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Benefit can be applied toward degree programs

by Cindy Richardson

Tuition Assistance (TA) was recently on the agenda of fiscal year budget topics discussed by the secretaries of each of the branches of the Armed Forces. It looks like there may be future changes to the current tuition assistance program, including proposed cutbacks to 75 percent.

It is not too late to sign up for classes. With the number of distance learning classes growing, even those students who go TDY often, can continue with their studies.

If you need guidance and haven’t seen an education counselor, the best place to start is the Hill AFB Education website at www.hill.af.mil/dpe.  Currently, in your AF career, tuition assistance can be applied toward an associate’s degree, a bachelor’s degree, a master’s degree, and a certificate program.  There is a cap of $250 per semester hour (SH) and $4500 per year with a maximum $9000 toward a certificate program.  Lateral or degrees lower than that already received are not authorized except in special circumstances. 

 Many who plan to get out of the AF take advantage of one of the numerous certificate programs such as Microsoft, Massage Therapy, Real Estate Appraisal, Auto Service Tech, Emergency Med Tech, Welding, etc.  

Individuals should shop around if they are considering costs more than $250 per SH as anything above this can drain a student’s TA benefits or start tapping into their GI Bill.

The competition is good and most schools attended by the military population here, including on base schools, offer tuition under the TA cap for all their undergraduate programs.  Be wary of any school that offers a “good deal” for beginning courses or requires you to sign a contract to complete the whole degree program and/or mentions your GI Bill.  You could find yourself drained of TA benefits having to use the GI Bill when it isn’t in your best interest, or needing to take out hefty loans to meet a contract.  

For a program to be eligible for TA, it must be recognized or be a candidate for recognition by a national, regional, professional, or specialized accreditation that is approved by the Council for Higher Education Accreditation and/or the US Dept of Education.  

If you are unsure about a school’s accreditation, be sure to ask who the accrediting agency is and get the phone number before meeting with an education counselor.  Since distance learning programs have grown, it is extremely important to validate school accreditation.  Many regionally accredited schools do not accept degrees from nationally accredited institutions, so it is important to consider your future education goals when starting an undergraduate degree.  

All on-base schools are regionally accredited.  More information on accreditation can be found on the education website.

Individuals just beginning their college education should consider taking College Level Examination Program (CLEP) tests for college credit. CLEPs are free to military personnel and will save time and money.  It is also best to consider finishing a Community College of the Air Force on the way to higher education.  

Many general education classes will fulfill requirements for a CCAF degree and an undergraduate degree.  For those who choose to separate from the military, a CCAF degree will be a plus in seeking a civilian job.

Last, but not least – many will choose to continue your education after exiting the Air Force.  Certain eligible active duty personnel are provided the opportunity to increase their Montgomery GI benefits by $5400 by making a maximum contribution of $600.  Additional information on this and other Veterans Education programs is available at www.gibill.va.gov.  

Your education is one of the most important worthwhile investments for your future success - take advantage of your tuition assistance benefits now!  It is never too soon nor too late to start an education. Use the opportunities and exploit the guidance available.

For more information, visit the Hill AFB Education Center website at www.hill.af.mil/dpe and then seek counseling there at building 383.

