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About These Conference Proceedings

Achieving a smooth transition from college into the workforce is a key determinant of long-term success, 
especially for student veterans, who are typically older than other students and might have additional 
family responsibilities. On March 2, 2026, in partnership with several universities in the San Diego area, 
the RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research Institute held a workshop titled “Supporting Student 
Veterans and Their Transition to Civilian Careers in San Diego” to gather information about the specific 
transition hurdles faced by student veterans in Southern California. The workshop was hosted by National 
University in San Diego, California.

Little is known about student veterans’ transitions out of college and into the workforce; this workshop 
adds to our general understanding of this transition and details some of its challenges, including challenges 
that might be specific to the San Diego area. Workshop participants identified three main challenges faced by 
student veterans and suggested several policy changes to smooth the college-to-work transition.

The workshop participants consisted of veterans, representatives from five universities in the area, and 
program representatives from local veteran-serving nonprofit organizations. The goals of the workshop were 
to (1) gain insight into the main transition challenges experienced by student veterans as they move from 
college to civilian employment in the San Diego area and (2) understand how common these challenges are 
across the institutions represented. Informed by these challenges, participants also suggested specific policy 
changes that have the potential to improve student veterans’ transitions into their post-college careers.

We document the workshop process and our findings to provide information about student veterans’ 
challenges and to present potential solutions surfaced by the workshop participants. Our intended audience 
is policymakers involved in veteran-serving programs at the state or national level, directors of univer-
sity veteran-serving offices, program managers of other nonprofit programs serving student veterans, and 
other stakeholders.

The RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research Institute

This work was conducted within the RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research Institute, which is 
dedicated to conducting innovative, evidence-based research and analysis to improve the lives of those 
who have served in the U.S. military. Building on decades of interdisciplinary expertise at RAND, the 
institute prioritizes creative and policy-relevant analysis and evaluation to meet the needs of all veterans 
while engaging and empowering those who support them. For more information, visit veterans.rand.org 
or email veteranspolicy@rand.org.

Funding

Funding for this research and workshop was made possible by a generous gift from Daniel J. Epstein through 
the Epstein Family Foundation, which established the RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research 
Institute in 2021.

mailto:veteranspolicy@rand.org
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Summary

Much attention has been paid to veterans’ transition out of the military and into college; however, less 
is known about student veterans’ transitions out of college and into the workforce. Achieving a smooth 
transition from college into the workforce is a key determinant of long-term success, especially for student 
veterans, who are typically older than other students and might have additional family responsibilities. 
Thus, in partnership with several universities in the San Diego area, the RAND Epstein Family Veterans 
Policy Research Institute held a workshop to gather information about the specific transition hurdles faced 
by student veterans in Southern California.

The workshop participants consisted of veterans, representatives from five universities in the area, and 
program representatives from local veteran-serving nonprofit organizations. The goals of the workshop were 
to (1) gain insight into the main transition challenges experienced by student veterans as they move from 
college to civilian employment in the San Diego area and (2) understand how common these challenges are 
across the institutions represented. Informed by these challenges, participants also suggested specific policy 
changes that have the potential to improve student veterans’ transitions into their post-college careers.

Key Findings

Workshop participants identified three main challenges related to transitions out of college and into the 
workforce:

•  At the point of choosing a major or an academic program in college, student veterans lack complete 
information on the variety of career opportunities and on specific aspects of potential occupations. 
Such limited information could contribute to slower progress in college, changes in major, and the 
completion of a degree (or degrees) that is misaligned with a veteran’s desired occupation.

•  Student veterans often enroll in college as they exit the military and, thus, are experiencing the loss of 
military culture and identity. As students build (or rebuild) their civilian identity, they might need to 
establish new community and professional networks.

•  Student veterans face specific administrative challenges in such areas as the transfer of credits and work-
based learning opportunities.

