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Highlights 

 By analyzing US Education Department data on college expenditures and student outcomes, it 

is possible to report how much or how little colleges are spending on student instruction and 

whether students are benefitting.  

 Of the 10 colleges charging taxpayers the most overall Post-9/11 GI Bill tuition and fee 

payments from FY 2009-17, totaling $5.4 billion, seven spent less than one-third of students’ 

gross tuition and fees on instruction in 2017 and struggled with outcomes: Less than 28% of 

their students completed an award or degree and only half (52%) earned more than a high 

school graduate.  

 In contrast, students who attended top-10-grossing GI Bill schools that spent more than one-

third of gross tuition on instruction had a 60% completion rate, and two-thirds earned more 

than the average high school graduate.  

 Overall, 378 institutions meet our metrics for “Best Instructional Bang for the GI Bill Buck.” 

These schools spend at least 50% on instruction, while also showing that at least half of their 

students complete and earn more than the average high school graduate after attending.   

 Four schools represent the “Bottom of the Barrel,” charging taxpayers $83 million in Post-9/11 

GI Bill tuition and fees in 2017, but spending less than 10% of their gross tuition revenue on 

student instruction. The three of these four for which outcomes data is available left only one 

in four students (26%) with a credential in hand and just a little more than half (51%) earning 

more than a high school graduate.  

Introduction 
Every year, around 700,000 Post-9/11 GI Bill students enroll in an institution of postsecondary 
education,1 a benefit earned through sacrifice and service to our nation. The GI Bill represents 
America’s thanks for veterans’ military service. It is also an economic investment designed to ensure a 
successful transition from military service to civilian employment through needed postsecondary skills 
and training.   
 
Most veterans – and taxpayers – assume colleges are spending the GI Bill to give veterans an 
education.   
 
But are colleges honoring the Congressional intent and taxpayer investment?   
 
Veterans Education Success examined U.S. Education Department data on college spending as well as 
student outcome metrics to identify “Best Instructional Bang for the GI Bill Buck” colleges that 
dedicate the most to veterans’ education and have positive student outcomes, as well as “Bottom of 
the Barrel” schools that divert most tuition away from students and, not surprisingly, have worse 
student outcomes. 
 
To be clear, the vast majority of colleges serving veterans – predominantly public and nonprofit 
colleges – often spend a large proportion of tuition on students and produce solid student outcomes. 



 

Indeed, many colleges serving large numbers of veterans at the certificate level, associate’s level, and 
bachelor’s level – from Lakeshore Technical College, SUNY Polytechnic, and Bismarck State College to 
Yale University and Stanford University – actually spend more on a veteran’s education than they 
charge in tuition, and – unsurprisingly – deliver high graduation rates and future earnings.   
 
In addition, veterans, as a whole, show stronger success in college than their non-veteran, 
independent student counterparts, including significantly higher completion rates than their non-
veteran counterparts.2 
 
But it turns out some postsecondary institutions are not honoring veterans’ service and the 
Congressional investment. In fact, many of the institutions charging taxpayers the largest overall 
amount of GI Bill funds largely divert those funds away from veterans and towards unscrupulous 
spending that has nothing to do with education at all, such as late night TV ads and aggressive call 
centers that cold call servicemembers.   
 
While there are rules governing which postsecondary institutions may be approved to receive GI Bill 
funds, no restrictions exist on how those institutions must allocate GI Bill revenue once they enroll a 
veteran. Nor are there any requirements that GI Bill funds or other federal student aid actually be 
spent serving the students they enroll. 
 
Other industries provide better assurance that a person’s benefits are spent on him or her. For 
example, health insurance companies are required to spend at least 80% of patient premiums on 
patient care and quality improvements.3  
 
Is it appropriate for colleges to charge taxpayers for GI Bill funds and take veterans’ one-shot at their 
hard-earned benefit, but then divert those funds away from veterans’ education? Does Congress owe 
it to veterans (and taxpayers) to more carefully guard veterans’ hard-earned GI Bill?   
 
