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by LT G. Graham Van Hook
Surrounded by consultants, brand managers, financial analysts and entrepreneurs, I shift in my seat in a large lecture hall, the only military officer in my cohort at Northwestern’s Kellogg School of Management. 
For the past two years I have been working to obtain my Masters in Business Administration (MBA) from one the world’s top business schools, all while making a commitment to become a career Surface Naval Officer. It’s been an exciting time, filled with a tremendous amount of work and sacrifice. It’s been worth it, and I encourage all junior officers to earn their MBA while on shore duty. 
There’s been a lot of excitement swirling this summer about the initiatives launched by PERS-41. Lieutenants Keith Hollis and John Ondik have become the program’s poster boys, headed to Dartmouth and Yale, respectively, to obtain their MBAs. They are the first in this yet-be-named program for top-performing young officers to earn a graduate degree from a civilian institution. 
From my perspective, this adds tremendous value, not only to these officers personally, but also to the Navy. 
The number one question I receive from my civilian classmates is, “why do you need an MBA in the Navy?” It’s important for several reasons, and our community has done a poor job of communicating this. The Navy (specifically the Surface Navy) needs people with a Financial Management (FM) subspecialty (SUBSPEC) code. Earning an MBA is one way to obtain this SUBSPEC (3100/3105), which enables you to fill a specific billet specifically coded for an FM officer. 
Financial Management billets are very important to the Navy, and deemed “critical,” because these are the officers who work with Navy budgets, programs, resources, and appropriations. Once you earn your SUBSPEC, you have the ability to serve in one of these vital areas. These billets are extremely competitive, and taking one is viewed favorably by both administrative and statutory boards. 
An advantage of being a SWO is the unique opportunity to achieve a graduate-level education while you’re on shore tour. There are several ways one can obtain an MBA and fund it, and here are some examples to inspire you:
Lieutenant Kris Yost used his Post 9/11 GI Bill, which provides up to 36 months of educational benefits with the highest level of tuition for an in-state university, to earn his MBA from the University of Notre Dame’s Mendoza School of Business. 
With a Graduate Education Voucher (GVA), you can receive up to $20,000 a year for two years to place towards your MBA. PERS 41 has several quotas a year specifically for the MBA degree. If you use this program, you are unable to use Tuition Assistance (TA), which provides up to $4,000 ($250 per credit up to 16 credits a year).
Using GVA while stationed in Washington, D.C., Lt. (first name) Grimes commuted each weekend down to Charlottesville, Va., to complete his MBA at the University of Virginia’s Darden School of Business. Lieutenant Jim Edminister used GVA to attend night classes to obtain his MBA from the University of Chicago’s Booth School of Business.

There’s also Naval Post Graduate School (NPS), which offers several naval officers a year the opportunity to earn a MBA completely free while living in Monterey, Calif. Professors are from nearby Stanford University and University of California-Berkley. Lieutenant Tony Grusich obtained his MBA from NPS with an energy focus; part of the Security of the Navy’s initiative towards energy development.
There are also several online programs offering a tremendous amount of flexibility for officers to obtain their MBA from around the world.  You can fund this degree with GEV, tuition assistance, and/or the GI Bill. While assigned to a Littoral Combat Ship, Lt. Fiona McFarland took advantage of the time she had while it was being constructed and obtained her MBA online from the University of North Carolina’s Kenan-Flagler School of Business.
While attached to a university, the Naval Reserve Officer Training Corp offers yet another opportunity to earn your degree. The added benefit of this option is that you’re also a faculty member of said university, and you can obtain additional funding through the school that you can use with your GI Bill and/or GEV. Lieutenant Charlie Bennett, serving as a NROTC instructor at Auburn University, was able to earn his MBA from the Harbert College of Business.
My time at Northwestern has been truly amazing, and I only have the Navy to thank for this life-changing experience. Without the Navy’s support, I wouldn’t have been able to attend this university. Upon leaving the waterfront I entered a civilian classroom and was taught by the best professors in the world. My peers are the future leaders of the private sector. Being exposed to their diversity of thought has only expanded my perspective and thinking. 
Academically, I’ve been lectured by chief executive officers, challenged by real-life case studies and have constructed difficult financial models. I’ve learned new skills on how to approach and navigate problems. I’m excited to show the fleet what I’ve learned, and add value. I encourage all junior officers to earn their MBA. 