Recommendations

Workshop participants recommended actions that colleges should take to better support student veterans as 
they transition into the workforce:

•  Colleges should take concrete steps to actively help student veterans clarify their career interests through 
such strategies as work-based learning programs, career mentoring programs, or workshops that expose 
students to career fields.

•  Colleges should support student veterans as they work to develop interpersonal and professional skills 
(e.g., networking, interview skills).

•  Colleges should seek to limit administrative burdens faced by student veterans who are pursuing aca-
demic opportunities, such as receiving course credits for prior military training or participating in 
work-based learning programs.
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How Colleges Can Support Student Veterans in 
Campus-to-Career Transitions: Summary of a 2026 
RAND Workshop

The transition from college into the workforce—and the quality of one’s first job—are key determinants 
of career trajectories and long-term success in the labor market.1 Historically, postsecondary institutions 
(which we refer to as colleges for brevity) have focused primarily on conferring degrees and certificates and 
have provided relatively little support to graduates as they transition into the workforce.2

Student veterans face unique challenges as they complete college and transition into the workforce. 
Although student veterans have advantages because of their experience and maturity, the transition out of 
the military often brings about a loss of peers. Additionally, many student veterans have family responsibili-
ties, and some student veterans have service-related injuries or disabilities.3 Substantial research focuses on 
veterans’ transitions into college, but far less is known about how to improve student veterans’ transitions out 
of college or graduate school and into the workforce.4

To better understand the transition challenges faced by 
San Diego–area veterans as they move from education to 
employment, the RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy 
Research Institute, in partnership with local universities, 
convened a workshop to gather information on the spe-
cific obstacles faced by student veterans as they move into 
the workforce. The March 2026 workshop, “Supporting Stu-
dent Veterans and Their Transition to Civilian Careers in 
San Diego,” brought together researchers, university leaders, 
and veteran-serving program experts to discuss strategies 
for improving education‑to‑employment pathways for stu-
dent veterans. Hosted at National University, the workshop 

1	 The relevant literature often compares graduates who leave college in strong versus weak labor markets. The impacts on 
high school and college graduates who enter the labor market during a recession are both negative and long-lasting; see dis-
cussions in Kahn (2010) and Oreopoulos, von Wachter, and Heisz (2012). Kahn notes evidence of lower-status occupations 
among workers who search for their first job during a recession; summarizing her findings, she writes that “the labor market 
consequences of graduating from college in a bad economy are large, negative and persistent” (2010, p. 303). Oreopoulos, 
von Wachter, and Heisz do note that switching firms (not just jobs) can help recent graduates to recover from the effects of 
graduating into a poor economy. Additionally, Gutierrez and Wenger (2017) find that young veterans who left military service 
during periods of high unemployment had lower levels of earnings than their peers and these effects were not transitory but 
lasted a decade or more; this same group also experienced higher levels of family instability (e.g., marital separation, divorce).
2	 Colleges typically provide at least some career services to students, but these efforts often lack the funding and flexibility to 
respond to changes in the labor market. Dey and Cruzvergara (2014) document the substantial changes to provision of career 
services since the early 1900s but also note that funding challenges are widespread and institutions struggle to remain relevant 
in the face of a quickly changing labor market. Fuller et al. (2026) note that a lack of resources constrains students’ abilities 
to access opportunity, and Hanover Research (2023) documents both variation in services offered and best practices within 
college career-service centers.
3	 See, for example, Kleykamp (2013), and MacLean and Kleykamp (2016).
4	 In contrast, the transition from the military into higher education has received more attention. See, among many, Steele, 
Salcedo, and Coley (2010).

Organizations That Participated 
in the Workshop

•	 California State University, San Marcos
•	 Epstein Family Foundation
•	 National University
•	 Rancho Santa Fe Foundation
•	 RAND
•	 San Diego Military Advisory Council
•	 Support The Enlisted Project (STEP)
•	 University of California, San Diego
•	 University of San Diego
•	 University of Southern California
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emphasized the local context of the San Diego region—home to one of the largest veteran populations in the 
United States—and identified potential policy changes and strategies to improve student veterans’ experiences.

