eligible veterans using the
Post—9/11 GI Bill or dependents using the Fry Scholarship to get added benefits.
This scholarship provides up to nine months (or $30,000) of benefits for training in
high-demand fields.

Currently, an eligible student veteran would have to be pursuing a post-secondary
degree, dual degree or an undergraduate degree in certain fields of study before con-
sideration can be given for this scholarship. Additionally, a student veteran would
have to have 60 semester or 90 quarter hours to be eligible for the scholarship.

The modification to the Edith Nourse Rogers STEM Scholarship would broaden
the entitlement to eligibility for and decrease the number of semester or quarter
hours required to become eligible for the scholarship. If implemented, the bill would
change those requirements to allow graduate students or those pursuing a graduate
degree program eligibility for the scholarship. It would also lower the semester and
quarter hours requirements to 45 semester hours or 67.5 quarter hours.

We support the modification to the Edith Nourse Rogers STEM Scholarship pro-
gram, based on DAV Resolution No. 187. We need to ensure that student veterans
have the ability to fully access their earned educational benefits while removing bar-
riers that could derail their continued education.
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Draft bill, the Expanding Access for Online Veteran Students Act

The Expanding Access for Online Veteran Students Act would increase the
monthly housing stipend for student veterans that pursue their education through
distance learning for the summer quarter or semester. The rate of allowance would
be equal to the amount paid to other student veterans based on a standard formula.
The effective date for this housing allowance would be August 1, 2024.

Additionally, this legislation would positively impact rural and highly rural stu-
dent veterans by providing them the ability to continue their education with an in-
stitution of higher learning that may be out of their normal commuting area.

We are pleased to support this draft bill—the Expanding Access for Online Vet-
eran Students Act, based on DAV Resolution No. 187. We need to ensure that stu-
dent veterans have the ability to fully access their earned educational benefits while
removing barriers that could derail their continued education. This legislation would
help to provide them the means to reach their full potential without prohibitions.

Draft bill, to improve the processes to approve programs of education for
purposes of the educational assistance programs of the Department of
Veterans Affairs

This draft legislation would require that student veterans are provided with a
form that includes significant information about the cost of the course and other rel-
evant information. The student would be able to compare the course with other
similar courses offered at other schools to determine which aid package would be
to their advantage. This legislation would also require the VA to establish and up-
date a website to be used as the central location for training information for VA
School Certifying Officials (SCO).

A SCO is an employee of an educational institution with the primary responsi-
bility for certifying veteran enrollment at the educational institution. SCOs at edu-
cational institutions normally have at least 20 or more enrolled student veterans
using educational assistance. They are required to complete training prior to being
authorized to certify enrollments to VA. This legislation would create a centralized
location for SCOs to find the most up-to-date training information.

Currently, student veterans are not provided enough information to make good
decisions on what courses to take and what school offers the better aid package for
them. This bill would provide students with more information to make a better-in-
formed decision about where and how to use their educational benefits.

In accordance with DAV Resolution No. 187, DAV strongly supports this legisla-
tion, which will remove barriers and streamline the education process for service-
disabled veterans.

Draft bill, the Transparency for Student Veterans Act

The Transparency for Student Veterans Act would provide student veterans with
additional information about programs of education leading to a certificate or profes-
sional license at a particular institution of higher learning. The bill would also re-
quire tracking of certain student veteran information, to include how many have re-
enrolled after the first year, the number of them that have completed their degrees
or received a certificate or professional license. It would also track the time period
in which it took student veterans to finish their program of study and the annual
salaries they received once their programs have been completed.

Additionally, this legislation would require the VA Secretary to enter into a
memorandum of understanding with the Secretary of Education and the leaders of
other relevant federal agencies to gather information on the outcomes of the student
veterans who use the programs of educational assistance at institutions of higher
learning.

Currently, student veterans do not have all of the information they need to make
informed decisions about their options for educational programs at their institutions
of higher learning. This bill would provide student veterans with key information
to help them determine if they want to continue their educational program at a par-
ticular school.

We support this draft legislation—the Transparency for Student Veterans Act,
based on DAV Resolution Nos. 070 and 187. VA systems need to be upgraded and
improved to help facilitate the flow of information to student veterans and their de-
pendents, especially those receiving educational assistance from the VA. There is a
need for VA to share vital information for student veterans so they can use their
earned educational benefits to their fullest extent.
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Draft bill, the Consolidating Veteran Employment Services for Improved
Performance Act of 2023

The Consolidating Veteran Employment Services for Improved Performance Act
would transfer functions performed by the Department of Labor (DOL) to the VA.
This would apply to the following programs, effective October 1, 2025:

e Job counseling, training, and placement services for veterans under chapter 41
of title 38, United States Code;

e Federal Government employment services by the Secretary of Labor under sec-
tion 4214 of title 38, United States Code;

e Administration of employment and reemployment rights of members of the uni-
formed services under chapter 43 of title 38, United States Code;

o Homeless veterans reintegration programs under chapter 20 of title 38, United
States Code; and

o Employment and veterans benefits training under the Transition Assistance
Program under section 1144 of title 10, United 26 States Code.

A new Deputy Under Secretary for Veterans’ Employment and Training would be
established within VA to oversee these functions, along with any other employment,
unemployment, and training programs affecting veterans.

Additionally, this would consolidate the current positions of Local Veterans’ Em-
ployment Representative (LVER) and Disabled Veterans Outreach Program (DVOP)
Specialist into a new position called Veterans Employment Specialist. Current
LVERs and DVOPs, who are employed directly by states, would be retained and re-
classified to these new positions.

DAYV does not have a resolution on this specific issue, and takes no formal position
on this draft bill.

Draft bill, to waive the fee for a housing loan guaranteed by the Secretary
of Veterans Affairs for a veteran with a service-connected disability who
applied for such loan before receiving a disability rating from the Sec-
retary

This draft legislation would grant a veteran a refund of their housing loan fee if
tllle veteran was awarded disability compensation prior to the date of their loan ap-
plication.

The VA funding fee is a one-time payment that the veteran, service member, or
survivor pays on a VA-backed or VA direct home loan. This fee helps to lower the
cost of the loan for U.S. taxpayers because the VA home loan program doesn’t re-
quire down payments or monthly mortgage insurance.

A veteran would not have to pay the VA funding fee if they are in receipt of VA
compensation for a service-connected disability. But if a veteran applied for a VA
home loan prior to receiving their award of benefits from the VA, then they may
be eligible for a refund of the VA funding fee if they are later awarded VA com-
pensation for a service-connected disability. The effective date of their VA compensa-
tion must be retroactive to before the date of the loan closing.

DAYV does not have a specific resolution that would allow our support for this leg-
islation, but we understand the importance of this benefit for potential service-dis-
abled veterans and their families and would not oppose passage of this legislation.

Mr. Chairman, this concludes my testimony on behalf of DAV. I am happy to an-
swer any questions you or members of the Subcommittee may have.

Clarifying Statement of Marquis Barefield

Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin and Members of the Subcommittee:
Please consider this as my statement to clarify our testimony at the November 2,
2023, subcommittee legislative hearing. During our discussion on H.R. 3738, we
stated that there were three failed attempts to create an electronic case manage-
ment system for Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors (VRCs) by Veteran Readiness
& Employment (VR&E).

The first failed attempt started in 2015 and ended in 2018. At the House Vet-
erans’ Affairs Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity hearing of May 17, 2018,
VR&E acknowledged that in 2015, they started working on an electronic case man-
agement system for VRCs. It was confirmed that after three years and $12 million,
they did not have a viable operating electronic case management system.

At the House Veterans’ Affairs Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity hearing
of June 4, 2019, in VA’s written testimony, they indicated the failure of the first
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attempt at an electronic case management system and their intentions of moving
forward with Software for Service and indicated it would be awarded by the end of
FY 2019.

Subsequently, VR&E leadership indicated that the second effort for a case man-
agement system, the Software for Service contract was not continued. It was deter-
mined that there were too many delays and a lack of confidence that this system
was correctly and timely processing payments to schools and to veterans. Addition-
ally, they stood up a VA internal team to address the actual processes and require-
ments of a new system. They spent eight months evaluating what happened and
what went wrong with the Software for Service system and engaged the MITRE
Corporation for their review.

At the House Veterans’ Affairs Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity hearing
of September 15, 2022, VR&E acknowledged the failure of the second attempt and
in 2021 they started developing the Readiness & Employment System (RES), the
third attempt of an electronic case management system.

In April of this year, GovCIO was awarded a 10-year $141 million contract to de-
velop and create RES, the much-needed electronic case management system for
VR&E counselors.

There have been two failed attempts to create an electronic case management sys-
tem for VR&E. The third attempt has been underway since 2021, the contract has
been awarded and development has begun.

To clarify our previous testimony, nearly nine years later, over $20 million spent
on two failed attempts and a third attempt in progress that will cost an additional
$140 million, VR&E still does not have an electronic case management system.

We thank you for the opportunity to clarify our previous testimony.
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Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin, and Members of the Subcommittee: Thank you for inviting Student
Veterans of America (SVA) to submit testimony on the legislation pending before you today.

With a mission focused on empowering student veterans, SVA is committed to providing an educational
experience that goes beyond the classroom. Through a dedicated and expansive network of on-campus chapters
across the country, SVA aims to inspire yesterday’s warriors by connecting student veterans with a community of
like-minded chapter leaders. Every day these passionate leaders work to provide the necessary resources,
network support, and advocacy to ensure student veterans, military-connected students, their families and
survivors can effectively connect, expand their skills, and ultimately achieve their greatest potential.

SVA thanks the Subcommittee for considering several pieces of legislation that would impact student veterans
and other military-affiliated students in higher education.

H.R. 5702, the Expanding Access for Online Veteran Students Act

SVA supports this bill which would increase the online Monthly Housing Allowance (MHA) rate to the full national
average for Gl Bill students enrolled fully online during the summer.

For years, online Gl Bill students have received only half the national average in MHA. This is despite the Gl Bill
paying tuition and fees similarly for both in-person and online students. Due to the steadily increasing number of
online courses at many institutions, including flagship colleges and universities, we now see this disparity,
paradoxically, even impacting otherwise in-person students.

Many of SVA'’s policy priorities come from student veterans themselves. Student Veteran of the Year and former
SVA Chapter President at Loyola University in Chicago, Josh Jones, flagged this issue for SVA. Josh saw
firsthand how the substantially reduced MHA rate for online learners negatively impacted his in-person peers.
Josh and some of his peers needed to enroll in certain courses over the summer but soon realized the institution
was only offering those courses online. They eventually found themselves enrolled fully online and left with no
choice but to wrestle with the drastic cut in their housing allowance. In Chicago, the full MHA rate is roughly
$2,700, which is reduced to just slightly more than $1,000 if students are enrolled fully online—a roughly 63
percent reduction.

With support from SVA, Josh spearheaded an effort to raise awareness about this issue and find a legislative fix.
After discussing the matter and possible solutions with committee leadership and staff earlier this year, we are
pleased to see this legislation receiving the attention it deserves. This was only possible with the dedicated work
of committee staff and the bipartisan leadership of Representatives Ciscomani, Stanton, Stansbury, and Van
Orden.

The Expanding Access for Online Veteran Students Act would substantially increase the online MHA rate for GI
Bill students enrolled in summer courses from half the national average to the full national average, which is
roughly $2,100." While SVA would have preferred full parity between local in-person and the online rates, we
recognize that this bill will nevertheless have a substantially positive financial impact on VA education
beneficiaries enrolled online over the summer by helping them cover a far greater percentage of their housing

' In some locations, this would result in online Gl Bill students receiving larger MHA payments than in-person students in the same area. This
incongruency underscores the need to comprehensively address the issue by matching online MHA rates directly to local in-person MHA
rates. VA could require online Gl Bill beneficiaries to regularly attest to their home address with penalties for false statements and verify their
home of record via official documentation like that used to verify voting eligibility. The VA already has regular touchpoints with beneficiaries
thanks to the enrollment certification requirement, and address verification could simply be integrated into that or a similar process. The
Department could then use the verified address information to determine the appropriate Military Housing Area by which to calculate online
students’ MHA. As one of the most well-resourced agencies in the federal government that is well into a multi-year Gl Bill modernization effort,
we believe VA is more than capable of managing such a system.

2
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costs.

This bill is a groundbreaking piece of legislation that represents the first legislative attempt in recent memory to
address the disparity in MHA rates between in-person and online Gl Bill students. As the prevalence of online
courses surges, even within prominent public and non-profit universities, and the noticeable decrease in MHA
rates for online learners starts affecting otherwise in-person students, it is imperative that we acknowledge the
lack of a valid justification for these rate disparities.2

SVA firmly believes there are pragmatic ways to ensure that all online Gl Bill students receive a full monthly
housing allowance tied to their local cost of living. We stand ready to share and explore those proposals with
members of this Subcommittee and hope this legislation is just the first step toward the ultimate goal of achieving
true parity in MHA rates for online Gl Bill students.

We thank Subcommittee staff for their work on this legislation, and we applaud the leadership of Representatives
Ciscomani, Stanton, Stansbury, and Van Orden in introducing this forward-thinking legislative proposal. We
encourage the Subcommittee to advance this bill swiftly.

H.R. 3601, the Student Veteran Work Study Modernization Act

SVA supports this legislation which would allow VA education beneficiaries to participate in the Department of
Veterans Affairs (VA) Work Study (VAWS) program if they are enrolled on a half-time basis.

VAWS is an invaluable program that provides participants with critical financial support during their studies.
Unfortunately, the program limits eligibility to those who are enrolled least % time. According to SVA’s most recent
census, roughly 50 percent of respondents have children and approximately 20 percent identify as single
parents.3 For some of these individuals, enrolling at a rate that is less than % time might be the best fit for them
and their families, but it cuts them off from the benefits of VAWS.

