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Free College, with a Catch 
The cost of going to college has always been expensive, and it can seem astronomical now. Grants and 

scholarships have long been an avenue to offset some of the costs.  

During World War II, the armed forces offered scholarship programs designed to give young men the 

opportunity to go to college as long as they made a commitment to military service.  

In the middle of 1943, the War Department announced the creation of the Army Specialized Training 

Reserve Program. Male volunteers between the ages of 17 and 18 took tests to qualify for the 25,000 

available scholarships in the program. There would be no military training until the student turned 18. At 

the end of that school term, the student would be placed on active military duty for basic training. Then 

he would enter the Army Specialized Training Program (ASTP).1 

 

Shoulder patch of the ASTP 

(99th Infantry Division Historical Society) 

The Army Specialized Training Program (ASTP) was active from December 1942 to February 1944.2 

Admission tests were given for men from ages 17 to 21 who were high school graduates. The goal of the 

Army program was to fill its need for specialists and technicians. The Navy counterpart was the V-12 

program.  The Navy College Program specified courses of study that could lead to an officer’s 

commission in the Navy. The Army and the Navy paid the college expenses in both programs.3 

Qualified enlisted men could also enter the program to get a four-year college education and one and 

one-half years of specialized technical training that would lead to an officer’s commission. While they 

were in college, these men were still in the military, wearing uniforms, standing inspections, and 

marching. The Army largely disbanded the program in early 1944 because of the need for manpower in 
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Europe before and after the Normandy invasion in Europe.4 The scholar-officers-in-training went back to 

being foot soldiers. 

Despite this, the Army was still recruiting young men for the Army Specialized Training Reserve Program 

in May 1945, as can be seen in the following articles. 

 

(La Crosse County Record, 1945 May 24, page 5) 
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 May 27, page 9) 
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A similar program that is still in operation is the Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC). Presently more 

than 1,700 colleges and universities in the United States offer ROTC. In exchange for a scholarship, 

young people agree to serve in the military after graduation. The Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marine 

Corps all have ROTC programs.5 The University of Wisconsin-La Crosse has had an Army ROTC program 

for decades. Today, the Eagle Battalion at UW-La Crosse also includes men and women from Winona 

State University and Viterbo University in its ranks.  
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