In this document, we describe the workshop, detail the challenges identified by participants, and sum-
marize the policy changes that participants suggested to help smooth student veterans’ transitions into the 
workforce. We begin with brief sections characterizing the veteran population in the United States and the 
veteran and student veteran populations in the San Diego area, and we summarize research about college-to-
workforce transitions more broadly.

Student Veterans and College-to-Workforce Transitions

Many New Veterans Seek Educational Opportunities
The U.S. veteran population continues to evolve as service members leave active duty and take up their new 
veteran status. Veterans make up about 6 percent of the U.S. population, and roughly 11 percent of house-
holds include at least one veteran (Schwam, Kleykamp, and Williams, 2024). Veterans who served after 
the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks (which, for simplicity, we refer to in the rest of this document as 
post-9/11 veterans) represent an increasing share of all veterans and are younger, more likely to be women, 
and more likely to identify as Hispanic or Latino, Black or African American, or multiracial than veterans 
of earlier eras (Schuler et al., 2025). These veterans also are more likely than earlier cohorts to hold a college 
degree (Schuler et al., 2025).

Although some service members complete full (20-plus-year) military careers, most leave service much 
earlier (especially those who served in the enlisted ranks). As a result, many new veterans are between ages 
22 and 25 and have not completed college.5 Therefore, many new veterans might need to seek opportunities 
for additional education and training after leaving the military, and many veterans choose to attend college. 
The Postsecondary National Policy Institute (2023) estimates that around 500,000 students enrolled at the 
undergraduate level are veterans.

The Post-9/11 GI Bill,6 along with the other education benefits provided to service members and veterans, 
has played a key role in supporting these transitions and increasing veteran access to college; veteran educa-
tion levels rose notably in the wake of the bill’s passage in 2008 (Barr, 2015; Wenger and Ward, 2022; Ward, 
Wenger, and Kroeger, 2026). By the age of 40, veterans typically have caught up with their peers in acquired 
education; indeed, Black and Hispanic veterans have achieved more education than their civilian peers by 
this age (Wenger and Ward, 2022; Ward, Wenger, and Kroeger, 2026). This longer educational horizon means 
that many veterans are nontraditional students, often balancing coursework with at least part-time employ-
ment and family responsibilities.7

5	 U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (2018) notes that 75 percent of the roughly 200,000 annual separating service mem-
bers are younger than 35. More-recent information is not readily available.
6	 Formally known as the Post-9/11 Veterans Educational Assistance Act of 2008, this law is Title V of the 2008 Supplemental 
Appropriations Act (Pub. L. 110-252, 2008).
7	 The National Center for Education Statistics notes that the definition of a nontraditional student has varied over time 
and suggests that the simplest definition is based on age (over age 24). However, the center also notes that nontraditional 
students can be defined by life circumstances (such as full-time work or family responsibilities) and that some definitions 
express a continuum based on the number of such characteristics a student displays (National Center for Education Statis-
tics, undated).
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Southern California’s Student Veterans Face Compounding Challenges
California is home to more than 1.2 million veterans, one of the largest veteran populations in the coun-
try. Many young veterans in the state are enrolled in colleges or universities—more than one-third of all 
California veterans age 25 or younger and about one-quarter of those from ages 26 to 35 are students.8 In 
total, some 75,000 California veterans are pursuing higher education, and the majority (around 42,000) 
live in Southern California.9

Veterans in Southern California face a series of distinct challenges, including relatively high rates of unem-
ployment, homelessness, depression, posttraumatic stress disorder, and suicidality and high moral injury 
scores.10 Such findings suggest that student veterans might need additional support both for college enrollment 
and completion and to ensure that graduates successfully transition from college into the labor market.