The Student Veteran Work Study Modernization Act would address this issue by establishing a pilot program that
expands eligibility for VAWS to those enrolled at least half-time. The bill would also require VA to collect and
report new information about VAWS, including the total number of participants, how many graduate with a four-
year degree, and the number who secure full-time employment with VA.

This legislation represents just one step in the effort to modernize VAWS. We commend this bill’s sponsor,
Congressman Cartwright, for his leadership on the complementary and comprehensive H.R. 3600, the VA Work-
Study Improvement Act.# This bill was first conceived by former VFW-SVA Fellow John Randolph and would
make critical refinements to the VAWS program so it can better serve participants. It would expand the type of
qualifying activities participants can pursue to better align with academic and professional goals, increase pay,
modernize the time-keeping process, and require VA to report detailed information about how the program serves
participants. The VAWS program must continue to create avenues of success on campus and beyond, and the

2 The legislative history provides a confusing rationale for the reduced online MHA rate. According to a 2010 senate report on the legislation
that set the rate, Congress seemed to assume that online Gl Bill students had no need for the full allowance because they were learning from
home and the full allowance was intended to “offset the cost of housing away from home.” S. REP. 111-346, 11, 2010 U.S.C.C.A.N. 1503,
1505. It is not clear what “the cost of housing away from home” means, especially in the context of student veterans—many of whom are
independent, have families, and are not necessarily living on campus.

3 DR. ABBY KINCH, STUDENT VETERANS OF AMERICA, 2022 SVA CENsUS 5 (2023) (on file with author).

+ See generally H.R. 3600 — VA Work-Study Improvement Act, CONGRESS.GOV, https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/3600
(last visited Oct. 11, 2023).
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VA Work-Study Improvement Act will ensure it does just that.

We applaud Congressman Cartwright for his leadership on this issue and his staff for their extensive work on
these bills. We ask that the Subcommittee advance the Student Veteran Work Study Modernization Act and
endeavor to do the same for the VA Work-Study Improvement Act.

H.R. 5785, To amend title 38, United States Code, to modify the requirements of the Edith Nourse Rogers
STEM Scholarship

SVA supports this legislation that would make needed improvements to the Edith Nourse Rogers STEM
Scholarship and help more beneficiaries access this critical benefit.

STEM careers are vital to our Nation’s economy, ability to be competitive on the world stage, and national
defense, among other things. Student veterans are an excellent match for STEM careers. In fact, SVA research
shows that STEM majors are among the most popular degree paths for Gl Bill students.5 Yet, STEM degrees
often take longer to complete than others and can push student veterans and other military-connected students
beyond the 36 months of education benefits provided by the Post-9/11 Gl Bil.

The Edith Nourse Rogers STEM scholarship provides an important extension of VA education benefits for those
pursuing STEM degrees. However, a Government Accountability Office (GAO) report from September 2022
showed the scholarship has had an alarmingly low participation rate since its inception, raising concerns about
barriers preventing beneficiaries from accessing the benefit.

This bill aims to increase scholarship participation rates by eliminating requirements that restrict eligibility and
delay beneficiaries’ ability to apply. The legislation also expands scholarship eligibility to graduate students
pursuing STEM degrees. Together, these fixes represent substantial refinements to the scholarship that should
enable more beneficiaries to access this valuable extension of education benefits and ultimately complete their
STEM programs.

SVA thanks Representative Budzinski for her leadership on this legislation.

H.R. 5956, To amend title 38, United States Code, to direct the Secretary of Veterans Affairs to provide
additional information about certain postsecondary educational institutions to individuals entitled to
educational assistance under the laws administered by such Secretary

SVA supports this legislation which would add important categories of new information to the Gl Bill Comparison
Tool and ensure it provides information on certificate and professional licensing programs.

The GI Bill Comparison Tool is a critical resource that helps student veterans and other military-affiliated students
make informed decisions about their academic futures. Over the last several years, VA has made substantial
improvements to the tool, such as allowing users to compare institutions and search by location via a map
interface. WWe commend VA for their demonstrated commitment to continually improving this vital resource.

Yet, more can and must be done to improve not just the functionality of the tool, but the quantity and quality of
information it provides. There is currently a glaring lack of publicly available information on student veteran

5 CATE, C.A., LYON, J.S., SCHMELING, J., & BOGUE, B.Y., STUDENT VETERANS OF AMERICA, NATIONAL VETERAN EDUCATION SUCCESS TRACKER: A
REPORT ON THE ACADEMIC SUCCESS OF STUDENT VETERANS USING THE POST-9/11 GI BILL 34 (2017).

5 See generally U.S. GOV'T ACCOUNTABILITY OFFICE, GAO-22-105326, HIGHER EDUCATION: VA COULD IMPROVE SUPPORT FOR VETERANS
PURSUING STEM DEGREES (Sept. 29, 2022), available at https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-105326.
4
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outcomes. While the Department of Education provides a variety of information on student outcomes broadly at
institutions of higher education via its College Scorecard, similar information on student veterans is conspicuously
absent from the Gl Bill Comparison Tool.

This bill would add several new categories of critical information to the Gl Bill Comparison Tool. The new
information would include second-year re-enrollment rates, completion rates disaggregated by degree, license,
and credential type, and how long it takes Gl Bill students to complete their programs. The legislation would also
increase transparency about post-graduation earnings by requiring VA to link to a database that provides the
average annual earnings for each program. The bill further requires VA to enter into a memorandum of
understanding with other relevant federal agencies to obtain outcome data for those using VA education benefits.

SVA offers two pieces of technical feedback. First, it may be worth considering how the bill language can be
amended to ensure students are captured in the re-enroliment data point if their institutions do not operate on a
standard academic year calendar. The current language references reenrollment after “the first year,” which may
exclude students in programs that operate on non-traditional terms. Second, we recommend removing the “seek
to” language in directing VA to enter into MOUs with other federal agencies. The Department will already have
had two years to plan and orchestrate the MOUs, which is ample time. Any further delay only pushes back the
date by which VA can incorporate the new data into the Gl Bill Comparison Tool.

SVA greatly appreciates this legislation and looks forward to working with the Subcommittee to advance it.

H.R. 5914, To amend title 38, United States Code, to improve the processes to approve programs of
education for purposes of the educational assistance programs of the Department of Veterans Affairs,
and for other purposes

SVA supports the intent of this legislation which would clarify the institutional disclosure requirements and require
VA to create a central online repository for School Certifying Official (SCO) training information. We offer minor
recommendations for improving the bill’s language.

Current law requires institutions to disclose certain information to VA education beneficiaries about the cost of
attendance, financial aid, program outcomes, and more.” These are important disclosures, and SVA continues to
support them. However, institutions must have some flexibility in providing these disclosures because there can
be limitations on the information available to them and their ability to provide exact cost estimates at specific
points in time. This legislation clarifies that the disclosure requirements are intended to be fulfilled to the greatest
extent possible, thus maintaining the mandate that institutions provide this critical information where and when
able but affording them reasonable flexibility in doing so.

Separately, this bill seeks to address longstanding communication issues between VA and SCOs. For years,
SCOs have raised concerns about the quality of VA’s communications and transparency with them, including
issues with VA not providing timely, accurate, and consistent information. This legislation attempts to address
these issues by requiring VA to create a central online repository to house SCO training information. While SVA
supports the intent of this provision, we note that VA already maintains an SCO training webpage and SCO
Online Training Portal.® Nevertheless, we believe there may be ways to improve this webpage by expanding the
scope of information that VA makes available. We support the American Council on Education’s (ACE)
recommendation to establish “a dedicated webpage for all VA’s Education Service policies, guidance, and

738 U.S.C. § 3679(f)(1).

8 School Certifying Official (SCO) Training, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS (Sept. 28, 2023),
https://iwww.benefits.va.gov/gibill/resources/education_resources/school_certifying_officials/online_sco_training.asp.

5
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training.” Lastly, we recommend including a requirement that VA update the information in a timely manner in
addition to doing so regularly.

SVA supports the intent of this legislation and welcomes the opportunity to explore additional improvements to
VA’s communications with SCOs and institutions.

H.R. 3738, To amend title 38, United States Code, to establish in the Department of Veterans Affairs the
Veterans Economic Opportunity and Transition Administration, and for other purposes

SVA supports this legislation which would create a new Veterans Economic Opportunity and Transition
Administration within VA.

For years, SVA and others have called for the creation of a fourth administration at VA—a Veterans Economic
Opportunity and Transition Administration (VEOTA). This new administration would provide VA'’s several
economic opportunity programs with the dedicated, senior-level leadership they deserve. As DAV, PVA, and VFW
pointed out in the 2019 Independent Budget, a “new undersecretary for EO would refocus resources, provide a
champion for these programs, and create a central point of contact for veterans service organizations and
Congress.” 10

As we've noted in the past, a greater focus must be placed on economic opportunity for veterans, including
through higher education. VA can best achieve this by building on the success of the current office dedicated to
transition and economic opportunity and elevating it, and Education Service, to its own administration. Presently,
economic opportunity programs such as the Gl Bill, home loan guaranty, and many other empowering programs
for veterans are buried within the bureaucracy of the Veterans Benefits Administration and functionally in
competition with disability compensation for resources and prioritization.

The Veterans Benefits Administration’s (VBA) portfolio includes several massive business lines—a reality well-
illustrated by the disability compensation and pension and VA education benefits programs. According to VA, “[ijn
2022 alone, [VBA] completed more than 1.7 million disability compensation and pension claims for Veterans, an
all-time VA record that broke the previous year’s record by 12%.”"" As for education benefits, recent data show
there are roughly 850,000 Gl Bill students enrolled in nearly 40,000 educational programs and 20,000
apprenticeship and on-the-job-training programs. 2 A VEOTA would recognize the enormity of the many benefit
programs currently siloed under VBA, separate them, and, in doing so, ensure they receive the appropriate
resources, attention, and prioritization that they require.

Over the past century, VA has focused on compensating veterans for loss. Still, the reality of the 21st century and
beyond also demands that we empower veterans to excel financially post-service. Financial stability is a key
social determinant of health that compliments other VA goals like caring for veterans’ “Whole Health” and

¢ Less is More: The Impact of Bureaucratic Red Tape on Veterans Education Benefits: Hearing Before the H. Comm. on Veterans’ Affairs
Subcomm. on Economic Opportunity, 118" Cong. 5 (2023) (written testimony of Anne H. Meehan, Assistant Vice President, Government
Relations, American Council on Education), available at https://docs.house.gov/meetings/VR/VVR10/20230920/116307/HHRG-118-VR10-
Wstate-MeehanA-20230920.pdf.

10 DISABLED AMERICAN VETERANS ET AL., THE INDEPENDENT BUDGET: VETERANS AGENDA FOR THE 116™ CONGRESS 120-22 (2019), available at
https://iwww.independentbudget.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/IndependentBudget_2019.pdf.

" Veterans Benefits Administration Reports, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS (Oct. 10, 2023),
https:/iwww.benefits.va.gov/reports/detailed_claims_data.asp.

12 GI Bill Comparison Tool, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS, https://www.va.gov/education/gi-bill-comparison-tool/ (providing
downloadable data on all schools).
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combatting veteran suicide. A VEOTA would bolster these shared goals while also resulting in impressive returns
on the taxpayers' investments.

Lastly, a VEOTA would enhance VA'’s ability to serve transitioning servicemembers effectively through the
Transition Assistance Program (TAP). If, as highlighted at the May hearing on transition before the House
Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Committee members believe VA should take the lead on TAP, that is all the more
reason to establish a VEOTA.'3 VA’s TAP efforts must have dedicated and accountable leadership if we are to do
right by our transitioning servicemembers.

We thank Representative Wenstrup for championing this important legislation.
H.R. 3816, the Veterans’ Entry to Apprenticeship Act
SVA supports the intent of this legislation but opposes it in its current form.

SVA represents chapter members who are largely enrolled at institutions of higher education. However, we
recognize and respect the versatility of VA education benefits which allow beneficiaries the freedom to pursue a
plethora of education and training opportunities, including apprenticeship programs.

Quality pre-apprenticeship programs can be a helpful steppingstone in accessing entry-level Registered
Apprenticeship Programs (RAPs). This bill would allow VA education benefits to be used for pre-apprenticeship
programs. While SVA is not opposed to this in principle, we have concerns about the legislation’s current
language. First, the bill’s language appears to indirectly preclude approval of any pre-apprenticeship program
governed by state standards.' Second, the bill provides just two primary requirements for program approval: that
the curriculum be approved by a “sponsor” who certifies it will prepare participants for a RAP, and that the
program comply with the sponsor’s attendance and conduct policies. There are no limits on who can sponsor a
pre-apprenticeship program or any requirement that the sponsor or its program curriculum be formally associated
with or approved by a RAP. The bill’s language allows “any...public, private, or nonprofit entity” to be a program
sponsor subject to the Secretary’s discretion.

SVA offers the following recommendations to help ensure only quality pre-apprenticeship programs receive
approval for VA education benefits:

e Require program compliance with state pre-apprenticeship standards where applicable
e Add additional approval criteria to ensure participants get a reasonable return on their investment such
as:
o Certification that a program trains to industry standards and is approved by a RAP
o Arequirement that programs provide hands-on learning opportunities
o Arequirement that programs provide the opportunity to earn at least one industry-recognized
credential

3 See generally The Transition Assistance Program: Steps to Ensure Success for Servicemembers as they Enter Civilian Life: Hearing Before
the H. Comm. on Veterans’ Affairs, Subcomm. on Economic Opportunity, 118" Cong., (May 17, 2023), available at
https://veterans.house.gov/calendar/eventsingle.aspx?Event|D=6175.

