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A NOTE FROM THE DIRECTOR

Dear Colleagues,

Thank you for joining us for two incredible days of
learning, connection, and collaboration at the 17th
Annual Texas A&M University System Military-
Affiliated Symposium. Each year, this event brings
together educators, researchers, and veteran-
serving professionals from across Texas and beyond
to share ideas, explore new partnerships, and
celebrate the remarkable work being done to
support our military-connected students.

Your commitment continues to spark change and
advance the success of veterans and their families
in higher education.

Best regards,

Dr. Monteigne Long

Director, Veteran & Military Services
The Texas A&M University System
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Symposium Highlights

This year’'s symposium brought together more than 150 participants
from over 65 campuses and partner organizations, including
colleagues from institutions nationwide.

» Keynote Presentations
o Dr. LeNaya Hezel provided the opening keynote on strengthening
military-to-civilian transitions—highlighting how institutions can
better understand student needs and build the support systems
that help veterans thrive on campus.

o Dr. Abby Kinch and R.J. Jenkins delivered the closing keynote on
the catalytic power of student veterans—highlighting how their
real-world experience, resilience, and leadership elevate
campus culture, strengthen institutional systems, and drive
success for all students.

* Plenary Sessions
o Updates from the Texas Veterans Commission, including the
annual VEERA presentations.
o Insights from Student Veterans of America and The Texas A&M
University System on NVEST in Texas, sharing updates on the
research project.

» Breakout Sessions

Over 30 presenters led sessions across four focus areas:
1. Thriving Through Transitions

2. Building Bridges

3. Maximizing Military Benefits

4. Policy and Progress
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Thoughts from Our Keynote

Why Student Veteran Success Depends on University-Wide Collaboration

By Dr. LeNaya Hezel, Keynote Speaker, 17th Annual Military-Affiliated Symposium, Texas A&M
University System; Chief Programs Officer at Warrior-Scholar Project

Transitioning from the military to civilian life is a fluctuating time for service members. It’s more than a
career change; it’s a reorientation of self, purpose, and oftentimes, community. Warrior-Scholar Project
(WSP), the nonprofit organization I work with, exists to guide enlisted service members and veterans
through this season of change, and our most powerful work happens not on military installations or in
veteran-only spaces, but on college and university campuses.

At WSP, we’ve helped thousands of veterans successfully navigate the transition to the classroom
through our immersive, one-week academic boot camps held in partnership with colleges and
universities nationwide. Academic environments are central to WSP’s model because they physically
embody the next chapter of opportunity for veterans. While the GI Bill was designed to create a bridge
to higher education, helping to make colleges accessible and serving as a meaningful tool for transition,
we’ve learned that access alone is not enough — veterans still need support in navigating the higher
education landscape, which differs widely from the structure the military provides.

That’s why WSP intentionally partners with colleges and universities to bring our program on campus,
allowing participants to immerse themselves in the academic ecosystem — from the classroom to
libraries, dining halls, and student centers — so they can envision themselves thriving there.
Theoretically, we could rent a hotel conference room and teach our academic curriculum anywhere. But
it’s the experience of being on campus that’s proved so transformative for WSP participants. It allows
veterans to see what’s possible, interact with faculty and students, and build connections that make
college feel not only accessible, but attainable. It is in these spaces that the transition doesn’t just bloom
— it takes root.

Building Strong Partnerships

The types of schools that WSP partners with range from large public institutions to small liberal arts
colleges to world-renowned research universities. That’s because there isn’t a single type of school that
best serves student veterans. Instead, we look for partners who demonstrate the commitment and
intentionality behind not just supporting military-connected students, but all students. This approach
requires a holistic evaluation that considers factors such as overall graduation rates, participation in
programs like Yellow Ribbon, and the strength of student support services. While a dedicated veterans
resource center is valuable, it’s not required; what matters most is that the campus culture is inclusive
of both traditional and nontraditional students, and that the institution is genuinely motivated to
support student veterans.