Networks and Career Knowledge Shape Students’ Workforce Transitions
Although student veterans often hold jobs while attending school, college graduation typically involves a 
transition to a new occupation, industry, or career. This transition represents a key step in college graduates’ 
lives because initial job or career choices have long-term impacts on career success, earnings, and overall 
prosperity. The literature suggests several factors play a role in shaping the workforce transition for college 
students, including students’ knowledge and understanding of their career options, students’ professional 
and social networks, and students’ overall career readiness.

Knowledge about career options includes information about wages and other aspects of jobs and occupa-
tions (e.g., working conditions). Research across economics, psychology, and sociology indicates that college 
students acquire information about potential occupations through multiple, interrelated channels. Studies 
in labor economics show that students at the undergraduate level often hold incomplete or inaccurate beliefs 
about wages but that they adjust those beliefs and sometimes change their field of study when exposed to 
credible information (Betts, 1996; Zafar, 2013; Wiswall and Zafar, 2015).

Networks are understood to have a key responsibility in occupational success. Both formal and informal 
networks play a role in the process of transmitting information about work roles, including details about 
specific opportunities and general information about working conditions.11 Networks generally include 
mentors within the university community (both faculty and advisers), peers, family, and members of exter-
nal professional communities. Networks could be particularly important for student veterans, who generally 
have substantial work experience but often are transitioning into a new field or occupation.

Career readiness is the extent to which a student has developed expertise in their chosen occupation 
and the accompanying skills that will predict their success in the workplace—for example, having strong 
interpersonal communication skills to succeed in occupations for which team-based work is the norm. Col-

8	 We based these calculations on the five-year sample from 2019 to 2023 of the American Community Survey (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2026). We used the individual (person) weights provided with the sample to produce statistics that are representative 
of the U.S. population.
9	 We define Southern California as the area made up of the following counties: Imperial, Kern, Los Angeles, Orange, River-
side, San Bernadino, San Diego, Santa Barbara, and Ventura. Although we focus on colleges and universities in the San Diego 
area (noting that some students commute from surrounding areas to schools in San Diego and others attend mostly remotely), 
we use this larger area to describe all veterans in the Southern California region.
10	 These issues have been identified broadly in the post-9/11 veteran population but also in veterans residing in Southern Cal-
ifornia; see Kintzle, Alday, and Castro (2023) for the results of a recent survey of nearly 3,200 veterans in Los Angeles, Orange, 
and San Diego counties. County-level data from the survey are available at Southern California Veterans Study (undated).
11	 See, for example, Lin, Ensel, and Vaughn (1981), whose seminal article in this area notes the importance of weak ties (i.e., 
having more casual acquaintances instead of connections to an immediate social or professional circle).
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lege classroom work can be focused on developing career readiness, but institutional work-based learning 
programs (e.g., internships, cooperative education, some types of structured work study) can also play a 
role because these programs expose students to occupational skill requirements and norms.12 Some evi-
dence suggests that participating in these programs improves employment outcomes, mostly through find-
ing employment in one’s chosen career field or finding employment quickly after graduation (Callanan and 
Benzing, 2004; Nunley et al., 2017). However, federal work-study programs (which typically would not be in 
a student’s chosen field) have more-mixed outcomes (Scott-Clayton, 2011), and researchers do not yet under-
stand the net effects of unpaid learning programs. For student veterans and other nontraditional students—
who might rely less on campus peers and more on external networks because of their previous experience 
and additional responsibilities—exposure gained through work-based learning programs could be especially 
critical to smoothing transitions from college into civilian employment. These experiences also will serve to 
strengthen students’ professional networks.

Campus career-service centers typically provide a variety of services to assist students in their employ-
ment transition. The literature documents wide variability in these types of student supports but also pro-
vides some guidance to institutions. Best practices include centralizing services, ensuring sufficient staffing 
in career-service centers, and taking approaches that ensure students interact with career services staff, take 
advantage of assessments and other tools, and access potential employers throughout their time in school 
(Hanover Research, 2023). Although career services could be targeted explicitly to student veterans, a likely 
more efficient approach is to ensure that student veterans can access existing services with minimal admin-
istrative barriers while adding in specialized services as needed.