# The bill provides that “a pre-apprenticeship program may be covered...in the case of a program for which a State does not require any such
standards...” and makes no additional reference to programs which are subject to state standards. Veterans’ Entry to Apprenticeship Act, H.R.
3816, 118™ Cong. § 2(a) (2023) (emphasis added).
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o Arequirement that programs offer opportunities for facilitated entry into a RAP through a formal
agreement with at least one RAPS

SVA appreciates the intent of this bill and looks forward to working with members and staff to refine its language
to ensure pre-apprenticeship program participants get the training they need and that sets them up for success in
a RAP.

Additional Legislation
SVA also supports the intent of the following legislation:

e H.R. 5190, Military Family Protection from Debt Act'®

e« H.R. 2830, Veteran Improvement Commercial Driver License Act of 202317

e ANS to H.R. 3722, the Daniel J. Harvey, Jr. and Adam Lambert Improving Servicemember

Transition to Reduce Veteran Suicide Act
]

The continued success of veterans in higher education in the Post-9/11 era is no mistake or coincidence. In our
Nation’s history, educated veterans have always been the best of a generation and the key to solving our most
complex challenges. Today’s student veterans carry this legacy forward.

We thank the Chairman, Ranking Member, and the Subcommittee Members for your time, attention, and devotion
to the cause of veterans in higher education. As always, we welcome your feedback and questions.

' These recommendations are based on the elements of quality pre-apprenticeship programs as identified by the Department of Labor and
the definition of pre-apprenticeship program under the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act. Explore Pre-apprenticeship, UNITED STATES
DEPARTMENT OF LABOR, https://www.apprenticeship.gov/employers/explore-pre-apprenticeship (last accessed Oct. 5 2023); 20 C.F.R. §
681.480.

'8 This bill's language appears to unintentionally remove spouses from the relevant interest rate cap protection. SVA's support for this
legislation is conditioned on our belief that this was unintentional and that it will be remedied.

7 Since SVA's initial endorsement, we have learned that State Approving Agencies have multiple concerns with this bill's language. We
strongly encourage the Subcommittee to reengage in stakeholder conversations with SAAs and VSOs so the bill's language can be
appropriately refined.

8
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Prepared Statement of Joseph Wescott
Introduction

Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin and members of the Subcommittee
on Economic Opportunity, I am pleased to appear before you today on behalf of the
fifty-two-member State agencies of the National Association of State Approving
Agencies (NASAA). I appreciate the opportunity to provide comments to this com-
mittee on legislation pertaining to veterans’ education and training and the GI Bill.
I am accompanied today by NASAA President Frank Myers and Vice President Re-
becca Ryan.

Role of the State Approving Agencies: Past and Present

State Approving Agencies (SAAs) play a critical role in the administration of GI
Bill benefits. Shortly after passage of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944,
or the GI Bill of Rights, Congress, recognizing it was the responsibility of the states
within our federal system of government to oversee the education of its citizens, re-
quired that each State establish a “State Approving Agency.” In response, the gov-
ernor of each state designated a state bureau or department as the SAA. The SAA
was to be supported through reimbursement of its expenses by the US Department
of Veterans Affairs (VA). Thus evolved a truly cooperative federal-state partnership
that maintains the rights of the states while monitoring and protecting a federally
sponsored program administered under the terms and conditions of federal law.

The original GI Bill, as enacted in 1944, relied on state agencies to establish
standards for and to approve programs of education in which eligible individuals
could use GI Bill benefits. Over time SAAs have evolved to become the primary
means of assuring institutional accountability. Federal law is clear in that SAAs are
the primary governmental body through which approval of education and training
for Veterans’ educational benefits is to occur. With specialized authorization under
the Code of Federal Regulations and state statutes, they exercise the state’s author-
ity to approve, disapprove and monitor education and training programs. The SAA
brings to this mission knowledge of state law and regulations as well as knowledge
of the local environment and needs of the state. SAAs also assist the states and VA
gvithfexposing fraudulent and criminal activity involving the payment of Veteran’s

enefits.

In 1948, SAA representatives met to form a professional organization to promote
high professional standards, create a forum for the exchange of best practices, and
to promote uniformity of purpose and practice. For more than seventy-five years
now, NASAA has worked with our VA partners, the VSOs, and all agencies to en-
sure the greatest numbers of quality programs are available to those eligible for
education and training benefits. We do this through our primary mission of program
approval and our related efforts: compliance, oversight, training, liaison, and out-
reach. Indeed, with the exception of federal facilities, the State Approving Agencies
are the sole authority responsible for the approval of all programs of education and
training within the Nation. We take that responsibility seriously and consider our-
selves the “gatekeepers of quality” for programs approved under the GI Bill.

Today, fifty-two SAAs in 50 states, as well as the District of Columbia and the
territory of Puerto Rico (one state has two SAAs), composed of approximately 215
professional and support personnel, are supervising over 13,000 active facilities and
nearly 220,000 programs. The Subcommittee is no stranger to our fundamental role
as it 1s the same today as when we were created by Congress. SAAs work in collabo-
ration with the VA and our other partners to promote and safeguard quality edu-
cation and training programs for Veterans and other eligible persons and assist the
VA in preventing fraud, waste, and abuse in the administration of the GI Bill.
NASAA believes the primary responsibility and focus of the SAAs is, and should
continue to be, to review, evaluate, and approve programs at schools and training
facilities, utilizing state and federal criteria. It is this mission that underlies our
comments today and upon which we base our concerns and suggestion.

H.R. 2830—“Veteran Improvement Commercial Driver License Act of 2023’

This legislation, while well meaning, causes NASAA great concern in its present
form. As drafted, this bill sweeps away the protections provided for veterans under
the two-year rule for private and not-for-profit educational institutions that do not
offer a standard college degree (NCD institution). These educational institutions
must be in existence for at least two years and approved by other necessary state
regulatory authorities, such as a state department of education or state department
of business licensure. The institution must also have successfully offered the pro-
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gram for approval for that same period of time. This provision in essence, ensures
that these institutions are committed to their mission long term, and have dem-
onstrated success both programmatically and professionally. This is an important
safeguard preventing an NCD institution, such as a truck driving school, from gain-
ing approval without demonstrating a measure of quality and stability in its contin-
uous operation.

This bill, as presently drafted, only requires that an institution offer the same
curriculum as a previously SAA approved institution anywhere in the Nation. This,
and having met the requirements for licensure within the state, are the only re-
quirements for an exemption from the two-year rule. A truck driving school could
request immediate approval of a “branch” campus anywhere in the nation, and the
SAA of jurisdiction would have no records (graduation rate, CDL pass rate, or job
placement) to determine the approvability of the program. SAAs view their role as
the gatekeepers of quality, and the defenders of the integrity of the GI Bill. When
we review a program for approval, particularly at a new location, curriculum is only
one factor we review. We ensure that only programs that demonstrate quality edu-
cational outcomes for students are accepted, and do so through the review of in-
structor qualifications, administration, equipment, classrooms, and technical ability
to administer the program. These factors can vary widely from one location to an-
other (particularly from one state to another) and it is important, to determine pro-
gram success, that we have some record of success to review and evaluate.

NASAA respectfully suggests that this legislation be amended so that the only in-
stitutions which may apply for any waiver from the requirements of the two-year
rule are those within the same state as the initial campus upon which the institu-
tion bases its application to the SAA of jurisdiction. This means that one location
must be approved in the state under the two-year rule before any branch campuses
can be approved under any type of waiver. Also, we strongly suggest that the legis-
lation provides that institutions must show a history of having provided the pro-
gram at that location for a set period of time, 6 months to 1 year, or a set number
of classes with at least 80 percent of graduates obtaining CDL licensure within one
month of graduation.

NASAA opposes this bill in its present form.

H.R. -“Transparency for Student Veterans Act of 2023”.

This bill amends 3698 Comprehensive policy on providing information to veterans
such that the information provided now includes median amount of debt from Title
IV programs of education leading to a certificate or professional licensure at an ap-
proved Institution of Higher Learning. Likewise, the information provided to vet-
erans and members of the Armed Forces will now include the rates at which vet-
erans and active-duty members enroll after the first year (continuation rate) and the
rates at which the graduate (completion rate) from both degree and certificate pro-
grams. The bill requires that veterans and service members also be provided the av-
erage annual salary for those who complete the approved program.

NASAA agrees that providing this data to prospective student veterans and serv-
ice members allows them to make more informed choices about which school would
be the best fit for them as well as ensuring they have better opportunities to com-
plete their educational goals.

NASAA supports this bill.

H.R. 3816—“Veterans’ Entry to Apprenticeship Act”

This bill provides that Pre-Apprenticeship programs may be approved for GI Bill
benefits and allows veterans to enroll in these programs as set forward with the re-
quirements prescribed within the bill. While NASAA agrees with the purpose of this
bill, we suggest that safeguards be added to protect veterans enrolled in these pro-
grams. First, we propose that only those pre-apprenticeship programs which are vo-
cational in nature be considered for approval. In 2012, the US Department of Labor
issued Training and Employment Notice 12-12, which outlines the definition of a
quality Pre-Apprenticeship Program. NASAA believes that approval of any program
for GI Bill benefits should meet these same standards as a metric of demonstrating
quality training is occurring within the program. Likewise, we would like to see a
requirement that these programs, to be approved, not only be required to dem-
onstrate that the program will provide an individual with the skills and com-
petencies needed to enroll in an apprenticeship program, but that they also dem-
onstrate a record of success in placing veterans into a registered apprenticeship pro-
gram at an acceptable rate for the industry involved (at least 80 percent) within six
months of completion of the pre-apprenticeship program. Finally, pre apprenticeship
graduates who move onto a full apprenticeship program must be granted prior cred-
it and advanced standing by the apprenticeship program.
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NASAA supports this bill with suggested amendments.

H.R. 5914—To amend title 38, United States Code, to improve the processes
to approve programs of education for purposes of the educational assist-
ance programs of the Department of Veterans Affairs, and for other pur-
poses.

This bill addresses the need for veterans to seamlessly access their hard-earned
education benefits to facilitate a successful transition to civilian life. Sadly, some re-
cent legislative mandates, particularly those requiring all educational institutions to
provide individualized shopping sheets, while intended to provide transparency,
have instead become, in some instances, an administrative burden preventing vet-
erans from accessing their education benefits. Additionally, varying interpretations
of rules and inconsistent guidance has caused a communication gap between De-
partment of Veteran Affairs (VA) and School Certifying Officials (SCOs).

This legislation amends the requirement for a shopping sheet to state that SAAs
will only disapprove programs when facilities fail to provide certain forms “to the
maximum extent possible.” Also, this legislation requires a centralized communica-
tion platform for improved communication between VA and SCOs. NASAA believes
this new language will address those issues by providing flexibility to institutions,
such as police academies, truck driving schools and other approved NCD institu-
tions, while still providing adequate safeguards for veterans and their families.

NASAA supports this bill.

Conclusion

Mr. Chairman, today, fifty-two SAAs, composed of approximately 215 professional
and support personnel are supervising over 13,000 active facilities with almost
220,000 programs. We are extremely grateful for the opportunity to once again ap-
pear before this committee to share our positions on the important legislation before
the Committee. We remain committed to working closely with our VA partners, VSO
stakeholders and educational institutions on these and other initiatives designed to
protect the quality and the integrity of the various GI Bill programs and the Vet-
erans and family members who have sacrificed so much for this great Nation. I
thank you again for this opportunity and I look forward to answering any questions
that you or committee members may have.

Prepared Statement of Michael Hazard

Good afternoon, Chairman Van Orden and Members of the Committee. My name
is Mike Hazard, and I am employed by the United Association of Journeymen and
Apprentices of the Plumbing and Pipe Fitting Industry of the United States and
Canada (“UA”) as the Program Manager of the UA’s Veterans in Piping Training
Program (“VIP Program”). I want to thank the Committee for giving me the oppor-
tunity today to share the success we’ve had at the UA VIP Program in helping
transitioning service men and women prepare for a career in the plumbing and pipe-
fitting industries, and to offer the UA’s views on several bills currently being consid-
ered by this Committee.

First, I would like to briefly share some information about my background and
the important work we do at the UA VIP Program. I first joined the UA as a pipe
tradesman in Santa Barbara, California in 1987. Soon after that, however, I placed
my UA career on hold and joined the United States Navy, where I proudly served
as an Aviation Rescue Swimmer and H—46 Helicopter Mechanic for 11 years.

I was honorably discharged from the Navy in 1999 while holding the rank of Petty
Officer First Class.

Following my discharge from the Navy, I was able to pick up where I had left
off at the UA and returned to work as a journeyman pipefitter. After working in
the field for several years, I was offered and accepted a position as a Training Coor-
dinator for a regional apprenticeship program in Southern California, where I facili-
tated plumbing and pipe fitting training for over 10,000 UA members. I was pro-
moted to Executive Director of this training fund in 2008, which is the position I
held until I accepted my current position at the UA in 2012.

In my current position, I manage the day-to-day operations of the nine UA VIP
training sites located on seven military bases across the United States. Under the
VIP program, the UA offers departing service men and women from all branches
of the military the opportunity to participate in an intensive, eighteen-week training
program on base which they receive at no cost to either the government or the stu-
dent. The VIP Program offers courses in Fire Suppression, Pipe Fitting/Welding,
and Heating, Ventilation, Air Conditioning and Refrigeration (HVAC-R). When
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training is successfully completed, the graduates are guaranteed a job and are
placed in one of the UA’s best-in-class, “gold standard” apprenticeship programs
with advanced credit toward the completion of their apprenticeship. Since its incep-
tion, I am proud to state that the UA VIP Program has provided apprenticeship op-
portunities to over 3,170 military veterans.