Methodology  
This report pulls information from the 2016-17 Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 
(IPEDS) Finance Survey.4 Other information on post-enrollment earnings and completion outcomes are 
gathered from the U.S. Department of Education’s IPEDS Outcome Measures Survey5 and College 
Scorecard database.6 Information on Post-9/11 GI Bill tuition and fee payments comes from the US 
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA).7 
 
To determine the proportion of institutional expenses spent on instruction, we examine the question 
directly from the student’s perspective: How much are students paying in tuition and how much of 
that tuition is being spent on their education? Our calculations are based on the institution’s gross 
tuition, rather than just the GI Bill tuition and fee payments, because many student veterans pay for 
tuition through a combination of GI Bill benefits, grants, scholarships, loans, and personal funds. This 
calculation helps answer the question of how much of a veteran’s tuition money is going toward 
teaching and learning, rather than non-instructional costs.  
 

 
 
How to read the findings: If an institution shows a ratio of 100% (total spent on instruction divided by 
the institution’s gross tuition and fees revenue), it can be assumed that for every $1 an institution 
receives in gross tuition, it is providing $1 of instruction in return. If, instead, an institution shows a 



 

ratio of 50%, a student is getting only half of her or his tuition allocated toward instruction, while the 
rest is spent on non-instructional expenses.  
 
What goes into the calculation for instructional spending?:  We define “instruction” in this paper in 
accordance with the Education Department’s definition in IPEDS. Specifically, IPEDS tracks and reports 
each college’s spending in several categories, including the category of “instruction.”  
 
Spending on “instruction” matters because it is correlated with some of the most important aspects of 
attending an institution of higher education, including earning a degree8 and finding meaningful 
employment.9 In fact, one study showed that instructional spending had the single biggest impact on 
students’ success in obtaining meaningful employment outcomes, especially for disadvantaged 
students.10 In short, teaching and instruction are likely to increase student success, even for those who 
enter less prepared. This is why focusing on student instruction is so important. 
 
Other expense categories tracked by IPEDS are not counted as instruction because they often include 
spending that is unrelated to teaching and learning for enrolled students. For example, although the 
“student services” category in IPEDS includes such subcategories as social and cultural development 
and career guidance – which might aid a student’s success – it also includes a college’s spending on 
recruiting and admissions, including the large call centers and advertising that the lowest quality 
schools heavily invest in and which contribute nothing to enrolled students’ learning.11 In short, some 
institutions report marketing and recruitment activities as student support, even though they do not 
relate to supporting current students.  
 
Similarly, the “academic support” category within IPEDS includes some education related activities, 
such as course and curriculum development and educational media services that might benefit a 
student’s learning, but it also includes many administrative expenses that may be unrelated to student 
learning. For example, institutions can include executive compensation as “academic support” in some 
cases, as well as costs associated with operating museums and galleries as academic support – which 
can be large and costly at some colleges and are often unrelated to and even physically distant from 
student learning.12 Because of these limitations, only expenses specifically counted by IPEDS as 
instruction are counted within instructional costs, mirroring the IPEDS methodology. 
 
Calculating gross tuition and fees: When calculating a college’s gross tuition and fees, we also include 
discounts and allowances that are applied to tuition and fees from the IPEDS finance survey. Doing so 
helps account for other funding sources beyond cash that are also used to pay for students’ tuition 
and fees, such as Pell Grants, other federal grants, state, local, and institutional grants and 
scholarships.13 While GI Bill benefits are already counted as tuition and fees in IPEDS and are therefore 
unaffected by the inclusion of discounts and allowances,14 this inclusion helps account for differences 
in how institutions report the use of Pell Grants to IPEDS, a grant that many low-and moderate-income 
students use to pay for college.15 Specifically, nonprofit and for-profit institutions use standards set by 
the Financial Accounting Standards Board (FASB) while public institutions generally use standards set 
by the Government Accounting Standards Board (GASB).16 One of the main differences between the 
two reporting standards is that institutions reporting under GASB report Pell Grants as a discount or 
allowance when they are used to pay for a student’s tuition or fees. However, institutions reporting 
under FASB typically report Pell grants as tuition and fees revenue, rather than as a discount or 
allowance.17 Given that nearly $30 billion in Pell Grants went to institutions last year alone,18 and it 
remains a key source of paying tuition for many low-income students, these differences in how Pell 
Grants are reported can cause significant variations in how tuition revenue is calculated across 



