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COLLEGE SAVING FOR MILITARY FAMILIES: 
Strategic Approaches for Success

By Michael J. Meese (Brig. Gen.,  
U.S. Army), President, Armed Forces Mutual

Military families face unique challenges 

when planning for their children’s higher 

education, but they also have access to 

exceptional benefits and opportunities. 

Despite frequent relocations and 

deployments complicating long-term 

financial planning, military families can 

leverage specialized advantages to create 

substantial educational opportunities 

without accumulating excessive student 

debt. 

While over 42 million Americans 

collectively carry more than $1.77 trillion 

in student loan debt, military families can 

chart a different course by maximizing 

service-related benefits, utilizing consistent 

income streams, practicing disciplined 

saving habits, and taking advantage of tax-

advantaged investment vehicles.

Military-Specific Educational Benefits
The cornerstone of college planning for 

military families is understanding and 

maximizing service-related educational 

benefits: 

• Post-9/11 GI Bill: This premier 

education benefit covers 36 months 

of tuition and fees, provides a housing 

allowance, and includes a stipend for 

books and supplies. Service members 

can transfer these benefits to their 

children after completing six years of 

service with a commitment to serve 

four additional years. These transfer 

decisions must be made while on 

active duty and can be divided among 

multiple dependents in one-month 

increments. 

• Yellow Ribbon Program: This initiative 

partners with participating institutions 

to help cover tuition and fees at 

private or out-of-state schools that 

exceed the GI Bill’s cap, significantly 

expanding educational options.

• Military Dependent Scholarships: 

Military children have exclusive 

access to numerous scholarship 

opportunities, including the Military 

Child of the Year Award, Fisher House 

Foundation Scholarships, grants from 

each military branch’s relief society, 

and many others.

• Military Tuition Assistance: Active-

duty service members may qualify for 

tuition assistance programs for their 

own education, while military spouses 

may be eligible for the My Career 

Advancement Account (MyCAA) 

scholarship. 

• State-Specific Benefits: Many states 

offer reduced or waived tuition for 

military dependents, and some 

maintain in-state tuition eligibility 

despite permanent change of station 

(PCS) moves, providing additional 

financial relief.

Save Early and Often
Military families benefit from steady 

employment with predictable income, 

facilitating consistent college savings 

as children grow. Strategic allocation of 

windfalls from re-enlistment bonuses, 

deployment pay, or other sources can 

significantly accelerate college savings.

529 Plans: A Great Place Way to Save 
The 529 plan represents an ideal tax-

advantaged savings account specifically 

designed for education expenses. These 

plans offer several compelling advantages:

• Tax Benefits: Contributions grow tax-

free and can be withdrawn tax-free 

when used for qualified education 

expenses.

• Flexibility: Each state offers its own 

529 plan, but funds can be used at 

any accredited college or university 

nationwide—a tremendous asset for 

mobile military families.

• State Tax Advantages: Some states 

offer state income tax deductions for 

529 plan contributions.

• Gift Opportunity: For extended family 

members unsure what to give a child 

living far away, 529 plan contributions 

are a great, meaningful gift with 

lifelong benefits.

What happens if your child does not 

need the 529 funds? If your child gets 

scholarships, attends a service academy, or 

takes another path, several options remain 

available:

• K-12 Education: Apply up to $10,000 

annually toward elementary or 

secondary education expenses.

• Alternative Education: Use the 

funds for vocational school or trade 

programs.

• Beneficiary Changes: Redirect funds 

to other children by changing the 

plan’s beneficiary.

• Generational Transfer: Transfer funds 

to your child for graduate school or to 

establish education funds for future 

children (your grandchildren).

• Retirement Funding: Under certain 

conditions, up to $35,000 can 

be directed to your child’s 401(k) 

retirement fund.

As long as funds are used for eligible 

educational or other permitted purposes, 

withdrawals remain tax-free. If funds must 

be accessed for non-qualified expenses, 

they remain accessible, though subject 

to income tax on earnings plus a 10% 

withdrawal penalty.

Strategic Planning for Success
Military discipline and planning principles 

apply perfectly to college savings. Begin 

a modest savings plan at your child’s 

birth, then make automatic increases as 

your financial capacity grows. Thoroughly 

understand your military benefits, including 

GI Bill transferability options, and factor 

these into your service continuation 

decisions. Research military-supportive 

institutions, Yellow Ribbon programs, and 

scholarships aligned with your children’s 

interests and aptitudes.

With disciplined planning and consistent 

execution, you can provide your children 

with the opportunity to obtain a quality 

college education without the burden of 

student loan debt, preparing them for a 

successful future. 

U.S. Army Reserve Sgt. Joshua Bea-
vers smiles as his wife, Jessica, holds 
their 3-year old son Ryker during a Yel-
low Ribbon Integration Program event.  
(Photo courtesy of U.S. Army Reserve)

Parents of students participate in a college admission class during the Pathways 
to College & Career Conference on Marine Corps Base Quantico, Virginia.  
(Photo courtesy of U.S. Marine Corps)
