Data prepared by the Department of Labor shows that the average annual com-
pensation received by the graduate of a registered apprenticeship program, included
the UA training programs affiliated with the VIP Program, is significantly higher
than the average annual earnings of an individual holding a Bachelor’s or Associ-
ate’s degree. The DOL also reports that 90 percent of individuals who complete a
registered apprenticeship program retain their employment. These findings allow
me to confidently say that the UA VIP Program is designed to place departing
servicemembers on a path to a successful and sustainable career.

I know from my own personal experience how valuable it can be when
transitioning back to civilian life to feel that an organization like the UA has your
back. Reconnecting with my UA brothers and sisters and taking advantage of the
work opportunities in this thriving industry certainly made the transition more
manageable for me. It has therefore been deeply meaningful for me in my current
position to be able to provide a similar experience to other veterans by connecting
departing servicemembers with both the training opportunities and support systems
provided by the UA VIP Program.

With this background behind me, I will now summarize the UA’s views regarding
several bills currently being considered by this Committee. First, the UA would like
to express its strong support for several pending bills mentioned in the hearing invi-
tation I received. These include H.R. 3601, the Student Veteran Work Moderniza-
tion Act, H.R. 5190, the Military Family Protection from Debt Act, the draft bill pro-
posing to modify the requirements of the Edith Nourse Rogers STEM Scholarship,
and the draft bill proposing to waive certain fees that are charged in connection
with housing loans guaranteed by the Secretary of Veterans’ Affairs.

Two of these bills—H.R. 3601 and the draft bill regarding the Edith Nourse Rog-
ers STEM Scholarship—will expand educational opportunities for departing
servicemembers by expanding veteran eligibility for these important benefits. The
other two bills I mentioned will help provide financial security to veterans and mili-
tary families by waiving certain fees charged by the Department of Veteran Affairs
in connection with housing loan guarantees provided by that agency, and by extend-
ing debt protections currently enjoyed by servicemembers and their spouses to other
dependents of the servicemembers. These are measured, common-sense reforms that
will provide tangible benefits to veterans and military families and which we believe
can receive broad, bipartisan support.

On the other hand, I would also like to take this opportunity to express the UA’s
opposition to the draft bill titled “Consolidating Veteran Employment Services for
Improved Performance Act of 2023.” Broadly speaking, this bill would transfer the
work performed by the VETs office at the Department of Labor to the Department
of Veterans’ Affairs. While I am sure this bill is well-intentioned, I believe that it
is misguided and would not advance the interests of transitioning service members.
The VA has a very important mission, but—unlike the DOL—job creation isn’t typi-
cally understood as being a significant part of that mission. I therefore believe that
the DOL is and should continue to be an important partner for the VA in providing
training and employment opportunities to veterans.

I personally have been working with the DOL VETs office for 15 years, and dur-
ing that time, I have consistently been impressed by the workforce development ex-
perts that are working there. These are individuals who take the time to actually
go out and talk to veterans to learn more about their experiences and challenges.
It has been my experience that, owing to the efforts of the VETs office, there is good
cross-agency communication between the DOL, the VA, and the Department of De-
fense, and that the separate programs administered by these agencies are not un-
necessarily siloed off. It is also my experience that the DOL VETs office plays an
important role in connecting veterans with the apprenticeship programs that are
also registered with the DOL. Therefore, I believe that changing the structure of the
DOL VETSs office in the manner proposed could result in much more harm than
good, and I would therefore ask the Committee not to move forward on that par-
ticular effort.

In conclusion, I would like to thank the Committee again for this opportunity, and
I am prepared to answer any questions the Members of the Committee may have
for me.
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Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin, and distinguished members of this Subcommittee,
on behalf of National Commander Daniel J. Seehafer and more than 1.6 million dues-paying
members of The American Legion, we thank you for the opportunity to offer this statement for the
record on pending and draft legislation.

The American Legion is directed by active Legionnaires who dedicate their time and resources to
serve veterans, servicemembers, their families and caregivers. As a resolution-based organization,
our positions are guided by more than 104 years of advocacy and resolutions that originate at the
grassroots level of our organization. Every time The American Legion testifies, we offer a direct
voice from the veteran community to Congress.

H.R. 522 — Deliver for Veterans Act
To amend title 38, United States Code, to authorize the Secretary of Veterans Affairs to provide
or assist in providing a vehicle adapted for operation by disabled individuals to certain eligible
persons, to pay expenses associated with the delivery of such vehicle, and for other purposes.

The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) Automobile Adaptive Equipment (AAE) program
provides adaptive vehicle equipment to allow Veterans to operate and enter/exit from their
personal vehicles safely. Through the VA Driver's Rehabilitation Program, veterans are trained to
operate these vehicles on our nation's roadways.! While the VA provides a one-time payment of
$23,255.72 for the adaptation of a motor vehicle, veterans who live outside the continental United
States of America face additional financial challenges due to shipping costs. Despite many
adaptations costing less than the one-time cap, current statutes prevent these funds from being
applied to vehicle shipping. One example is veterans residing in Guam must pay significant
shipping costs to have an adapted vehicle shipped.

H.R. 522, the Deliver for Veterans Act, would authorize VA to pay for the shipment of vehicles to
disabled veterans no matter where they live, saving many veterans thousands of dollars. The
American Legion believes these veterans should not be forced to pay for the adaptive equipment
necessary to improve their mobility. The cost to ship adapted personal vehicles that will give some

! “Rehabilitation and Prosthetic Services - Automobile Adaptive Equipment (AAE).” U.S. Department of Veterans
Affairs. https://www.prosthetics.va.gov/psas/AAE.asp. Unless otherwise noted, all links accessed October 12, 2023.
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semblance of personal independence and normalcy is a benefit this nation should provide to these
wounded warriors.

Through Resolution No. 15: Department of Veterans Affairs Prosthetic Program, The American
Legion supports innovation to ensure all veterans are provided opportunities to mobilize
independently 2

The American Legion supports H.R. 522 as written.

H.R. 2830 — Veteran Improvement Commercial Driver License Act
To amend title 38, United States Code, to revise the rules for approval by the Secretary of
Veterans Affairs of commercial driver education programs for purposes of veterans educational
assistance, and for other purposes.

Many large commercial driver education programs offer training at multiple sites across the
country. Under the current rules, each individual site must be approved by a State Approving
Agency (SAA), even when every training site uses the identical curriculum. This requirement adds
another administrative barrier for commercial driver programs to participate in Department of
Veterans Affairs (VA) education assistance programs, which reduces access for veterans to this
valuable training.

H.R. 2830, the Veteran Improvement Commercial Driver License Act, modifies the rules for the
approval of commercial driver education programs for participation in VA education assistance
programs. Specifically, commercial driver educational institutions with multiple training sites will
be authorized to submit a single annual report to the VA, demonstrating an SAA-approved
curriculum will be delivered at each training site. The VA will consult with the Department of
Transportation to determine the legitimacy of the training provider through the Training Provider
Registry of the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA) and determine approval
for all sites of a commercial driver program. This solution will speed up the VA-approval process
for these training programs.

The American Legion has worked closely with the Task Force Movement to bring industry leaders,
private partners, veterans service organizations, and government officials together to find ways of
reducing the truck driver shortage, including expanding opportunities to transitioning
servicemembers, veterans, and spouses.® It is estimated that 160,000 truck drivers will be needed
in the United States to meet the demand over the next decade.* If not remedied, this impending
shortage will devastate supply chains across the country, result in delays of the shipment of goods
and materials, and cause negative impacts to the economy. Approximately 250,000
servicemembers transition annually. These transitioning individuals and their spouses are potential

2 The American Legion Resolution No. 16 (2017): Department of Veterans Affairs Prosthetic Program.

3 “National Education and Credentialing Summit Report.” The American Legion. 2022.
https://www.legion.org/publications/257465/national -education-and-credentialing-summit-report

4“ATA Chief Economist Pegs Driver Shortage at Historic High.” American Trucking Associations (ATA). October
21, 2021. https://www.trucking. org/news-insights/ata-chief-economist-pegs-driver-shortage-historic-high
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candidates for careers in the trucking industry. One way to make this opportunity more attractive
to military-connected people is to create easily accessible training programs for careers in the
trucking industry.

Improving access to education and training is key to gainful employment after military service.
Reducing the red tape to obtain program approval from SAA and VA is necessary to improving
access to training. Currently, more than 80,000 new credentialed truck drivers are needed to
address the ballooning shortage.®> VA can streamline the approval process for driver training
programs, providing more opportunities for veterans to earn their commercial driver license and
sustain the American economy.

Through Resolution No. 318: Ensuring the Quality of Servicemember and Veteran Student’s
FEducation at Institutions of Higher Education,® The American Legion supports any legislative
proposal that improves access to education and training for veterans.

The American Legion supports H.R. 2830 as written.

H.R. 3601 — Student Veteran Work Study Modernization Act
To amend title 38, United States Code, to extend eligibility for a certain work-study allowance

paid by the Secretary of Veterans Affairs to certain individuals who pursue programs of
rehabilitation, education, or training on at least a half-time basis, and for other purposes.

In its current form, the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) work-study program helps Veterans
earn an income while enrolled in a college, vocational school, or professional training program.
To qualify for the work-study allowance, the student must be enrolled in their education or training
program at least three-quarters of full-time, must be able to complete their work-study contract
while they are eligible for their VA education benefits, and, finally, must use an approved VA
education benefits program to pay for the education or training. If a student veteran meets these
three prerequisites, they can participate in work-study at a VA facility or in a position related to
VA and veterans.” Although the program provides crucial financial support and professional
experience to student veterans, these strict prerequisites limit the vocations veterans can pursue
and the educational and professional programs in which veterans can enroll.

H.R. 3601, the Student Veteran Work Study Modernization Act, aims to ease the current
prerequisites of the VA work-study program. The legislation will implement a five-year pilot
program that expands eligibility for the work-study allowance program to students who are
enrolled in education, training, and rehabilitation programs at least Aalf of full-time, rather than
three-quarters. The bill will require VA to submit a report to the House and Senate Veterans Affairs
Committee detailing how many veterans participate in the improved work-study program, the

3 The truck driver shortage in the US continues. American Journal of Transportation. August 3, 2023.
https://www.ajot.com/news/the-truck-driver-shortage-in-the-us-continues

© The American Legion Resolution No. 318 (2016): Ensuring the Quality of Servicemember and Veteran Student's
Education at Institutions of Higher Education. https://archive legion.org/node/470

7 “Work Study.” U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. hitps:/www.va.gov/education/about-gi-bill-benefits/how-to-
use-benefits/work-study/
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percentage of participants who receive a four-year degrees, and the number of participants who
gain full-time employment at the Department of Veterans Affairs.

The American Legion supports the modernization proposed in H.R. 3601 as crucial to veterans’
quality of life while training for a career. Among the stressors experienced by transitioning
servicemembers are the financial challenges of lost income, with nearly 3-in-5 struggling to make
ends meet.® Attending school full-time often precludes working full-time, and work-study
programs offer veterans the chance to earn income while simultaneously pursuing their education..

Through Resolution No. 318: Ensuring the Quality of Servicemember and Veteran Student’s
Education at Institutions of Higher Education, The American Legion supports any legislative
proposal that improves education opportunities for veterans.’

The American Legion supports H.R. 3601 as written.

Amendment in the Nature of a Substitute to H.R. 3722 — Daniel J. Harvey, Jr. and Adam
Lambert Improving Servicemember Transition to Reduce Veteran Suicide Act

To require a pilot program on activities under the pre-separation transition process of members
of the Armed Forces for a reduction in suicide among veterans, and for other purposes.

As hundreds of thousands of servicemembers transition from military service to civilian life each
year, many struggle with finding adequate medical insurance and finding necessary medical and
mental healthcare. The information provided in transition seminars is often insufficient or not
specific enough to cover all veterans' various and diverse needs as they transition to the civilian
sector. Many veterans have service-connected injuries and learning to navigate the complex
Veterans Health Administration (VHA) can be nearly impossible while trying to find employment,
relocate a family, and look for career training.'’

The mandate set in the Affordable Care Act requires all citizens to have medical care insurance,
and veterans have the option of enrolling in VHA to meet that requirement. However, enrollment
has not been easy. The Solid Start Program (SSP) was rolled out in 2019, and was intended to
contact and assist veterans with their enrollment in VHA and with finding medical and mental
health services. However, SSP has been ineffective in its mandate due to the lack of VHA
personnel and resources needed to staff the roles of liaisons and social workers to make this an
effective, successful program.!!

& “ Annual Warrior Survey, Longitudinal: Wave 2.” Wounded Warrior Project. 2022.
https://www.woundedwarriorproject.org/media/ylwhpx4h/wwp-2022-annual -warrior-survey-full-report. pdf

° The American Legion Resolution No. 318 (2016): Ensuring the Quality of Servicemember and Veteran Student's
Education at Institutions of Higher Education. https:/archive legion.org/node/470

19 Britzky, Haley. “Military Veterans Can Now Receive Free Emergency Mental Health Care.” CNN. January 17,
2023. https://www.cnn.com/2023/01/17/politics/military -veterans-mental-health-care/index. html.