 

different kinds of institutions. By including discounts and allowances within the equation, this provides 
a better estimate as to what was actually charged to the consumer, or the market price of a given 
educational service, regardless of which set of accounting standards were used.19   
 
Tracking Student Outcomes:  We use two measures from the Education Department to help determine 
whether institutions are providing good outcomes for the students they enroll. While the Education 
Department does not provide disaggregated student outcome data for the GI Bill beneficiary 
population, its data provides insight into the institutions where student veterans and non-veterans 
may be most likely to succeed. First, we use the IPEDS Outcome Measure survey20 to help determine 
whether students are likely to complete an award or degree within eight years of entering. While this 
measure is limited to degree-granting institutions, it includes first-time, part-time, and transfer-in 
students within its calculation, providing a much more comprehensive rate than the traditional 
statutory graduation rate that measured only full-time students who entered for the first time.21 It 
also measures students who enter throughout all 12 months of the year, rather than just the Fall. Both 
of these factors make this completion rate more representative of veterans’ higher education 
experiences, which are demographically similar to independent students.22 While the Outcome 
Measures are more comprehensive in that they include part-time and transfer-in students, they do 
not include information on students who transfer-out of an institution and graduate from somewhere 
else. Therefore, the completion rate reflects those who entered an institution and earned an award or 
degree from that institutions within eight years of entering. We also use earnings data from the 
Education Department’s College Scorecard to determine the percentage of student borrowers and 
grant recipients who are able to earn more than the average high school graduate — measured by the 
Education Department at $28,000 per year — within six years of entering the institution.23 If most 
students who attended an institution earn below this amount, it may not be financially worthwhile to 
attend the institution in the first place.  

 
Tracking colleges: Finally, we track colleges in accordance with the Education Department’s definition 
of an institution at the 6-digit OPEID level.24 Previous reports from Veterans Education Success have 
calculated overall GI Bill revenues at each institution or parent company using the Education 
Department’s unique 6-digit OPEID identifier to aggregate linked institutions and using IPEDS to 
identify common ownership or institutions that report as part of a multi-campus organization or 
college system. 25 In this report, in order to track spending, which is presented by the Education 
Department at the 6-digit OPEID-level, we report each college’s data at the 6-digit OPEID-level. Some 
institutions with multiple campuses report their data to the Education Department using a single 6-
digit OPEID identifier, as Pennsylvania State University does, while other institutions, like the multiple 
campuses in the California State system, each report under a unique 6-digit identifier. This report 
follows the 6-digit OPEID filings, in the manner each institution chooses to report to the Department. 
In any event, this report’s list of the 10 institutions receiving the most GI Bill funds (by OPEID filings) 
has very close overlap to the list of 10 institutions when aggregated in our prior report.   
 
Billions in GI Bill Funds Flow to Institutions Every Year 
From fiscal years 2009 through 2017, nearly $35 billion dollars in Post-9/11 GI Bill tuition and fee 
payments went to institutions across the United States, $5 billion in fiscal year 2017 alone.26  
 
Each college sets its own tuition, and VA will cover whatever the tuition is at a particular college, up to 
nearly $23,000 in Post-9/11 GI Bill funds, in addition to offering Yellow Ribbon matching funds to 
cover remaining tuition charges.27 Therefore, the amount VA (and taxpayers) pay for a GI Bill 
beneficiary depends entirely on which college the veteran attends and how high that college sets its 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/556718b2e4b02e470eb1b186/t/5ab2a76b6d2a73a4746063ef/1521657708194/GI+Bill+Cumulative+Revenue+Brief+%232+March2018.FINAL.pdf


 

tuition.28  
 
The goal of both taxpayers and Congress in disbursing these funds is to ensure a successful transition 
for veterans from military service to civilian employment through postsecondary skills and training.  
Are colleges honoring the Congressional intent and taxpayer investment?   
 
