
 
 

 
 
When we think of national security, most people probably picture the Pentagon before Pennsylvania. But our 
state plays a pivotal role in supporting American defense. 
 
For one thing, 115,000 Pennsylvanians work in defense-related jobs. It’s here where you’ll find two of the Army’s 
largest ammunition factories, the National Guard’s busiest training center, the nation’s largest defense 
distribution facility, the Army’s graduate college, and more than 90 military installations. 
 
American nuclear submarines couldn’t be built without the nearly 600 vital industrial suppliers here in 
Pennsylvania. And the top seven defense contractors in the US all have offices in Pennsylvania. 
 
Engine for innovation 
 
Even fewer people know that in an era where the battlefield is increasingly defined by “bytes and bugs” rather 
than just bombs and bullets, the local college has become a primary engine for innovation, readiness and the 
successful reintegration of those who serve. 
 
Let’s start with reintegration. One of the best ways we can support our veterans is to guide them to their next 
career through a top-notch education. Recent data from the Association of Independent Colleges and 
Universities of Pennsylvania (“AICUP”), the organization I lead, reveals little-known and surprising benefits for 
veterans from these schools. 
 
Each year in Pennsylvania, the independent nonprofit AICUP colleges educate nearly 6,000 G.I. Bill students — a 
population that grew by 7% last year. These aren't only students pursuing general degrees, they are entering a 
“talent pipeline” that feeds directly into the nation’s security infrastructure. 
 
Over 90% of these same colleges even offer the Yellow Ribbon program, providing their own private funds to 
cover tuition gaps beyond the G.I. Bill. These colleges are putting their own skin in the game. They aren't only 
accepting veterans, they are investing in them. 



And 7 in 10 of these colleges support the ROTC (Reserve Officers’ Training Corps), educating the next generation 
of military officers, and ensuring that these leaders are not only tactically proficient but also broadly versed in 
the humanities and sciences. 
 
Deep connection 
The connection between higher education and defense is not new, but its depth is surprising. As global supply 
chains face disruption, the Pentagon has prioritized a “National Defense Industrial Strategy.” 
 
Local colleges are vital to rebuilding America’s “Arsenal of Democracy.” This isn't just about factories; it’s about 
the research labs and business incubators found on campus. Many of the most sophisticated technologies the US 
military relies on today wouldn’t have been possible without the innovations first made on college campuses. 
Think drones and autonomous navigation systems for environments when GPS fails. 
 
Modern defense requires more than just “boots on the ground,” it requires “brains on the keyboard.” AICUP 
member colleges offer 34 different cybersecurity programs and specialized programs in A.I., robotics, aerospace 
engineering, military science and even naval architecture. And local colleges act as regional hubs of innovation 
and incubation. 
 
One AICUP member university in Central Pa. even collaborates with the military to teach students to use 3D 
printers to manufacture Army parts. And one Philly-based university’s partnership with the Navy’s Talent Pipeline 
Initiative has already placed more than 1,200 skilled workers with Pennsylvania defense suppliers. 
 
Perhaps the most significant value of these institutions lies in their role as a bridge for veterans. Transitioning 
from the military to civilian life is a daunting maneuver. Local, independent colleges provide the intimacy and 
support necessary for this “boots to books” journey. And their dedicated “veterans’ lounges” on campus and 
“Military Friendly” designations serve as social anchors that help a former sergeant feel like a student. 
 
A national investment 
 
PA’s independent nonprofit colleges are an investment in national defense and resilience, in addition to being 
national leaders in STEM and AI research, social mobility rankings, community investment and family sustaining 
jobs. 
 
We hear a lot of questions these days about the relevance of higher education and not enough about its 
contributions to the workforce, to communities, to local philanthropy and to good citizenship. By providing 
veterans with a path to a second career and ensuring that our national defense has the technological edge it 
needs, these schools prove that the classroom is key to national security. 
 
 

Thomas P. Foley is president of the Association of Independent Colleges and Universities of Pennsylvania. His previous article was “College 
is worth it.” 
 
Western Pennsylvania members of AICUP are Allegheny, Carlow, Carnegie Mellon, Chatham, Duquesne, Gannon, Geneva, Grove City, 
LaRoche, Mercyhurst, Mount Aloysius, Robert Morris, St. Francis, St. Vincent, Seton Hill, Washington and Jefferson, Waynesburg and 
Westminster. 
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