11 “Veterans Benefits: VA Could Enhance Outreach for Its Solid Start Program by Increasing Collaboration with
Veterans Organizations.” U.S. Government Accountability Office. 5 January 2023. GAO-23-105699.
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-23-105699.
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This amendment in the nature of a substitute for HR. 3722 would mandate that, within a year of
passage, the Secretary of the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) would implement a pilot SSP
program at no more than ten Department of Defense facilities that serve at least 300 military
members. This program will allow VHA to reach servicemembers before separation, reducing the
number of veterans without healthcare services, and easing the burden on veterans awaiting
disability claims being processed by the VA. The American Legion believes that veterans
shouldn’t have to be the subject matter experts on healthcare systems. Earlier exposure to VHA
liaisons will improve the delivery of these services. The American Legion believes that newly
separated veterans, and veterans who are newly enrolled in the VHA, will benefit from the
additional resources and support this bill offers.!?

Through Resolution No. 11: Automatic Enrollment into Veterans Affairs Health Care System, The
American Legion supports automatically enrolling eligible veterans into VA care, with the option
to opt-out, upon transition from military service to reduce barriers to care and encourage help-
seeking behavior.

The American Legion supports the Amendment in the Nature of a Substitute to H.R. 3722
as written.

H.R. 3816 — Veterans’ Entry to Apprenticeship Act
To amend title 38, United States Code, to ensure that veterans may attend pre-apprenticeship
programs using certain educational assistance provided by the Secretary of Veterans Affairs,
and for other purposes.

H.R. 3816, the Veterans’ Entry to Apprenticeship Act, directs the Department of Veterans Affairs
(VA) to treat pre-apprenticeship programs as apprenticeship programs for the purpose of providing
GI Bill benefits. Funding assistance would equal the amount of an apprenticeship program,
including the monthly housing allowance (MHA) under section 403 of title 37.

Pre-apprenticeships help individuals meet the entry requirements for Registered Apprenticeship
programs and ensure they are prepared to succeed in a chosen career. A pre-apprenticeship
program, by definition, has a documented partnership with at least one Registered Apprenticeship
program. Quality pre-apprenticeship programs are a starting point toward a successful career path
for under-represented job seekers (such as disadvantaged women and men, individuals with
disabilities, and others) who may not be aware of this option to obtain jobs in critical industries
with opportunities for advancement.

Currently, GI Bill education benefits do not cover the cost of Department of Labor-approved pre-
apprenticeship programs, and veterans are not eligible for MHA in these programs. This creates
financial barriers for veterans trying to gain qualifying training and credentials to enter high-
demand industries.

12 Brooks, Steven B. “VA Hoping to Get Newly Transitioning Veterans off to Solid Start.” The American Legion.
March 10, 2020. https://www.legion.org/veteransbenefits/248533/va-hoping-get-newly-transitioning-veterans-solid-
start.
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The American Legion has long supported pre-apprenticeship programs, such as the Department of
Defense’s SkillBridge program, that allow transitioning servicemembers and veterans to gain
valuable experience to succeed in their Registered Apprenticeship programs. These programs
support a strong American economy by providing skilled labor, manufacturing, infrastructure,
cybersecurity, and healthcare professionals. Proposals such as the Veterans’ Entry to
Apprenticeship Act are not new. We first testified about this legislation before the House Veterans
Affairs Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity in 2017,' and it is past time for this common-
sense legislation to be passed.

Through Resolution No. 25: Support and Expand Apprenticeship Opportunities for
Servicemembers,'* The American Legion supports expanding apprenticeship opportunities across
critical sectors, including manufacturing, infrastructure, cybersecurity, and health care.

The American Legion supports H.R. 3815 as written.

H.R. 5190 — Military Family Protection from Debt Act
To amend the Servicemembers Civil Relief Act to expand certain protections to dependents of

members of the armed forces.

H.R. 5190, the Military Family Protection from Debt Act, would provide National Guard and
Reserve servicemembers’ dependents with the same interest rate protections that are applied to
their sponsors’ debts. By expanding the 6% interest rate cap to servicemembers’ immediate family
before or during active service, the Military Family Protection from Debt Act increases the
financial readiness of the military and enhances national security capabilities.

In its current form, the Servicemembers Civil Relief Act (SCRA) protects servicemembers on
active duty from interest rates of over 6% on debts incurred before their service begins, including
car loans, student loans, and personal loans.'> The legislation was designed to limit the amount of
financial stress on National Guard and Reserve members who lose their civilian employment when
activated, often earning far less while in uniform, allows them to fully focus their attention on their
service to our nation.'® However, the debt of servicemembers’ dependents is not currently eligible
for the interest rate cap, jeopardizing the financial readiness of servicemembers and their families.

Financial readiness of military families has been named a significant component of operational
readiness by the Department of Defense (DOD). Unfortunately, a 2020 DOD report found that
about 30% of active duty and reserve component servicemembers were not financially

13 Statement of John Kamin, The American Legion, before the House Veterans Subcommittee on Economic
Opportunity, on Pending and Draft Legislation. October 11, 2017. https://archive.legion.org/node/7506

14 The American Legion Resolution No. 25 (2018): Support and Expand Apprenticeship Opportunities for
Servicemembers. https://archive.legion.org/node/3437

15 “The Servicemembers Civil Relief Act (SCRA).” Consumer Financial Protection Bureau.
https:/files.consumerfinance. gov/f/documents/cfpb_vmyg-servicemembers-handout_scra-and-mla-

16 The Servicemembers Civil Relief Act (SCRA): Section-by-Section Summary. Updated June 5 2023
Congressional Research Service. R45283. https://crsreports.congress. gov/product/pdf/R/R45283
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comfortable.!” Of those surveyed, junior enlisted and reserve component members reported the
most financial instability and the least financially ready. While consumer protections provided by
the SCRA help remedy the issue for single servicemembers, some military families are left with
unprotected debt when a spouse or parent is called to active duty and must leave a well-paying
civilian job. For this reason, the Military Family Protection from Debt Act is critical to ensuring
both the financial well-being of military families and the operational readiness of the Armed
Forces.

The American Legion recognizes the sacrifices made by military families and dependents during
active duty. When one member of a family serves their country, their entire family serves as well.
This legislation will relieve the financial burden of all who are called to the mission, ensuring that
our military is relieved of undue burden and stress during their service to our nation.

Through Resolution No. 84: Support and Strengthen Servicemembers Civil ReliefAct (SCRA), The
American urges Congress to pass legislation that protects servicemember and their dependents
from excess interest rates that cause financial strain.’®

The American Legion supports H.R. 5190 as written.

H.R. 5785 — Veterans in STEM Expansion Act
To amend title 38, United States Code, to modify the requirements of the Edith Nourse Rogers

STEM Scholarship.

The Veterans in STEM Expansion Act would remove burdensome requirements to access the Edith
Nourse Rogers STEM Scholarship and allow thousands of veterans to pursue degrees in STEM
fields. As a provision of the Colmery Veterans Educational Assistance Act, the Edith Nourse
Rogers Science Technology Engineering Math (STEM) Scholarship allows eligible Veterans to
receive up to nine months of additional GI Bill benefits for training in high-demand fields. It was
intended to provide veterans with additional educational benefits to complete their STEM
program(s), which can often take longer to complete than traditional programs outside of the
STEM fields.

To encourage widespread participation in this scholarship, Congress gave the Department of
Veterans Affairs (VA) the authority to authorize $100 million in funding for fiscal year 2023 and
each subsequent fiscal year.!” Unfortunately, participation in this program has not met these initial
expectations. The U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) found that of more than 130,000
veterans using the Post-9/11 GI Bill to pursue a degree in STEM fields from 2019 to 2021, only
3,500 veterans used the Edith Nourse Rogers STEM Scholarship program to extend their benefits

17« Annual Report on the Financial Literacy and Preparedness of Members of the Armed Forces. December 2020.”
Department of Defense. https:/finred.usalearning. gov/assets/downloads/FINRED-2020_FinancialLiteracy -R.pdf

'8 The American Legion Resolution No. 342 (2016): Support and Strengthen the Servicemembers Civil Relief Act.
https://archive.legion.org/node/490

19 Harry W. Colmery Veterans Educational Assistance Act of 2017, Pub. L. No. 11548, Title I, §111, 131 Stat. 982
(2017). https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/PL AW -115publ48/pdf/PLAW-115publ48.pdf

8




90

due to many veterans not understanding the application process.?’ Of the maximum allowed
expenditure of $175 million during this time, less than $58 million was used. More disturbingly,
VA application data showed high rates of denial, especially among Black and female applicants.?!

Currently, applications for the scholarship cannot be submitted until the student veteran has
completed 60 semester credit hours and has 6 months of GI Bill benefits remaining, which is a
very narrow window of eligibility. Also, the scholarship is currently available only to
undergraduate STEM programs, further narrowing eligibility.

The Veterans in STEM Expansion Act removes some exclusions and expands veteran access to the
Edith Nourse scholarship. This legislation adjusts the eligibility language in Section 3320 of title
38 to read, “45 standard semester (or 67.5 quarter) credit hours,” instead of the original language,
which read “60 standard semester (or 90 quarter) credit hours.” This will provide more student
veterans with time to plan their degree program to achieve their goals. Additionally, the bill opens
eligibility for student veterans in graduate degree programs and for student veterans with more
than six months of GI Bill eligibility remaining. We support this expansion of eligibility to more
student veterans in STEM programs.

Through Resolution No. 318: Ensuring the Quality of Servicemember and Veteran Student’s
FEducation at Institutions of Higher Education,” The American Legion supports any legislative
proposal that improves access to education opportunities for veterans.

The American Legion supports H.R. 5785 as written.

H.R. 5913 — Consolidating Veteran Employment Services for Improved Performance Act
0f 2023
To amend title 38, United States Code, to improve employment services for veterans by
consolidating various programs in the Department of Veterans Affairs, and for other purposes.

The Consolidating Veteran Employment Services for Improved Performance Act of 2023 would
transfer specified veteran-related programs of the Department of Labor (DOL) to the Department
of Veterans Affairs (VA), effective October 1, 2025. These are programs pertaining to job
counseling, training, placement services, federal government employment services, homeless
veteran reintegration programs, and employment and veteran benefits training under the Transition
Assistance Programs (TAP). The proposed legislation further directs the President of the United
States to include funding for the VA in Fiscal Year 2027 and onwards. The draft bill establishes a
Deputy Undersecretary for Veterans’ Employment and Training to formulate all VA policies and
procedures for these programs. Lastly, the bill consolidates VA disabled veterans’ outreach
program specialists and local veterans' employment representatives into a single provision,
merging the two roles into a single position of veteran employment specialist.

20“VA Could Improve Support for Veterans Pursuing STEM Degrees.” U.S. Government Accountability Office.
September 2022. GAO-22-105326. https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-22-105326.pdf

2 Tbid

22 The American Legion Resolution No. 318 (2016): Ensuring the Quality of Servicemember and Veteran Student's
Education at Institutions of Higher Education. https://archive legion.org/node/470
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The American Legion believes that the VA should continue to focus on our veterans' economic
concerns and ensure that employment, education, and housing services meet the high standards of
excellence that veterans deserve. While it is incumbent on VA to prioritize economic opportunity
programs and initiatives, The American Legion has concerns about transferring DOL’s Veterans
Employment and Training Service (VETS) to the VA. Having VETS under the DOL aligns with
the broader mission of promoting and protecting the welfare of all American workers and job
seekers. By retaining the VETS program in DOL, the federal government can provide a
comprehensive approach to national workforce development and employment services, including
those aimed at veterans. This will ensure veterans employment initiatives are kept in step with
DOL’s overarching national objectives.

Through Resolution No. 73: Oppose the Transfer of Veterans’ Employment and Training Service
to the Department of Veterans Affairs, The American Legion opposes all legislative or
administrative efforts to transfer the Veterans’ Employment and Training Service from the
Department of Labor to the Department of Veterans Affairs.?

The American Legion opposes H.R. 5913.

H.R. 5914
To amend title 38, United States Code, to improve the processes to approve programs of
education for purposes of the educational assistance programs of the Department of Veterans
Affairs, and for other purposes.

In an effort to provide veterans with more information about education costs, Section 1018 of the
Johnny Isakson and David P. Roe, M.D. Veterans Health Care And Benefits Improvement Act Of
2020 sets requirements for education institutions to submit financial forms to student veterans prior
to their enrollment annotating projected financial costs of attendance. This requirement was
modeled on the Department of Education's (ED) "College Financing Plan" (previously “Financial
Aid Shopping Sheet”), a form that institutions voluntarily share with prospective students to
provide simple and transparent information about costs and financial aid. This allows prospective
students to easily compare institutions and make informed decisions about where to attend 2*

Unlike the ED’s College Financing Plan, which applies only to degree-granting institutions, the
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) financial form is mandatory for all institutions who enroll
GI Bill students. While traditional institutions of higher learning have reported little difficulty with
providing data points such as the estimated cost of courses and the acceptance of transfer credits,
non-degree-granting institutions such as law enforcement and Emergency Medical Technician
(EMT) academies have not been able to fulfill the requirements outlined in Section 1018. These
institutions are structured differently than academic universities and reportable data typically
varies more than the standard financial forms. This situation inhibits the ability of some education

23 The American Legion Resolution No. 73 (2016): Oppose the Transfer of Veterans' Employment and Training to

the Department of Veterans Affairs. https://archive.legion.org/node/320
24 The College Financing Plan. U.S. Department of Education. hitps:/www2.ed.gov/policy/highered/guid/aid-
offer/index. html
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institutions to be certified by a School Certifying Official and unfortunately, GI Bill students are
not able to enroll, reducing opportunities for veterans.