Workshop on Student Veterans’ Workforce Transitions

Informed by this background and concerns about student veterans’ transitions out of college or graduate 
school and into the civilian labor force, we designed a workshop to learn more about San Diego student veter-
ans’ transitions and the challenges they face. The workshop, which lasted for roughly four hours, was divided 
into several distinct sessions (the complete agenda appears in the appendix).

The workshop began with a check-in period, and a continental breakfast was provided. Next, Mark 
Milliron (the president of the host institution, National University) spoke briefly about the centrality of 
veterans to National University’s mission of serving nontraditional students. Then, Carrie Farmer (co-
director of the RAND Epstein Family Veterans Policy Research Institute) welcomed participants and 
briefly described the institute’s mission. After the opening speeches, Jennie Wenger (a senior economist 
at RAND) described the plan for the workshop and provided contextual background information about 
the number of veterans, young veterans, and student veterans in the United States and in Southern Cali-
fornia. She also presented statistics about veteran transitions into the civilian workforce. Then, Aubrey 
Sutherland (a Ph.D. student at the University of Southern California) discussed a recent survey of veterans 
in Southern California, focusing on demographics, mental and behavioral health indicators, homelessness 
and food insecurity, and trauma exposure.

After these presentations, we divided participants into three groups; each group consisted of six or seven 
participants and a RAND researcher whose primary role was to be a notetaker. The groups were instructed 

12	 A somewhat separate literature focuses on the process of learning about one’s chosen career; see, for example, Lent, Brown, 
and Hackett (2000).
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to begin by introducing themselves and then to discuss the key issues or barriers that they observed in stu-
dent veterans’ transitions to the workforce. The groups were directed to identify, by the end of the discussion, 
one to three specific issues or barriers, and the RAND researchers documented those barriers. Groups also 
discussed the supports that are provided by colleges and how these supports could be improved to facilitate 
better workforce transitions. Toward the end of the workshop, all participants took part in a single facilitated 
discussion in which they relayed the common themes from their small-group discussions and reacted to 
points raised by others.13

Common Transition Challenges Identified Across Discussion Groups

In this section, we summarize insights gleaned from each small group discussion. We based our analyses on 
written notes from the event (one RAND team member served as a notetaker for each group).14 The level of 
overlap between the small group discussions was striking. The three most dominant themes from the small- 
and large-group discussions were as follows:

•  Insufficient information to make program choices. Student veterans typically lack complete information 
when choosing a major or training track. This can cause the student veteran to make slow progress, 
change majors, complete degrees or certificates that are not aligned with their desired occupation, or 
even enroll in additional programs because of a lack of other practical options.

•  Insufficient support to transition from military to civilian culture and networks. For student veterans, 
university enrollment typically represents an opportunity to transition to the civilian world but this 
transition is often accompanied by a loss of military culture and identity. Given their other responsi-
bilities, student veterans might struggle to build (or rebuild) their community and their professional 
networks within a college setting.

•  Administrative hurdles. Student veterans face specific administrative challenges in accessing credit for 
military training and participating in work-based learning programs.

In the following sections, we document the issues and barriers identified by each group.

13	 The original plan for the workshop (see the appendix) included an initial whole-group discussion session during which the 
three groups could share their observations, followed by a break, and then a second whole-group discussion session during 
which participants could offer specific suggestions. However, the groups ran over the scheduled time during the small discus-
sions; additionally, the groups noted potential policy changes and other suggestions to smooth student-veteran transitions 
during their small group discussions and during the first whole-group discussion. Therefore, we decided to combine the two 
final whole-group discussions into a single session.
14	 Given the relatively small number of participants and the short format of the group discussions, we elected not to pursue 
deductive coding with a predetermined codebook. Instead, we followed a process of inductive coding, examining each set of 
notes for emergent themes. Because of the design of the workshop, we expected most themes to be about challenges faced by 
student veterans in their transition to the civilian workforce and about suggested strategies or policy changes to address these 
challenges at the college level. Although we did not seek to constrain the discussion after presenting the groups with the main 
questions, we found that our expectations were correct; the groups focused on first surfacing challenges for student veterans 
and then suggesting ways of meeting those challenges. We checked our analysis of emergent themes from the notes using an 
internal large language model.
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Group One
The discussants in group one identified four critical issues or barriers standing in the way of student veteran 
success:

