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EXPLORING THE CONCEPT OF A 

“GI BILL” FOR WASHINGTON WORKERS 
 
Introduction 
 
At the August 13, 2008, Workforce Training and Education Board annual retreat, Board 
members discussed future policies that could lift a greater number of Washingtonians 
above the 200 percent poverty level ($42,000 for a family of four). The concept of a  
“GI Bill” for Washington Workers emerged as an important topic—worthy of further 
examination. 
 
The purpose of this paper is to introduce ideas and pose questions to stimulate Board 
discussion about the concept of a civilian“GI Bill” for Washington Workers at the 
January 22, 2009, Board meeting. 
 
Board Action Required: None. For discussion purposes only. 
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Background 
 
Sixty-five years ago on June 22, 1944, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt signed into law The 
Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944—“The GI Bill of Rights”—described by many 
historians as America’s greatest single piece of social legislation from that time period. GI 
educational benefits spurred nearly 8 million Word War II veterans on to higher education. It 
transformed the nation’s education infrastructure and made college education and technical 
training realistic options after high school for those who otherwise may not have been able to 
afford these advantages. Under the GI Bill, grants flowed directly to individuals for tuition, 
supplies and living expenses. While education is the great equalizer, the GI Bill became the 
higher education access equalizer for veterans of all racial and socio-economic backgrounds. 
 
On June 21, 1994, at the 50th Anniversary of the GI Bill, President Bill Clinton stated:  
 

This half-century investment of more than $65 billion has been repaid to the 
American taxpayer time and time again. The nation has been enhanced by the 
increased earning power and expanded economic activity directly attributable to 
the GI Bill. It is gratifying to note that our veterans have utilized these benefits to 
the fullest extent. Their energy, initiative, and ability have allowed them to make 
the most of this enduring promise. As they gave their best to the nation while they 
were in uniform, they also gave us their best as civilians with the help of the GI 
Bill. 

 
Fascinated by the 1944 precedent, President Clinton repeatedly tried to reinvent aspects of the GI 
Bill. He succeeded in expanding AmeriCorps but he was unsuccessful in passing a “domestic GI 
Bill” that would have given every young American the chance to borrow money to go to college 
and repay the costs as a small percentage of their income over time or through commitments to 
teaching, emergency response, and other community services. 
 
During his campaign, President-elect Barack Obama proposed a new American Opportunity Tax 
Credit. Here is a quote from President-elect Obama as he spoke to an audience at a community 
college while introducing the tax credit: 
 

When I am president I will make college affordable for every American—period. 
To reach that goal, I propose an annual, fully refundable, American Opportunity 
Tax Credit. That’s $4,000 for every American who needs a hand with tuition and 
fees. This will cover two-thirds of tuition of the average public college or 
university, and will make tuition free and help cover expenses for students who go 
to a community college. 

 
When we invest in your future we are going to have to ask you to invest in the 
future of the country. To receive this credit will require 100 hours of public 
service. You will have to work in a Veterans Hospital or a nursing home, or join 
in an AmeriCorps program, or join the Peace Corps after you have graduated. Or 
work in a local school. Or if you are going to be a dental hygienist provide some 
dental care to folks who really need it. You get a hand in living your dreams but 
you also help your fellow citizens live theirs. And that is how we are going to 
move this country forward, and that's how were going to come together around a 
common purpose. [transcription of a speech given at Wayne County College] 
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Ideas for a “GI Bill” for Washington Workers 
 
1. Assumption: 
A GI Bill for Washington Workers is not a Board proposal for the 2009-2011 biennium, 
but for four to five years in the future. 
 
Is this an accurate assumption? 
 
 
2. What Should be Included in the Benefits Package? 
 
Should it include tuition support for baccalaureate education? Graduate or professional 
education? 
Benefits covering full tuition costs? For how many college quarters? 
Benefits covering living expenses? 
Benefits covering supportive services such as transportation and child care? 
 
 
3. Who is the Target Population? 
 
Assumption: The “GI Bill” for Washington Workers would be available to adults (21 and 
over) who are either working or looking for work. This proposal is targeted at 
Washington’s civilian workforce. 
 