This draft legislation will amend current statutes to require these VA financial forms to be
completed only ‘‘to the maximum extent practicable,” increasing the opportunity for more non-
degree-granting institutions to comply with GI Bill reporting requirements and enroll GI Bill
students. Law enforcement and EMT academies provide trained essential first-responders with
many veterans interested in pursuing these public service careers. By easing the reporting
requirements for these institutions, more veterans will have access to these careers.

The American Legion supports legislation to improve educational assistance, including advocating
for greater educational opportunities. Improving the School Certifying Official approval process
to establish additional opportunities for service-minded veterans and their desire to have a positive
effect in their communities.

Through Resolution No. 327: Support Further Assessment and Evaluation of Institutions of Higher
Learning to Enable Veterans to Make Informed FEducation Choices, The American Legion
supports effective legislation evaluating education institutions on quality factors, such as, but not
limited to, accreditation, transferability, cost, graduation rates, and acceptance in the job market.?>

The American Legion supports H.R. 5914 as currently written.

H.R. 5965 — Transparency for Student Veterans Act of 2023
To amend title 38, United States Code, to direct the Secretary of Veterans Affairs to provide
additional information about certain postsecondary educational institutions to individuals
entitled to educational assistance under the laws administered by such Secretary.

The Transparency for Student Veterans Act of 2023 is designed to increase the visibility of data
on training and education institutions for veterans entitled to VA education benefits. H.R. 5965
ensures that programs of education leading to a certificate or professional license are required to
provide information on the rates at which veterans re-enroll after completing their first year, the
number of veterans or members who completed an education which led to a degree (specifying
type of degree, e.g., associates, bachelors, postbaccalaureate), the certificate or professional
license obtained (specifying type of certificate or license), the average time to completion
(leading to a degree, certificate, or professional license), and the average annual salary of those
who complete their education.

Access to these quality factors is vital to making informed decisions. The GI Bill is an earned
benefit that should be utilized to the maximum extent possible. Without access to information
that demonstrates the legitimacy of academic institutions, veterans are at risk of making poor
decisions. H.R. 5965 will allow veterans to determine if the institution that they are considering
will provide them with the return on investment they both desire and deserve.

25 The American Legion Resolution No. 327 (2016): Support Further Assessment and Evaluation of Institutions of
Higher Learning to Enable Veterans to Make Informed Education Choices. https://archive.legion.org/node/475
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Data on veterans’ outcomes in higher education has been under-reported and under-shared for far
too long. There is also an unfortunate history of veterans being taken advantage of by predatory
academic institutions. In some cases, academic institutions purposely withhold quality factors—
to entice veterans into enrolling in their programs. Legislation like the Transparency for Student
Veterans Act 0f 2023 is crucial to veterans’ academic and future economic success by ensuring full
transparency of quality data from all training and education institutions who enroll student
veterans. The American Legion testified on similar draft legislation in 2020, specifically regarding
the GI Bill Comparison tool, and will continue to advocate for legislation that ensures veterans are
fully empowered to choose their best-suited academic and professional paths.

Through Resolution No. 327: Support Further Assessment and Evaluation of Institutions of Higher
Learning to Enable Veterans to Make Informed Fducation Choices, The American Legion
supports effective legislation evaluating education institutions on quality factors, such as, but not
limited to, accreditation, transferability, cost, graduation rates, and acceptance in the job market.®

The American Legion supports this H.R. 5965 as written.

Conclusion

Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin, and distinguished members of the subcommittee;
The American Legion thanks you for your leadership and for allowing us the opportunity to submit
the positions of our 1.6 million members on the importance of these pieces of proposed legislation.
Questions concerning this testimony can be directed to John Kamin at 202-263-5748, or
jkamin@legion.org.

26 The American Legion Resolution No. 327 (2016): Support Further Assessment and Evaluation of Institutions of
Higher Learning to Enable Veterans to Make Informed Education Choices. https://archive.legion.org/node/475
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Prepared Statement of Veterans Education Project
VEP

October 20, 2023

VETERANS
EDUCATION
PROJECT

The Honorable Derrick Van Orden

U.S. House of Representatives

1513 Longworth House Office Building
Washington, DC 20515

As Veterans serving Veterans, the Veterans Education Project (VEP) fully supports Rep. Van Orden’s
suggested change to title 38 of the United States Code. VEP has a long running track record for calling
for greater transparency and accountability for both institutions and the government agencies that
regulate them. This policy change will shed light on the exact policies and regulations we expect
institutions to follow and uphold. This transparency will not only help the public hold schools to account
but also help institutions be clear on what they need to provide to School Certifying Officials (SCOs) and
the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) which has been historically confusion and wrought with
miscommunications.

VEP also supports the change to section 3679 of title 38 which would give schools the chance to meet an
ever-changing landscape of regulations without the fear of sudden loss of eligibility anytime a policy
changes. While VEP supports rigorous standards and accountability we also do not want to see student
veterans suddenly lose the ability to use their benefits at their chosen school simply due to burdensome
administrative requirements that could be easily resolved in a timely manner.

Thank you for your leadership on this issue and we stand ready to provide any further perspective from
Student Veterans you may need.

e fA—

Stephen Patterson
Executive Director
Veterans Education Project

Veterans Education Project - Washington, DC - www.theVEP.org
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Prepared Statement of Veterans Education Success

Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin, and Members of the Sub-
committee:

We thank you for the opportunity to share this statement for consideration during
this hearing, which includes many notable bills addressing topics in higher edu-
cation and veterans education benefits. Veterans Education Success is a nonprofit
organization with the mission of advancing higher education success for veterans,
service members, and military families, and protecting the integrity and promise of
the GI Bill and other federal education programs.

In this statement, we address the following legislative proposals: Transparency for
Student Veterans Act, draft language on the Edith Nourse Rogers STEM Scholar-
ship, draft language on a repository of guidance from the U.S. Department of Vet-
erans Affairs (VA), Expanding Access for Online Veteran Students Act, and a pro-
posal to establish the Veterans Economic Opportunity and Transition Administra-
tion at VA.

We applaud the Subcommittee’s dedication to our Nation’s veterans, and look for-
ward to working closely with the staff members on the advancement of many of
these important topics for broader consideration.

H.R.—, Transparency for Student Veterans Act

This bill would require VA to disclose additional information about schools to pro-
spective student veterans, including data specifically about veterans and service
members who used VA educational assistance. This would include data such as re-
tention and completion rates, average length of time for obtaining a credential, and
average annual salary. The bill also modifies the median debt calculation to include
the debt associated with certificate/professional licensure programs.

The bill would also direct VA to work with other federal agencies to obtain out-
comes information for students eligible for veterans educational benefits. We have
been long—time champions of providing student veterans with the necessary infor-
mation and resources to make the most of their earned benefits and advance their
career goals.!

From a technical standpoint, we would like to offer some feedback for consider-
ation regarding how the term “covered education” is used in the text. “Covered edu-
cation” 1s defined with reference to 38 U.S.C. § 3691A, which provides that “covered
education” is “a course of education (A) at an institution of higher education; and
(B) paid with educational assistance furnished under a law administered by the Sec-
retary.” Requesting data for “covered education” might include individuals who used
VA benefits for only a portion of their education.

An individual may not have sufficient educational assistance to pay for their en-
tire education and may use VA educational assistance to pay for only a portion of
their education. Some of the data points do not seem to consider this possibility,
which may lead to confusion and inaccurate information being provided. For exam-
ple, the data point on the rate at which veterans and service members “complete
covered education” could be interpreted in two ways: 1. The rate at which veterans
complete a degree that is completely paid with VA educational assistance; 2. The
rate at which they complete the portion of their degree that is paid with VA edu-
cational assistance. We think the current text of this bill is ambiguous on which in-
terpretation would be correct and could result in VA providing the incorrect data.

Similarly, the data points on the “average length of time” for a veteran “to com-
plete covered education at the institution” would seem to include the periods when
only a portion of the education is paid with VA educational assistance. Unless the
data points are clarified, the bill could lead VA to generate misleading information
about the success rate of veterans in completing their education.

Despite these technical considerations, we offer our support for the intent of this
legislation, and hope to work with Congress to advance this measure.

H.R. 3601, Student Veteran Work Study Modernization Act

The bill institutes a five-year pilot program that would expand the existing provi-
sions related to the work-study program for students under the Veteran Readiness
and Employment (VR&E) program. Currently, individuals must be pursuing pro-
grams at a rate of at least three-quarters of a full-time student. The pilot program
would expand it to individuals pursuing a program at a rate of half of a full-time

1Veterans Education Success, “Statement for the Record Submitted to the Senate Committee
on Veterans Affairs 118th Congress, First Session — Veterans Education Success,” Veterans
Education Success, April 24, 2023, https:/vetsedsuccess.org/statement-for-the-record-submitted-
to-the-senate-committee-on-veterans-affairs—118th-congress-first-session/.
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student. The bill also institutes a reporting requirement and references how to de-
termine the budgetary effects.

We recognize the importance and value of the work-study program available
through VA for student veterans to supplement their income while pursuing their
training and education goals. We support extending this program to VR&E students
to afford them opportunities to engage in activities supporting their income, and we
support this legislation.

H.R.—, To amend title 38, United States Code, to modify the requirements
of the Edith Nourse Rogers STEM Scholarship

This bill would make several changes to the Edith Nourse Rogers STEM scholar-
ship to make the scholarship more accessible to student veterans intending to make
use of the program, including:

e Expand the list of eligible degrees to include graduate degrees.
e Lower the number of credit hours required to qualify for the scholarship.

e Add new priority groups for students who have used the most months of assist-
ance and students pursuing a qualifying post-secondary degree.

Expanding the list of eligible degrees to include graduate degrees would provide
additional flexibility in the program, but should be monitored to ensure that utiliza-
tion by officers for graduate studies does not come at the expense of enlisted seeking
undergraduate degrees. One technical issue is that the credit hour requirement in
the current statute (38 USC § 3320(B)(3)(a)(i)) may need to be revised to include
graduate programs.

We also believe that lowering the number of completed credit hours required to
qualify for the scholarship would increase participation. However, we encourage the
Subcommittee to consider readdressing these changes if future utilization rates bal-
ance significantly in favor of graduate students and officers, as they are not the
original target audience of the program.

Finally, adding new priority groups for students who have used the most months
of assistance and students pursuing a qualifying post-secondary degree would en-
sure that the scholarship is awarded to students who are most in need of financial
assistance.

We support the passage of this legislation, and look forward to working with the
Committee on this bill.

H.R.—, To amend title, United States Code, to improve the processes to ap-
prove programs of education for purposes of the educational assistance
programs of the Department of Veterans Affairs, and for other purposes;

The bill proposes changes related to consumer information requirements for
schools, and the establishment of a website for school certifying official (SCO) train-
ing information by VA. Section 1(a) reduces the requirement that schools provide
certain consumer information to prospective students by inserting “to the maximum
extent practicable.” Section 1(b) requires VA to establish a website for publishing
information about SCO training the Department provides.

Section 1(a). Currently under 38 U.S.C. §3679(f)(1)(A), schools risk losing VA ap-
proval if they do not provide individuals with a form containing certain information
before enrollment.2 These disclosures include reasonable and necessary information
for student veteran decision-making, including:

e The estimated total cost of the course, including tuition, fees, books, supplies,
and any other additional costs;
e An estimate of the cost for living expenses for students enrolled in the course;

e The amount of the costs under clauses (i) and (ii) that are covered by the edu-
cational assistance provided to the individual under chapter 30, 31, 32, 33, or
35 of this title, or chapter 1606 or 1607 of title 10, as the case may be;

e The type and amount of Federal financial aid not administered by the Secretary
and financial aid offered by the institution that the individual may qualify to
receive;

e An estimate of the amount of student loan debt the individual would have upon
graduation;

o Information regarding graduation rates;
o Job-placement rates for graduates of the course, if available;

238 U.S.C. § 3679 (2023). https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/38/3679.
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e Information regarding the acceptance by the institution of transfer of credits,
including military credits;

e Any conditions or additional requirements, including training, experience, or ex-
aminations, required to obtain the license, certification, or approval for which
the course of education is designed to provide preparation; and

e Other information to facilitate comparison by the individual of aid packages of-
fered by different educational institutions.

The bill modifies the schools’ obligations in Section 3679(f)(1)(A) by inserting that
the information is provided only “to the maximum extent practicable.” However, “to
the maximum extent practicable” is a subjective and yielding standard that would
make the disclosures essentially unenforceable, removing an important protection
for veterans. We believe that the information currently required is necessary for vet-
e;"_ans to make the best decision about where to spend their hard-earned GI Bill ben-
efits.

Inserting the phrase “to the maximum extent practicable” seems to elevate the
convenience of the schools above the interests of the veterans and could result in
student veterans generally being denied important information. Further, without a
firm obligation to provide the information, bad actors may seize the opportunity to
withhold critical information and mislead student veterans into enrolling in a pro-
gram.

Clearly the information in Section 3679 is information student veterans would
benefit from before they decide to enroll in a school. VA-approved schools should
continue to be required to provide the information, as it is all information that
should be known to the schools. If there were a specific piece of information that
schools widely are unable to provide for reasons outside of their control, then updat-
ing the statute to address that specific disclosure would be a more precise course
of action. We oppose Section 1(a) of the bill.

Section 1(b). In a recent Economic Opportunity Subcommittee hearing, it became
abundantly clear that there is a lack of access to historical guidance from VA’s Edu-
cation Service Office.3 We believe all guidance from VA, including historical notices,
is highly valuable — and indeed, extremely necessary — for SCOs to access.

Like any role on campus, the SCO function is subject to turnover in personnel,
so having a consolidated and accurate repository of this information would afford
additional continuity on campus, and support the overall administration of edu-
cation benefits. In addition to SCOs, university officials, veterans advocates, and
Congress would all benefit from greater transparency and access to this information.
We fully support this section of the bill, and would be eager to advocate in favor
of advancing this section of the legislation.