•  Limited professional networks. Student veterans often lack the professional networks and community 
connections that are viewed as necessary for a successful school-to-work transition. Because their pre-
vious networks were defined by the military, these students typically do not understand the full variety 
of career options available to them.

•  Gaps in career readiness. Student veterans might lack the durable skills—which the group defined as 
interpersonal, communication, and other professional competencies—necessary for career success.

•  Career support that begins too late. This group argued that the military-to-civilian transition is a single 
process encompassing entry into college (for those who choose to attend), exit from college, and entry 
into the workforce. Viewing entry into and exit from college as part of the same process could lead to 
providing transition assistance from the first day that a veteran enrolls in college rather than waiting 
until a veteran’s graduation is approaching.

•  Issues around credit for prior learning. Some colleges have policies that offer credit for military train-
ing, but the process can be burdensome to navigate and credits might not transfer to the programs that 
student veterans are interested in. These issues risk suggesting to student veterans that their military 
experiences are not relevant to or valuable for their career preparation.

Group Two
The discussants in group two identified three critical issues or barriers standing in the way of student veteran 
success:

•  Cost of living. Southern California’s high cost of living creates additional pressures on student veterans 
as they seek careers and can result in less successful transitions. Participants noted that housing and 
food insecurity often outpace mental health concerns among student veterans. One university repre-
sentative shared that their university received a U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs grant to support 
student veterans’ transitions to “family sustaining jobs”; the representative shared that the program has 
been effective at placing veterans in high-paying roles and has exceeded the planned number of place-
ments by about fivefold, but it requires resource-intensive transition support.

•  Program and major choices made with limited information. Student veterans often choose a major or 
training path without a good understanding of its implied trajectory.

•  New culture and norms. For student veterans in particular, the shift to civilian working life requires 
learning new norms in communication and in leadership and followership. Veterans commonly experi-
ence a loss of purpose and identity on exiting the military.

Group Three
The discussants in group three identified four critical issues or barriers standing in the way of student 
veteran success:

•  Lack of knowledge on career alternatives. Student veterans often lack career clarity and have low aware-
ness of alternatives.

•  Limits on student veteran participation in work-based learning programs. Administrative policies can 
exacerbate these issues. In particular, the Post-9/11 GI Bill requirements include restrictions on unpaid 
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internships, and these restrictions reduce access to work-based learning opportunities. Because the 
Post-9/11 GI Bill rules do not recognize work-based learning programs, enrolling in them can cause 
student veterans to lose some of their benefits (at least temporarily).

•  New norms paired with a loss of networks. Transitions from the military to college and from college 
to work are both part of a longer transition from military culture and networks to civilian life. This 
group also noted the loss of identity frequently experienced by student veterans as part of this process 
and a need for cultural “coaching” to help student veterans master civilian competencies and build 
new networks.

•  Perceptions that student veterans might be viewed by the institution as less valuable than other students. 
Participants noted that universities can view student veterans as fixed-cost populations within their 
frameworks, representing less revenue than some other groups (for example, because of the waivers that 
veterans receive for some fees). For this reason, student veterans worry that institutions might under-
value them.