One of the most meaningful ways I’ve seen how this approach adds value is with a partnership at a
competitive research university in California. In our first year on campus, a civilian stakeholder
unaffiliated with the veterans resource center was deeply committed to hosting WSP and was very
hands-on in the planning required to bring a WSP cohort to campus.


https://www.warrior-scholar.org/
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At the end of the boot camp, participants surprised this stakeholder with a signed university flag as a
token of gratitude. That moment reflected something profound: Not only did these participants feel
comfortable and confident engaging with civilians, but they also saw someone who invested in them
and genuinely cared about their success. This interaction underscores why transition to college is not a
one-way exchange; rather, it’s a shared journey of respect and recognition.

Supporting Veterans with Awareness & Empathy

Beyond WSP partnerships, university faculty and staff play a critical role in shaping veterans'
experiences on campus. Most of a student veteran’s time isn’t spent in a resource center — it’s in the
classroom with their professors. Thoughtful inclusions, like having an activation leave of absence policy
in a syllabus or simply recognizing that, as nontraditional students, veterans often have obligations that
their younger peers don’t yet have, can go a long way. These measures are centered around awareness
and empathy rather than treating some students differently.

Similarly, university staff in other departments don’t need to be experts. A persistent misconception
within academia is that only veterans can effectively support military-connected students. Too often, if
a veteran calls an admissions office with a question, for example, they’re automatically referred to the
veterans’ office — even if the inquiry isn’t service-related. This reflex stems from a well-meaning but
misplaced belief that “I’'m not a veteran, so I can’t help.” In reality, shared human experiences are
universal points of connection.

In this scenario, rather than automatically referring them to the veterans' office (which creates
additional hurdles), perhaps commonalities can be identified between the veteran's request and the
questions one typically receives, so the student can get answers without having to jump through
additional hoops. This shift in everyday interactions can go a long way toward building a welcoming
campus culture while fostering a sense of belonging without singling out veterans or burdening them
with stereotypes.

Shared Responsibility = Meaningful Support

Veteran success in higher education does not “belong” to a single office or resource; it requires a
holistic, university-wide commitment that spans academic departments, student services, advising, and
everyday classroom interactions. Small, intentional choices signal inclusion and go a long way in helping
student veterans build confidence and connection. When campuses recognize the different experiences
veterans bring, they create environments where resilience, perspective, and leadership can truly
flourish. Ultimately, by embracing shared responsibility, we ensure the transition from the military to
college is not only possible but enriching for everyone involved.

Dr. LeNaya Hezel is the chief programs officer at Warrior-Scholar Project, a nonprofit whose mission is
to ensure that every degree-seeking enlisted veteran succeeds in their pursuit of higher education.



https://www.warrior-scholar.org/

Photo Gallery
Relive some of our favorite moments!

Wd View the Full Photo Album Here

Resources & Follow-Up

e Presentation slides and materials are available
on the Accelevents app under each breakout
session.

e Didn’t get a chance to share your thoughts?
Complete the attendee survey by November 14 to
help shape next year's event.

Stay Connected

Follow us on LinkedIn, Instagram, and Facebook for
updates, stories, and spotlights.

Join our listserv to receive direct-to-your-inbox
updates!



https://tamus.photoshelter.com/galleries/invited_galleries/C0000PEE2WMx9OVQ/G0000E4HJbVxNre0/20251013-Veterans-Affairs-Symposium/u=U0000krLW.d6rumk
https://tamu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_eXKDjDK9JhCphkO
https://www.linkedin.com/company/texas-a-m-university-system-office-of-veteran-and-military-services
https://www.instagram.com/tamusvets/
https://www.facebook.com/VeteransTAMUS/
https://www.tamus.edu/veterans/contact/

Recognizing Excellence

Congratulations to this year’'s VEERA
recipients, recognized by the Texas
Veterans Commission for their outstanding
service to military-affiliated students!

. 2025 AWARDS
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Thank you to our Sponsors
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Thank you to our Partners
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