Table 1 presents the colleges (per 6-digit OPEID) that received the most Post-9/11 GI Bill funding from 
FY 2009 through FY 2017, ordered by how much Post-9/11 GI Bill funding they received.29   

 
Table 1: Schools That Received the Most GI Bill Funds FY 2009-2017:  
Percentage of Gross Tuition and Fees Spent on Student Instruction 

 
 

As Table 1 makes clear, many of the 10 institutions receiving the most Post-9/11 GI Bill tuition and fee 
payment since its inception have diverted those funds towards costs largely unrelated to the veterans’ 
education. Out of the 10 colleges receiving the most Post-9/11 GI Bill funds from fiscal years 2009-
2017, totaling $5.4 billion, only three spent more than one-third of students’ gross tuition and fees on 
instruction in 2017.30 The three schools receiving the most Post-9/11 GI Bill in the nation spent little 
more than 15%, 12%, and 10% of gross tuition revenue, respectively, on educating students. 
 
On the other hand, three colleges dedicated more of students’ gross tuition and fees to instruction 
than their other top 10 GI Bill-grossing peers: The non-profit Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University, the 
for-profit ECPI University, and the public Pennsylvania State University, which spent 41.4%, 38.3%, and 
70.1%, respectively, of tuition on student instruction. Yet, only one of these, Pennsylvania State 
University, spent more than 50% of gross tuition revenue on instructional expenses. 
 
At the opposite extreme, Colorado Technical University, which received nearly $50 million in Post-
9/11 GI Bill tuition and fee payments in fiscal year 2017 alone, allocated only 8.2% percent of its gross 
tuition revenue toward actual student instruction. According to its 10K annual report filed with the US 
Securities and Exchange Commission, Colorado Tech’s parent company, Career Education Corporation, 
diverted more than 37% of revenues to recruiting and marketing in 2017 (and a similar portion in 
2018), and paid executive compensation several times higher than Harvard’s.31  
 
Noticeably, many of these institutions — such as University of Phoenix, Strayer University, University 
of Maryland University College, and American Public University System32 — have historically served 
many students through online education, rather than though brick and mortar institutions. Yet, even 
with less expenses needed for physical locations, costs saved at these institutions that primarily offer 
online education are apparently not being passed on to the student in the form of lower tuition.33 If 



 

they were, it could help alleviate the problem of skyrocketing tuition and student debt, both of which 
have steadily grown over the past decade.34  
 
Instructional Spending, College Completion, and Employment Success at Top GI Bill-Receiving 
Institutions  
One way to determine the “return on investment” for students and taxpayers is to examine whether 
students are likely to succeed at a specific school.  
 
To determine how well students perform at the top 10 GI Bill-receiving institutions, we examined their 
instructional spending, completion rates, and employment outcomes for former students. Table 2 
presents a list of institutions that received the most GI Bill funding from fiscal years 2009-2017, 
including the percentage of students who earned a certificate or degree at that institution within eight 
years of entering, as well as the percentage of students—both graduates and those who failed to earn 
a degree—who earn more than the average high school graduate six years after enrollment — a 
metric used by the Education Department to track whether a college provides an economic benefit to 
those who enroll. The chart below is sorted by the percentage of former students who complete a 
certificate or degree within eight years of entering, as students who start college but never finish are 
often left in one of the most vulnerable positions, with educational debt but no college degree.35 
 

Table 2: Schools That Received the Most GI Bill Funds FY 2009-2017: Percentage of Students 
Graduating and Earning More Than the Average High School Graduate 

 
 

Unfortunately, most of the institutions that received the largest amount of GI Bill funds from fiscal 
years 2009-2017 failed to graduate most students who enrolled.36 In fact, seven out of the 10 top GI 
Bill-receiving institutions showed a completion rate of less than 50%, meaning that more than one out 
of every two students who entered the institution left without any credential or degree, even eight 
years later.  
 
And, while 88% of all incoming freshman cite “being able to get a better job” as a very important 
reason to attend college,37 the institutions above often failed to deliver on this promise. Many 
students received no wage premium by attending these institutions in the first place. Out of the 
449,749 student borrowers and grant recipients who attended these schools, 209,243 — or 47% — 
were unable to make more than the average high school graduate, even six years after entering the 
institution.  