Is this the right age group? 
Would qualification for the benefits have an income cap? 
If yes, would a means test determine the cap? 
As an alternative, would the benefit apply only to pre-baccalaureate education? 
 
  
4. How Should the Benefits be Earned? 
 
Should the size of the benefit be based on the length of employment? 
Should the benefits be earned through community service? 
Should scholarships and loan repayments be offered in exchange for a given number of 
years working at a targeted job or in a targeted community (see page 4)? 
 
 
5. How Should the Benefits be Funded? 
Theoretical Options Include: 
 

• Diversion of Unemployment Insurance Contributions 
• A dedicated Payroll Tax 
• Lifelong Learning Accounts (LiLAs) with employee payroll deduction savings 

contributions matched by employers and state general funds along with federal 
employer/employee tax incentives 

• Tax Credit 
• State General Funds 
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6. Are there similar programs or proposals? 
 
Washington Service Corp/AmeriCorps 
 
Washington Service Corps (WSC) engages people across the state in full-time service projects 
benefiting their local communities and in exchange, participants receive financial assistance for 
higher education. The WSC was founded in 1983 and the program has been a major provider of 
AmeriCorps services since the federal program was launched in 1994. Community service 
opportunities include tutoring and mentoring disadvantaged youth, teaching literacy skills, 
building affordable housing, responding to disasters, and cleaning parks and streams. The WSC 
Individual Program serves unemployed, out-of-school youth between the ages of 18 and 25. The 
Team-Based Program serves any resident of the state 17 years of age and older who is a citizen 
or a permanent resident alien.  
 
WSC/AmeriCorps members receive a monthly living allowance of $950 for their community 
service work. WSC/AmeriCorps members who complete their term of service (normally 10 ½ 
months) are eligible to receive a federally-funded post-secondary education award of $4,725. 
There were 734 WSC/AmeriCorps participants served during September 1, 2006 to August 31, 
2007. (State funds: $1,609,000 for July 1, 2007 to June 30; federal funds: $8,609,000 for 
September 1, 2007 to August 31, 2008.) 
 
Health Professional Loan Repayment and Scholarship Program 
 
Washington state’s Health Professional Loan Repayment and Scholarship program was created 
to address the critical shortage of health care professionals statewide. The Loan Repayment 
provides loan payment assistance to licensed primary care health professionals. The Scholarship 
provides scholarships to students training to become primary care health professionals. In return, 
program participants agree to provide primary health care in rural or underserved urban areas 
with designated shortages. The loan repayment provides up to $25,000 per year for the first three 
years, and up to $35,000 per year in the fourth and fifth year. The Higher Education 
Coordinating Board and the Washington State Department of Health jointly administer these 
programs. In 2004, about 178 health professionals worked in underserved areas of Washington 
as a result of the scholarship program. 
 
Future Teachers Conditional Scholarship and Loan Repayment Program 
 
Washington state’s Future Teachers Conditional Scholarship and Loan Repayment Program 
encourages outstanding students and paraprofessionals to become teachers, and assists current 
teachers in obtaining additional endorsements in teacher shortage subjects including math and 
science. In return for conditional scholarships or loan repayments, participants agree to teach in 
Washington K-12 public schools, (usually two years teaching for each year of funding). Funding 
is available for approximately 100 recipients in 2008-2009. 
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Flexible Education Accounts 
 
Gene Sperling is a senior fellow at the Center for American Progress and the former National 
Economic Advisor to President Bill Clinton, and author of The Pro-Growth Progressive. 
President-elect Obama is consulting with Mr. Sperling on issues such as energy reform, 
education, and government spending as a recession salve. In his paper entitled The Early-
Warning Economy, Mr. Sperling proposes Flexible Education Accounts: 
 

Flexible Education Accounts would provide a 50 percent tax credit of up to 
$15,000 per decade. By allowing people to apply the entire tax credit in one single 
year or over a few years of intensive education, the program offers workers a 
large portion of education or training costs when workers need it the most—
whether they have lost a job, hope to get a promotion, plan on changing careers, 
or want to learn new skills to start their own businesses. Just as importantly, 
Flexible Education Accounts would give workers something they lack now: a 
preemptive option that provides them assistance not only after they are laid-off, 
but also whenever they feel their job may be at risk or decide they need to change 
fields. 
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