Finding 11
Postsecondary Education and Officer Accessions
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Postsecondary education participation is more common among activeduty and Veteran family respondents of color than civilian counterparts,
but it could be a barrier to diversifying the officer corps.

For over a century, service members and Veterans have had the opportunity to pursue
postsecondary education as a benefit of their military service through programs like the
Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC), Tuition Assistance, and/or the GI Bill.1 Access to these
benefits and military service generally increases the likelihood of service members and Veterans
pursuing higher education, and respondents* are no different.2 Despite increased participation
in postsecondary education compared to civilian counterparts, racial/ethnic diversity is still
sparse in the officer corps (see Finding 2), as a postsecondary degree is generally required to be
commissioned.3

Postsecondary education is a top reason for joining military service among
service members and Veterans of color.
While service members and Veterans
of color report a myriad of reasons
for joining the military, research
from the Institute for Veterans and
Military Families found two out of
three Black, Hispanic/Latino/a/x,
and Asian respondents report
“educational benefits” as a motivator.4
Similarly, “educational benefits” was
the most commonly cited reason
for joining service among Black and
Hispanic/Latino/a/x service member
respondents to the 2018 Military
Family Lifestyle Survey and a topthree reason among Asian service
member respondents.5

*Unless otherwise noted, respondents indicated having at least one racial/ethnic identity other than white.
The appearance of U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) visual information does not imply or constitute DoD endorsement.
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With access to education benefits, more than twice as many Black and
Hispanic/Latino/a/x active-duty service members and Veteran respondents
earn four-year degrees than their civilian counterparts.
Consistent with the literature,6 bachelor’s and graduate degree attainment for Black and Hispanic/
Latino/a/x active-duty service member and Veteran respondents* is notably higher than civilian
counterparts (Figure 1). About six in 10 Black and Hispanic/Latino/a/x active-duty service member and
Veteran respondents* (56-63%)7 hold a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to 26% of Black civilian
counterparts and 19% of Hispanic civilian counterparts (as reported by the U.S. Census Bureau8). A
small sample size limited the comparison of bachelor’s or higher degree attainment for Asian service
member and Veteran respondents* independently; however, the proportion of aggregated active-duty
and Veteran family respondents (64%)9 reporting at least a bachelor’s degree is slightly higher than their
civilian counterparts10 (58%).

Figure 1: More than twice as many Black and Hispanic
respondents who have served in the military attain a bachelor’s
or higher degree, compared to civilian counterparts
% of respondents*
Source (Civilian Data): U.S. Census Bureau, 2020

*Unless otherwise noted, respondents indicated having at least one racial/ethnic identity other than white.
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Among military-affiliated subgroups, bachelor’s degree attainment is highest for
active-duty spouse respondents.*
One in three active-duty spouse respondents* report holding bachelor’s degrees, compared to one
in four active-duty service member and Veteran respondents.*11 This is consistent with previous
research,12 and a variety of variables may contribute to this phenomenon, including, but not limited to:
access to military spouse-specific upskilling and educational benefits13 and the gender gap14 in civilian
higher education attainment (the majority of active-duty spouse respondents* identify as female15).
Furthermore, as discussed in Finding 7, 33% of active-duty spouse respondents* perceive their “ability
to pursue educational opportunities” to be better than that of their non-white family and friends not
connected to the military. Consistent with
previous Blue Star Families research that
found many military families choose to live
I resided in a different location
apart (“geo-bach”) so the civilian spouse could
maintain or pursue a career,16 active-duty
from my spouse due to schooling.
spouse respondents* to this survey further
I was at the cusp of completing my
illustrate the variety of military life decisions
undergraduate degree and I wasn’t
they make in order to continue advancing in
transferring before graduation.
their postsecondary educational pursuits and
career goals (e.g., determining how to rank
- Hispanic/Latino/a/x Military Spouse
installation preferences, whether to live apart
from their service member, where to live upon
arrival to a new installation, etc.).

Figure 2: Respondents’* Bachelor’s and Master’s Degree Attainment
by Military Affiliation17
% of respondents*

Note: The response rate on this question was too low to report for spouses of Veterans/retirees.

*Unless otherwise noted, respondents indicated having at least one racial/ethnic identity other than white.

Access to dependent education benefits may facilitate degree attainment for Veteran
family respondents,* though future research is needed.
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75%18

of Veteran family respondents*
with a parent, stepparent, or
grandparent who served earned
a postsecondary degree

64%19
vs.

of those who do not have
a parent or grandparent
history of service

Fewer ROTC scholarship officer accessions are service members of color,
compared to most other commissioning options.
Racial/ethnic diversity in the officer corps is low, compared to the enlisted corps, and it becomes even
less diverse as rank increases (see Finding 2).20 The bachelor’s degree requirement for commissioning
may be one barrier to officer corps’ racial/ethnic diversity given that fewer young people of color hold
bachelor’s degrees than their white non-Hispanic peers.21 ROTC scholarships can expand access for
racially/ethnically diverse prospective officer recruits by offering a funded pathway to bachelor’s degree
attainment and an officer career. However, in 2019, only 23% of officers commissioning through ROTC
scholarships were non-white, and 10% were Hispanic.22 Future research should explore this in more
depth: for example, are a disproportionate number of ROTC scholarships being awarded to white, nonHispanic prospective officers? And/or are ROTC cadets/midshipmen of color not completing their ROTC
scholarship program?
Figure 3: DoD Officer Accessions by Commissioning Source (2019)
% of total DoD officer accessions by commissioning source (2019)
Source: 2019 Population Representation in the Military Services report23

*Unless otherwise noted, respondents indicated having at least one racial/ethnic identity other than white.
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