 

 
However, there are differences in student outcomes between the top-grossing GI Bill schools that 
spent less than one-third of gross tuition on instruction, and those that spent more than one-third. 
Fewer than three out of 10 (28%) students earned an award or degree from the seven institutions that 
spent less than one-third of gross tuition on instruction, and only half (52%) earned more than a high 
school graduate after attending those schools. In contrast, students who attended the three top-
grossing GI Bill schools that spent more than one-third of gross tuition on instruction are shown to do 
better. Six out of 10 students at these institutions completed an award or degree, and two-thirds 
earned more than the average high school graduate within six years of their initial enrollment.  
 
This also matches the stronger outcomes generally found at the vast majority of GI Bill-serving 
colleges – most of them public and nonprofit – which spend higher proportions of tuition on 
instruction and have better student outcomes.   
 
When veterans serve the nation and earn the GI Bill, shouldn’t they reasonably expect that their GI Bill 
benefits will give them a quality education? Shouldn’t colleges be obligated to spend GI Bill funds as 
Congress and the taxpayers intended? 
 
The Best Instructional Bang for The GI Bill Buck 
Some institutions provide beneficiaries a better instructional bang for their GI Bill buck. To assess if 
other institutions outside of the top 10 GI Bill-grossing schools are showing better outcomes and are 
investing more of the veteran’s GI Bill in his or her education, we looked at all institutions that have 
received at least $100,000 in GI Bill payments in 2017 (to exclude schools with very little GI Bill 
enrollment) and spent at least 50% of gross tuition revenue on instructional spending.  
 
To ensure these schools really do provide a good instructional bang for the veteran’s GI Bill buck, 
schools that made this list were also required to show that a majority of their students succeeded in 
obtaining a college credential and earned more than the average high school graduate after attending.  
 
Overall, 378 schools met these benchmarks, representing the full spectrum of college sector: 297 are 
public, 75 are private non-profit, and six are from the for-profit sector. While most of these schools 
(346) grant primarily bachelor’s degrees, 16 award associate’s degrees, and 16 are certificate-granting 
institutions.  
 
Table 3 presents the top five certificate, associate’s and bachelor’s degree-granting institutions that 
hit these benchmarks, ordered by schools that spend the largest percentage of gross tuition on 
instructional activities.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Table 3: Best Instructional Bang for the GI Bill Buck:  
Largest Instructional Spending per Tuition Dollars for Schools That Completed at least 50% of 

Students and Showed More Than 50% Earning More Than a High School Graduate 

 
 

Some schools on this list show a high ratio of gross tuition and fees vs. the amount spent on student 
instruction. When institutions show a ratio of more than 100%, it often indicates revenues from other 
sources beyond tuition, such as state and local appropriations as, for example, is the case with 
Wisconsin Indianhead Technical College.  
 
From the student perspective, it makes little difference where the non-tuition revenue is coming from; 
what matters is their return on investment and whether they are likely to succeed. Even with 
revenues from state and local appropriations, many other colleges still fail to invest in instruction and 
fail to show strong outcomes for the students they serve. That makes these Best Instructional Bang for 
the GI Bill Buck schools stand out even more. 
 
Better For-Profit College Options  
While the best instructional bang for the GI Bill Buck schools come from the public and nonprofit 
sector, there are six for-profit schools that also fare well on these benchmarks (although not nearing 
the best institutions overall), indicating that high instructional spending and good student outcomes 
are possible within all sectors of higher education.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Table 4: Better For-Profit College Options: 
For-Profit Institutions With Higher Expenditures on Instruction That Graduated at least 50% of 

Students and Showed More Than 50% Earning More Than a High School Graduate38 

 
 

These six schools, which received a significant amount of GI Bill funds, spent more on student 
instruction and had better student outcomes, as most students who attended completed the degree 
and earned more than a high school graduate.  
 
The Bottom of the Barrel 
At the other end of the spectrum are colleges with bad student outcomes and abysmal spending on 
student instruction. Table 5 lists the amount of GI Bill funds spent on non-instructional activities in 
fiscal year 2017 at institutions that allocated less than 30% of gross tuition revenue toward student 
instruction. We limit our findings to institutions that received at least $100,000 in GI Bill benefits 
during 2017, to weed out schools with very little GI Bill enrollment. 
 