Ways for Colleges to Better Support Workforce Transitions

Throughout the day, the workshop participants also made numerous thoughtful suggestions to improve 
student-veteran transitions into the workforce. Here, too, the suggestions made within the small groups 
showed considerable commonality and the whole-group discussion reflected this agreement. The most-
prominent suggestions were that

•  Colleges can help student veterans clarify their career interests. The literature suggests that such knowledge 
can play a key role in career success (Metz, Fouad, and Ilhe-Helledy, 2009; Priddis et al., 2026). Colleges 
can provide this knowledge through workshops and introductory course content, mentoring programs, 
or work-based learning opportunities. Additionally, there is no evidence that colleges’ efforts in this area 
disadvantage student veterans compared with other students. Any programming to help student veterans 
clarify their interests will likely be relevant to and have positive impacts on other students as well.

•  Colleges can support student veterans in building new social and professional networks. Mentoring and 
work-based learning opportunities might also help student veterans to build networks. Workshops or 
classes on professional skills, such as interviewing and job searches, can help student veterans develop 
interpersonal and professional competencies. These classes might already be available on campus (in 
which case they should be marketed to student veterans), or they could require new programming. As 
with the previous suggestion, efforts in this area will likely be relevant to and have positive impacts on 
other students as well.

•  Colleges can ease the administrative burdens related to policies that support workforce transitions. Stu-
dent veterans face specific administrative challenges in accessing course credits for military training 
and participating in work-based learning opportunities. Colleges should reduce administrative hurdles 
to make obtaining credit for prior learning easier for veterans. They should also ensure that student 
veterans understand the value of their prior work experience even when it does not translate to credit 
toward a particular program. Finally, colleges should work to understand the unique constraints that 
veterans face regarding participation in work-based learning opportunities and take appropriate actions 
to ensure that student veterans can access these opportunities.

•  Some challenges might not be solvable at the college level. Some challenges derive from national rather 
than institutional policies. In those cases, colleges should work with student veteran groups on the 
broader policy changes that would need to happen at a national level to create opportunities for student 
veterans, especially around credit transfers, work-based learning opportunities, or both.
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The presence of these common themes across the discussion groups suggests that the workshop par-
ticipants were consistently able to identify key challenges related to student veterans’ transitions into the 
workforce. Nonetheless, we acknowledge the limitations of this workshop. First, although individuals from 
many different backgrounds and perspectives participated, we would seek to include perspectives from 
community college representatives in future workshops or discussions (our efforts to recruit individuals 
from community colleges for this workshop were not successful). Additionally, there is no evidence that all 
perspectives were offered; some relevant themes or topics might have been excluded from the workshop. 
Finally, although several workshop participants revealed their own veteran status, the workshop did not 
include current student veterans. Including this group in the future could result in a more well-rounded 
articulation of student veterans’ experiences.

We close by suggesting a series of potential next steps based on our analysis of the workshop discussions.

Improving Student Veterans’ Transitions to the Workforce Through 
Coordinated Policy Responses

Our findings underscore the need for coordinated policy responses to better align educational pathways with 
student veterans’ career goals and, thus, better ensure student veterans’ success. The next steps suggested in 
this section offer a variety of ways to continue working toward the goal of improving student veterans’ transi-
tions into the workforce and their career success.

To make progress toward ensuring strong job transition support for student veterans, the research com-
munity and universities in the San Diego area should consider the following:

•  Encourage additional opportunities for discussion and stakeholder input. Organize one or more future 
workshops among universities in the San Diego area to encourage additional information-sharing and 
collaboration. Ensuring participation by one or more community colleges in any future workshop could 
provide a way to better represent student veteran experiences. Universities or research organizations 
could also conduct a series of focus groups with student veterans at one or more of the universities in the 
San Diego area; with repeated focus groups or surveys, researchers could track student veterans’ transi-
tions into the civilian work world.

•  Assess the implementation and success of particular supports. Colleges could benefit from a better under-
standing of the types of programs that are available to support student veterans and job transitions. For 
example, one university representative discussed a pilot program that focused on obtaining high-paying 
jobs for student veterans as they approached graduation.