H.R. 5702, Expanding Access for Online Veteran Students Act

The bill would increase the housing allowance for solely online students attending
a summer course less than 12 weeks, giving them a housing allowance equal to the
national average.

We believe the significant federal costs of increasing MHA for online-only students
should not be the top spending priority for the Subcommittee, given existing and
more compelling unmet needs of veterans. We urge the Subcommittee to set aside
this bill and instead prioritize issues such as veterans who need GI Bill Parity for
Guard and Reserve service, Survivors and Dependents Chapter 35 improvements,
and restoring the GI Bill for defrauded student veterans.

On the substance, the bill brings serious adverse consequences for veterans. We
believe that a common principle we can collectively agree to is the desire to support
veterans and their families. In doing so, we further believe it is important to con-
sider the second and third order effects of these policies, and to anticipate their ad-
verse unintended consequences. In this instance, we strongly caution Congress
about such a shift in policy, and recommend considering the following associated im-
pacts:

¢ Incentivizing Students to Leave Flagship Public Universities. This
bill would incentivize veterans to leave high-quality, flagship public uni-
versities in low-housing cost states — such as Arizona, Indiana, Kentucky,
South Carolina, and Wisconsin — to attend lower-quality online-only col-
lege chains due to the housing allowance being higher. Current housing

3U.S. House of Representatives Veterans’ Affairs Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity.
Oversight Hearing, “Less is More: The Impact of Bureaucratic Red Tape on Veterans Education
Benefits,” (September 20, 2023, https://veterans.house.gov/calendar/
eventsingle.aspx?EventID=6258.
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allowance rates for in-person and hybrid learners are based on the De-
partment of Defense’s (DOD) housing allowance rates (BAH) for an “E—
5 with dependents.”4 DOD recognizes 339 different housing allowance
zones. Over sixty percent of these DOD BAH zones have housing costs
less than the national average. In some of the least expensive zones, the
housing allowance is one-half the national average.® Student veterans in
206 zones would receive more housing allowance by attending an online-
only school.

Even if this bill limits the timeframe to the summer term, a potential in-
crease of $3,000 or more would be a powerful economic factor for students
to incentivize students to switch to a solely online college. Furthermore,
veterans switching from public colleges and universities to online-only col-
lege chains would receive a lower-quality education. The existing unbiased
research regarding distance learning has documented better outcomes for
in-person education when compared to online education.6 Certainly, more
investigation is needed before Congress acts to prioritize online programs
and incentivize student veterans to attend online colleges.

e Marketing Tool for Bad Actors. Low-quality and predatory schools
would use the availability of an increased housing allowance as a selling
point to target veterans to attend predatory and exploitative programs.
In the aftermath of having finally closed the 90/10 loophole, a shift to a
full housing allowance for solely online colleges would re-establish vet-
erans as a target for unscrupulous schools; many of these schools have
been sued by law enforcement and fined by federal agencies for defraud-
ing students, and can reasonably be expected to abuse this change.”

e Increasing Overall Costs. We believe that much of the potential enroll-
ment shift incentivized by the higher housing allowance would be from
low-tuition public institutions to high-tuition private ones, driving up
costs not only for VA, but also for the very students veterans that the
bill seeks to help. Much of our work with veterans seeking our support
involves speaking with former students who were recruited through high-
pressure sales tactics. These students were often led to believe that their
GI Bill benefits would cover all costs, only to find themselves heavily in
debt as the schools exhausted their benefits and forced them to borrow.

¢ Undermining the Rationale for Online Education. Such a change
would also undermine the original intent of Congress that established a
lower housing allowance for solely online study as being meant to accom-
modate the additional employment flexibility and convenience that dis-
tance education is intended to provide non-traditional students.®8 Entirely
online courses are typically designed to allow students to continue work-
ing while enrolled. The lower housing allowance provided to solely online
students therefore reflects this central distinction from in-person stu-
dents; setting it at the same or greater rate as for in-person students
would overlook meaningful differences in expenses and opportunity costs
incurred by students enrolled in the two distinct modes of delivery.

At the onset of the COVID public health emergency, when many institutions had
to move their classes online, we supported the Veterans’ Affairs Committees’ work
to change the housing policy to allow students enrolled in online courses to continue
to receive 100 percent of their residential monthly housing allowance.?® This tem-
porary policy was intended to accommodate the significant additional housing costs

47U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, “Post—-9/11 GI Bill (Chapter 33): How does VA deter-
mine my monthly housing allowance (MHA)?” (2023), www.va.gov/education/about-gi-bill-bene-
fits/post-9—11/#how-does-va-determine-my-month.

5Defense Travel Management Office, “Basic Allowance for Housing Rate Lookup,” (2023)
https:/www.travel.dod.mil/allowances/basic-allowance-for-housing/bah-rate-lookup/.

6See, e.g., Stephanie Riegg Cellini, Brookings Institution, “How Does Virtual Learning Impact
Students in Higher Education” (Aug. 13, 2021), https:/www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-
chalkboard/2021/08/13/how-does-virtual-learning-impact-students-in-higher-education/.

7 People of the State of California v. Ashford University, et.al., 37-2018-00046134-CU-MC-
CTL, Statement of Decision (hereinafter, “Order”), filed March 3, 2022, available at https:/
oag.ca.gov/system/files/attachments/press-docs/37—-2018-00046134-CU-MC-CTL__ KROA-

696 03-03—-22_ Statement_ of Decision_ 1646669688827.pdf.

8TU.S. Senate Report 111-346, “POST-9/11 VETERANS EDUCATIONAL ASSISTANCE IM-
PROVEMENTS ACT OF 2010,” (2010), https:/www.Congress.gov/congressional-report/111th-
congress/senate-report/346/1.

9 Public Law 116-140, “Student Veteran Coronavirus Response Act of 2020,” 116th Congress,
2nd Session, (2020) https://www.Congress.gov/116/plaws/publ140/PLAW-116publ140.pdf.
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th?t in-person students had already incurred when the pandemic forced them to go
online.

At the time, Congress chose not to complicate its effort to provide relief to such
students by making distinctions between those student veterans who were already
enrolled entirely online versus those who were forced into online delivery due to the
pandemic. This, despite the fact that it was always understood that students en-
rolled in in-person courses were incurring additional housing and opportunity costs
not incurred by online students.

Today, colleges are back in-person, and proper policy should revert to status quo
ante by acknowledging the higher housing costs incurred by students attending in-
person. We urge the Subcommittee not to move forward with this legislation. We
believe a near-term solution would be for Congress to direct the execution of an un-
biased study of online learning outcomes as it pertains to Title 38 veterans edu-
cation benefits.

H.R. 3738, To amend title 38, United States Code, to establish in the Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs the Veterans Economic Opportunity and Transi-
tion Administration, and for other purposes

This measure proposes the creation of a “Veterans Economic Opportunity and
Transition Administration” within VA, overseen by a new Under Secretary. The pur-
pose of this new Administration would be to manage and administer various pro-
grams focused on delivering economic opportunity benefits to veterans and their de-
pendents and survivors. The bill would also require the Secretary to provide an an-
nual report to Congress on the programs administered by the Under Secretary for
Veterans Economic Opportunity and Transition.

Various versions of this legislation have been proposed over more than the past
decade. Notably, several iterations of this proposal have passed the House of Rep-
resentatives, but none has been successful in passing the Senate.l® One previous
sticking point had been the inclusion of a provision which would have moved the
U.S. Department of Labor (DoL) Veterans’ Employment and Training Service
(VETS) program under the proposed new Administration within VA. This current
legislation makes no such proposal.

Historical support for various iterations of this legislation have included the Vet-
erans of Foreign Wars (VFW), Disabled American Veterans (DAV), Vietnam Vet-
erans of America (VVA), American Veterans (AMVETS), Paralyzed Veterans of
America (PVA), and Student Veterans of America (SVA).11 The concept has also
been previously endorsed in the annual Independent Budget produced by DAV,
PVA, and VFW.12 We believe this support stems from the overall recognition that
the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) continues to struggle in its competing
missions of delivering disability compensation benefits and a wide variety of eco-
nomic opportunity benefits such as the GI Bill.

In 2018, VBA established the Office of Transition and Economic Development
(TED), now referred to as Outreach, Transition and Economic Development (OTED),
in response to previous proposals similar to this legislation.13.14 The establishment
of that office represented an acknowledgement that VBA had been structurally un-
prepared to respond to the modern needs of veterans when it comes to transition
and economic opportunity. We believe much of the office is geared toward transition
more so than economic opportunity and tools of empowerment such as the GI Bill.15

10 Six iterations of this legislation have been proposed over the past 15 years, including H.R.
2494 (117th Congress), H.R. 2045 (116th Congress), H.R. 5644 (115th Congress), H.R. 2327
(113th Congress), H.R. 2481 (113th Congress), and H.R. 3719 (111th Congress); on three occa-
sions, the legislation passed the U.S. House of Representatives unanimously, including HRs
2494, 2045, and 2481. https:/www.Congress.gov/.

11 Hubbard, William, “Testimony of Mr. William Hubbard, Chief of Staff, Student Veterans of
America,” Apr. 30, 2019, https://www.Congress.gov/116/meeting/house/109320/witnesses/HHRG—
116-VR10-Wstate-HubbardW—20190430.pdf.

12Tndependent = Budget,https://www.independentbudget.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/TIB-
EAE1-Create-an-Economic-Opportunity-Administration-Within-The-Department-of-Veteran-Af-
fairs-VA.pdf.

13 Devlin, Margarita, “Statement of Margarita Devlin, Principal Deputy Under Secretary for
Benefits, Veterans Benefits Administration, Department of Veterans Affairs, before the House
Committee on Veterans’ Affairs Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity,” Apr. 9, 2019, https:/
www.congress.gov/116/meeting/house/109258/witnesses/HHRG-116-VR10-Wstate-DevlinM—
20190409.pdf.

141U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, “Outreach, Transition and Economic Development,”
https://benefits.va.gov/transition/index.asp.

15 Rawls, Cheryl, “Statement of Ms. Cheryl Rawls, Executive Director, Outreach, Transition
and Economic Development Service Department of Veterans Affairs before the Subcommittee on
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Despite the existence of this office for the past five years, significant barriers re-
main when it comes to economic opportunity for veterans. Delays in benefits dis-
tribution occurred recently and raise questions about broader systemic issues.16.17
Veterans should never be exposed to doubt whether or not they will be able to pay
rent in a given month.

Furthermore, VA’s attention to implementing critical consumer protection laws
has been inconsistent, or entirely lacking in certain instances, over the past several
decades. For example, VA’s inadequate implementation of 38 U.S.C. 3696 prevents
GI Bill beneficiaries from making an informed choice when deciding where to use
their hard- earned benefits, and undermines the integrity of the GI Bill by allow-
ing schools that engage in fraud to receive taxpayer support.

Even more troubling, schools including Alta (Westwood College), Corinthian, ITT,
and former EDMC brands (Argosy, Art Institutes, South University) which engaged
in deceptive advertising and enrollment tactics have closed precipitously, leaving
beneficiaries without a degree after having wasted some or all of their benefits.1®
We remain deeply concerned about the continued ability of predatory schools to de-
fraud veterans out of their hard-earned GI Bill benefits. More recent examples of
failing to provide adequate responses have included:

e House of Prayer. Last summer, the public widely learned about the
shocking allegations associated with a system of schools misleadingly
called House of Prayer Christian Church.1® This case culminated in a
raid by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, a case we had reported to
VA over 2 years prior.20,21

e Perdoceo. In 2021, we alerted VA to law enforcement’s concerns about

the Perdoceo Education Corporation, formerly known as the Career Edu-

cation Corporation, encompassing American Intercontinental University,

Colorado Technical University, California Southern University, and Tri-

dent University International.?2 Despite calling VA’s attention to enforce-

ment actions and investigations by Federal and State authorities, these

schools remain eligible for GI Bill funding. In 2019, 36 veterans and mili-

tary service organizations wrote to VA over similar concerns, and despite

years of community-wide concerns, no meaningful action has been taken
to date.23

School Closures. In August 2021, we wrote a memorandum to VA to es-

tablish our concern over the language on its GI Bill Restoration
Page.?4.25 Under the VETS Credit Act, veterans simply have to sign a

Disability As51stance and Memorial Affairs Committee on Veterans’ Affairs U.S. House of Rep-
resentatives,” Feb. 8, 2022, https://docs.house.gov/meetings/VR/VR09/20220208/114386/HHRG—
117-VR09-Wstate-RawlsC—20220208-UT. pdf.

16 U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, “Important Update About GI Bill Monthly Payments
gg‘ﬂ%lgdents,” Mar. 31, 2023, https:/content.govdelivery.com/accounts/USVAVBA/bulletins/

17U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, “Update on Post 9/11 GI Bill MHA Delayed Payment
gor I\{Iarch 2023,” Apr. 19, 2023, https:/content.govdelivery.com/accounts/USVAVBA/bulletins/

55elel.

18 Veterans Education Success, “VA Still Not Enforcing 1974 Ban on Schools that Engage in
Deceptive Advertising and Recruiting,” Oct. 2019, https://vetsedsuccess.org/va-still-not-enforc-
ing—1974-ban-on-schools-that-engage-in-deceptive-advertising-and-recruiting/.

19 Beynon, Steve and Novelly, Thomas. “How a Church Allegedly Scammed Millions in VA
Money from Vets,” Military.com, Jul. 19, 2022, https://www.military.com/daily news/2022/07/19/
how-church-allegedly scammed-millions-va-money-vets.html.