Table 5: Bottom of the Barrel:  Overall Numbers39 

 
 

In 2017, 427 institutions charged taxpayers $1.4 billion in GI Bill benefits but spent less than 30% of 
gross tuition on instruction. Assuming GI Bill payments were allocated proportionately with other 
institutional revenue, $980 million in taxpayer funds meant for veterans’ education were instead 
spent on non-instructional costs.  And 107 of these institutions allocated less than 20% of tuition 
revenue toward student instruction. These schools charged taxpayers $703 million in Post-9/11 GI Bill 
tuition and fee payments in 2017, taking $562 million for non-instructional expenses.  
 
Our analysis also shows that, of the schools that received Post-9/11 GI Bill funds in 2017 with 
completion and employment data available, only one in five that allocated less than 20% of gross 
tuition revenue toward instruction actually graduated more than half of their students and left a 
majority of students earning above the average high school graduate. Institutions that spent more 
than 20% of their gross tuition and fees revenue on instruction were twice as likely (41%) to hit these 
student outcomes benchmarks.  
 
Incredibly, four schools spent less than 10% of their gross tuition revenue on student instruction in 
2017, charging taxpayers $83 million in GI Bill, but taking $75 million for non-instructional purposes 
(such as late night TV ads and aggressive call centers that cold call veterans and servicemembers). 



 

Table 6 lists these schools in order of the amount of GI Bill funds received from 2009-2017.  
 

Table 6: Bottom of the Barrel Schools:  
Schools that Spent Less Than 10% of Gross Tuition and Fee Revenue on Student Instruction 

 
 
These four schools, which received more than $580 million in GI Bill funds from fiscal years 2009-2017, 
failed to spend at least 10% of their gross tuition on instruction in 2017. Unsurprisingly, only one in 
four students (26%) who entered these institutions left with a credential in hand, while just a little 
above half (51%) earned more than a high school graduate after enrolling, making their attendance 
and use of GI Bill benefits unlikely to result in any sort of financial benefit.40  
 
The two bottom of the barrel schools grossing the most GI Bill funds, Colorado Technical University 
and American Intercontinental University are both owned by Career Education Corporation. Together, 
they charged taxpayers more than $65 million in Post-9/11 GI Bill tuition and fees in 2017 alone. 
According to its 2019 10K annual report filed with the US Securities and Exchange Commission, Career 
Education Corporation allocated a larger portion of its revenues to either marketing (nearly 23%) or 
recruiting (14.5%) than it spent on student instruction in 2017, a recipe likely to lead to poor outcomes 
for the students they enroll.41 This is the same company that recently paid nearly $500 million to settle 
a lawsuit brought by 48 states plus the District of Columbia for fraudulent recruiting and marketing.42 
In other words, assuming its take of $65 million in GI Bill funds in 2017 alone was allocated in the same 
way its other revenues were allocated, Career Education Corporation diverted nearly $60 million in GI 
Bill funds, in 2017 alone, away from veterans’ education and spent more than $24 million of those GI 
Bill funds on the very recruiting and marketing that 48 states plus the District of Columbia sued for 
having deceived and defrauded veterans and other students.  
 
Conclusion 
When taxpayers honor veterans’ sacrifice and service with the GI Bill, both the taxpayer and the 
veteran believe the veteran’s hard-earned GI Bill will go towards his or her education, enabling a 
smooth transition to a successful civilian career. While most colleges are honoring veterans’ service, 
taxpayers’ investment, and Congress’ intent, many of the colleges taking the most GI Bill funds are 
instead diverting billions of GI Bill dollars away from veterans’ education and instead spending it on TV 
ads and massive recruiting call centers – much of it deemed predatory by state and federal law 
enforcement43 – and to executive compensation many times higher than Harvard’s.44  
 
Is it time for Congress to ensure the proper use of taxpayer funds and veterans’ hard-earned GI Bill?  
Why were schools that charged taxpayers the largest total amount of GI Bill funds over the past 
decade allowed to dedicate so little of it to veterans’ education and leave most of their students 
degreeless and earning no more than a high school graduate?  
 
 
 
 



 

APPENDIX 
 

Bottom of the Barrel: 
Institutions That Received More Than $100,000 in Post-9/11 GI Bill Benefits in 2017 and Spent Less 

Than 20% of Gross Tuition and Fee Revenue on Instructional Spending   
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