•  Track student veteran and nonveteran outcomes. Colleges or states could develop a strategy to track and 
compare student veteran and nonveteran outcomes. This could help institutions gain a better under-
standing of whether student veterans are facing roadblocks in their degree pathways.

•  Expand access to work-based learning programs. Colleges could assess student veteran participation 
in work-based learning programs and eliminate barriers to access, design and test work-based learn-
ing programs that ensure student veteran participation, and examine the impact of work-based learning 
programs on the success of student veterans.

•  Expand access to career awareness supports. Colleges should be considering how to support students in 
making more-informed decisions about academic programs. For example, colleges could design and 
test a pilot program to improve student veterans’ understanding of their career options prior to program 
selection. Alternately, colleges could focus on ensuring that student veterans are aware of and using 
university-wide career services.
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Supporting veterans as they enter college is an essential first step, but the ultimate goal is to ensure that 
veterans transition into careers and experience postgraduation economic stability. The findings from the 
workshop document several common challenges faced by student veterans; fortunately, workshop partici-
pants also were able to highlight several important actions that colleges and other key stakeholders can take 
to improve student veteran transitions into the workforce.
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APPENDIX

Workshop Agenda

The workshop was held at the Spectrum Campus of National University in San Deigo, California, on March 2, 
2026. The figure below shows the complete agenda.

Workshop Agenda

Supporting Student Veterans and Their 
Transition to Civilian Careers in San Diego

AGENDA

10:30 – 10:50 am Break

9:15 – 9:30 am Break

8:00 – 8:30 am Welcome

Mark Milliron
President and CEO, National 
University

Carrie Farmer
Codirector, RAND Epstein Family 
Veterans Policy Research 
Institute; Senior Policy 
Researcher, RAND 

8:45 – 9:15 am Understanding the Current Landscape

Aubrey Sutherland
Doctorate Candidate, University of 
Southern California

Carl Castro
Professor and Director, Military 
and Veterans Programs, 
University of Southern California

Jennie Wenger

8:30 – 8:45 am Jennie Wenger
Senior Economist, RAND

Framing the Discussion

9:30 – 10:00 am Breakout Discussions: Identifying Key Issues Small Group Discussions

10:50 – 11:30 am Developing a Collaborative Plan Jennie Wenger

11:30 – 12:00 pm Next Steps and Wrap-Up Jennie Wenger

10:00 – 10:30 am Groups Report-Out and Synthesis Group Discussion Facilitated 
by Jennie Wenger
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Although veterans’ pathways into college are increasingly well documented, 

their transitions from college into the workforce remain understudied. Because 

student veterans are typically older than their peers and often carry greater family 

responsibilities, a smooth college-to-workforce transition is especially critical for 

their long-term success. To better understand the challenges faced by student 

veterans during this transition, in March 2026, the RAND Epstein Family Veterans 

Policy Research Institute partnered with several universities in San Diego, California, 

to hold a workshop titled “Supporting Student Veterans and Their Transition 

to Civilian Careers in San Diego.” The workshop brought together veterans, 

representatives from five veteran-serving regional universities, and staff from local 

veteran-serving nonprofit organizations.

Workshop participants identified three primary challenges facing student veterans 

during the college-to-workforce transition. First, student veterans often lack 

sufficient information about career options when choosing a major, which can lead 

to delayed progress, major changes, or a degree misaligned with their career goals. 

Second, many student veterans enroll in college soon after leaving the military. 

During this transition, they might experience a loss of military identity and community 

and have difficulties building new civilian and professional networks. Third, student 

veterans encounter administrative obstacles, particularly around credit transfers and 

work-based learning opportunities.

To address these challenges, participants recommended that colleges actively 

support student veterans through career exploration programs, mentoring, and 

workshops; help student veterans develop professional and interpersonal skills, such 

as networking and interviewing; and reduce administrative burdens related to credits 

for prior military training and participation in work-based learning programs.
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