20Koch, Alexandra, “FBI raids Georgia churches near military bases, sources say church was
targeting soldiers,” USA Today, Jun. 24, 2022, https:/www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/
2022/06/24/fbi-raids-house- -prayer- churches/7724801001/

21Veterans Education Success, “Our Letter to VA and Georgia SAA Regarding House of Pray-
er Christian Church,” Aug. 1, 2020 https://vetsedsuccess.org/letter-to-va-and-georgia-saa-regard-
ing—house—of—prayer—christian—church/

22Veterans Education Success, “Summary of Veteran and Servicemember Student Complaints
about Perdoceo Education Corporation,” September 1st, 2021, https:/vetsedsuccess.org/sum-
mary-of-veteran-and-servicemember-student-complaints-about-perdoceo-education-corporation/.

23 Letter from Veterans and Military Service Organizations to the Secretary of the U.S. De-
partment of Veterans Affairs, Feb. 14, 2019, https:/staticl.squarespace.com/static/
556718b2e4b02e470eb1b186/t/5¢6db4db1905f4690dd06£6f/1550693596300/
VSO+Letter+to+VA+Secretary—1.pdf.

24 Hubbard, William, “Memorandum From William Hubbard to Department of Veterans Af-
fairs on Changes to VBA Webpage,” Aug. 17, 2021, https://vetsedsuccess.org/memorandum-from-
william-hubbard-to-department-of-veterans-affairs-on-changes-to-vba-webpage/.

25U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, “Restoration of Benefits After School Closure or if a
School is Disapproved for GI Bill Benefits,” https:/www.benefits.va.gov/GIBILL/Restoration.asp.
Updated March 15, 2023.
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declaration that they understand that if they transfer 12 or more credits
they are ineligible to receive their full GI Bill restoration.2¢ Despite this
new law, VA continues to present logistical hurdles for veterans to use
the benefits they earned.

e FastTrain and Retail Ready Career Center. It is unacceptable that
veterans should have to wonder why obvious scams like FastTrain Col-
lege and Retail Ready Career Center were approved in the first place.2?
The VA’s statutes governing program approval are seriously outdated,
referencing classes taught “by radio,” and they continue to allow a low
standard of entry. Veterans should be able to count on VA’s “stamp of ap-
proval” as the level of quality they — and taxpayers — expect.

Our testimony is in no way intended to take away from the incredible work of
the many hardworking VBA teams. In fact, quite the opposite. We believe these
teams should be further empowered to achieve even greater success, and have seen
that the current system in place does not set up for maximum success the dedicated
staff of VBA. When these professionals are provided with the full opportunity to suc-
ceed, the end result is a more reliable and higher quality set of opportunities for
the ultimate customer of VA: our Nation’s veterans.

It’s possible a new Administration and Under Secretary could help to address
these issues, though the premise remains untested. We encourage this Committee
and Congress to heavily deliberate over the long-term implications of continuing
with the current system, which is clearly inadequate. We believe this legislation is
worth serious consideration and debate, so there may be progress toward providing
all veterans with quality programs they deserve.

Conclusion

Veterans Education Success sincerely appreciates the opportunity to express our
views before this Subcommittee. We look forward to the discussion and review of
these proposals, and we are grateful for the continued opportunities to collaborate
on these topics.

Information Required by Rule XI2(g)(4) of the House of Representatives

Pursuant to Rule XI2(g)(4) of the House of Representatives, Veterans Education
Success has not received any federal grants in fiscal year 2023, nor has it received
any federal grants in the two previous Fiscal Years.

26 Veterans Education Success, Our Press Release: Senate Passes Important “VETS Credit
Act” Unanimously, Bill Heads to the President for Signature,” https:/vetsedsuccess.org/our-
press-release-senate-passes-important-vets-credit-act-unanimously  bill-heads-to-the-president-
for-signature/.

27 Ayala, Eva-Marie, “Hundreds of veterans scramble after Garland for-profit college closes,”
The Dallas Morning News, Sep 28, 2017, https://www.dallasnews.com/news/education/2017/09/
28/hundreds-of-veterans-scramble-after-garland-for-profit-college-closes/.
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Prepared Statement of Commercial Vehicle Training Association

October 17, 2023

The Honorable Derrick Van Orden
Chairman

Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity
Committee on Veterans’ Affairs

U.S. House of Representatives

364 Cannon House Office Building
Washington, DC 20024

Chairman Van Orden,

We are writing to share our support for H.R. 2830, the Veteran Improvement Commercial Driver License
Act of 2023.

H.R. 2830 is commonsense legislation that will reduce barriers that veterans face in getting high-quality
training for good paying truck driving careers. Because of their extensive training, exceptional
professionalism, and mission-focused approach, veterans are ideal candidates for the trucking
workforce. The relief provided under this bipartisan proposal will give veterans additional choices when
seeking out professional truck driving careers.

The Commercial Vehicle Training Association (CVTA) is the largest association of truck driver training
programs in the U.S. CVTA’s membership includes nearly 100 member schools with 400 training
locations in 46 states. CVTA schools train the largest collective source of entry-level truck drivers in the
nation, instructing 100,000 new Commercial Motor Vehicle (CMV) drivers each year.

The professional truck driver training programs provided by CVTA’s membership equip students with the
skills they need to earn their Commercial Driver’s License (CDL) and succeed in the workforce. CVTA
schools strive to provide students with training that surpasses federal minimum training requirements
for entry-level truck drivers. Owing to that, CVTA member schools maintain hiring relationships with
leading national motor carriers that allow their students to garner job offers immediately upon
completion of their training.

Truck driver training sets people on the path towards a rewarding career. Truck driving jobs had
median wages of $55,000 to $85,000 in 2021, according to a compensation survey conducted by the
American Trucking Associations (ATA).! At least three-in-four carriers surveyed by ATA offered
employment benefits including paid holidays, paid leave, health insurance, and retirement plans.

Truck driver training also helps support critical functions of the nation’s supply chain. The trucking
industry faced a shortage of nearly 78,000 drivers in 2022, according to ATA analysis. In total, the

1 American Trucking iati “2022 Driver Ce ion Study: Advanced Executive Summary,” June 30, 2022,
https://ata.msgfocus.com/files/amf_highroad solution/project 2358/ATA 2022 Driver C ion Study -
Press Executive Summary.pdf




103

industry will have to recruit nearly 1.2 million new drivers over the next decade to replace retiring
drivers, drivers who leave the industry, and to keep pace with industry growth.?

CVTA members are proud to provide high-quality training and career opportunities to people who
return home after serving our nation.> Passage of H.R. 2830 will provide meaningful support and will
assist CVTA members in continuing to meet that honorable responsibility.

We respectfully ask that members of this committee support this important proposal.

Sincerely,
= -
S ey s
Jerome Redmond Andrew Poliakoff
Chairman Executive Director
Commercial Vehicle Training Association Commercial Vehicle Training Association

2 American Trucking Associations (ATA), “Driver Shortage Update 2022,” October 25, 2022,

https://ata.msgfocus.com/files/amf highroad solution/project 2358/ATA Driver Shortage Report 2022 Executive Summary.October22.pdf
3 CVTA supports benevolent competitions like the Transition Trucking: Driving for Excellence campaign that recognize veterans who join the
trucking workforce.
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Prepared Statement of National Association of State Workforce Agencies

NASWAYS

NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF STATE WORKFORCE AGENCIES
October 16, 2023

The Honorable Derrick Van Orden The Honorable Mike Levin

Chair Ranking Member

Economic Opportunity Subcommittee Economic Opportunity Subcommittee
Veterans Affairs Committee Veterans Affairs Committee

U.S. House of Representatives U.S. House of Representatives

1513 Longworth House Office Building 2352 Rayburn House Office Building
Washington DC 20515 Washington DC 20515

Dear Chair Van Orden and Ranking Member Levin,

On behalf of the National Association of State Workforce Agencies (NASWA), we write to express
our concerns with HR 5913 — “To amend title 38, United States Code, to improve employment
services for Veterans by consolidating various programs in the Department of Veterans Affairs, and
for other purposes” that would move Veteran employment functions from the U.S. Department of
Labor Veterans Employment and Training Services (USDOL VETS) to the Department of Veterans
Affairs (VA).

As a non-partisan organization whose members consist of the workforce agencies in all 50 states,
the District of Columbia, and U.S. territories, NASWA brings a unique and diverse perspective to
the challenges facing our nation’s workforce. Our members are on the frontlines of service delivery
for a range of workforce development programming, of which Veterans employment and training
services is a central component. Our membership includes Jobs for Veterans State Grant
coordinators and staff from the 50 states, Guam, Puerto Rico, the US Virgin Islands, and the District
of Columbia.

We are concerned that HR 5913 would move the Jobs for Veterans State Grant out of USDOL
VETS to the VA. NASWA believes it is critical to maintain and safeguard the vital role of
Veterans’ programs in the workforce development system. The state workforce system is best suited
to serve Veterans, transitioning service members, and military spouses because of its alignment and
integration of employment and career services, and access to other state and federal workforce
programs found in the American Job Centers (AJC). This includes serving Veterans facing
significant barriers to workforce re-entry while avoiding duplication of federal job training,
education, and human resource programs.

As written, HR 5913 significantly changes the current service delivery system by having employers
connect Veterans with good career opportunities and providing intensive services to Veterans with
Significant Barriers to Employment (SBEs). This work is currently performed by specially trained
staff known as Local Veteran Employment Representatives (LVERs) and Disabled Veteran
Outreach Program specialists (DVOPs). As written, the bill combines these functions into one
position, the “Veteran Employment Specialist,” diluting the targeted approach and expertise the
current model provides. A few states do currently have consolidated positions, but those are often in
rural areas to provide program efficiency, and are the exception, not the rule, based upon the needs
and discretion of the state.

444 N. Capitol St. NW, Suite 300, Washington, DC 20001 | (202) 434-8020 | naswa.org
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The bill leaves many questions unanswered as to how Veterans would receive services, which state
agency would deliver those services and where, and how funding allocations would be determined.
There is also an expectation that the VA would enter into memorandums of agreement with each
state. This requirement places an additional burden on our members, since no such requirement
exists under the current model.

Today, Veterans, transitioning service members (TSMs) and their spouses have access to a wide
variety of employment and training services through each state’s one-stop center system, which are
part of the AJC network. This integrated approach to service delivery affords Veterans access to
employment and re-employment opportunities, resume assistance, training, case management, job
search assistance workshops, unemployment insurance, Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act
(WIOA) training dollars, the Work Opportunity Tax Credit certification, public assistance,
supportive services, and numerous partner services at one location — regardless of disability,
educational level, economic status or employment barrier.

The current model allows for co-enrollment in multiple programs to provide access to services
based on the Veteran’s need. All AJC staff — not just the DVOPs and LVERs — are also responsible
for ensuring Priority of Service is provided to Veterans for all USDOL funded employment and
training programs such as the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) administered by
the USDOL Employment and Training Administration.

Under current federal law, separating service members and military spouses generally qualify as
dislocated workers and can receive help entering or reentering the workforce under WIOA. In
addition, WIOA expanded the definition of dislocated workers to include military spouses who lost
employment as a direct result of a relocation to accommodate a permanent change in the service
member’s duty station. However, access to WIOA funding and assistance is only available to these
affected individuals through the AJC.

If changes to this integrated service delivery model described above were made, they would be
disruptive and costly to the public workforce system customers and staff, and to partner affiliations.
Changes could require the creation of new and costly and duplicative new reporting or data
management systems, development of new data sharing agreements, and a change in the collection
of performance metrics.

A host of other concerns exist, as this bill would result in a fragmented service delivery model that
would not benefit Veterans, employers or taxpayers, and create barriers for Veterans seeking
assistance in their transition to civilian life.

We express our opposition to HR 5913 as currently written. NASWA stands ready to work with the
Committee to make improvements to the bill to enhance and improve services for Veterans.

Sincerely,

Jlelfors?> SAC ot~
Michael Harrington Scott B. Sanders
NASWA Board Chair President & CEO
Commissioner, Vermont Department of Labor NASWA

Page 2
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Prepared Statement of Military-Veterans Advocacy, Inc.

SECTIONS:
B\[{le ‘Water Navy
Military-Veterans Advocacy, Inc. Agent Orange
Post Office Box 5235 Survivors of Guam
Slidell, Louisiana 70469-5235 Nelarant ot
Telephone (985) 641-1855 Southeast Asia

www.militaryveteransadvocacy.org
‘Veterans of

Panama Canal Zone
October 20, 2023 Veterans of Okinawa

At-Risk Veterans

Hon. Juan Ciscomani

Member of House

ATTN: Caroline Bender

Room 1429, Longworth House Office Building
Washington, DC 25015

Re: HR 5702, Expanding Access for Online Veteran Students Act
Dear Representative Ciscomani,

On behalf of Military-Veterans Advocacy® (MVAT™™), we would like to p]edge our
support for HR 5702.

To amend title 38, United States Code, to establish the monthly housing stipend
under the post-9/11 Educational Assistance Program for individuals who pursue
summer programs of education solely through distance learning. Thank you for introducing
this bill.

You may use this letter as evidence of our support for this bill. Feel free to use it in
Committee or in press releases.

MVA's point of contact is our Legislative Director, John B Wells, who can be reached
at john.wells@mvadvocacy.org.

Slncer;ely

e

ch(nander USN (Ret.)

irman
cc: Hon. Mike Bost, House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs Chairman
Hon. Mark Takano, House Committee on Veterans® Affairs Ranking Member
ce: Hon. Derrick Van Orden, House Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity Chairman

Hon. Mike Levin, House Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity Ranking Member



