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The Western Association of Veteran Education Specialists (WAVES) is a 501(c)(6)
nonprofit organization dedicated to partnering with the Department of Veterans
Affairs (VA), State Veterans Affairs Bureaus, and other government agencies to
ensure that School Certifying Officials are well-trained and equipped to manage
the complexities of GI Bill® administration. WAVES plays a critical role in supporting
school officials across the nation in their efforts to provide military-affiliated
learners with the resources and guidance they need to succeed in their
educational and vocational endeavors. Currently, WAVES represents 319 member
institutions spanning 33 states and U.S. territories.
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Dear WAVES Members and Partners, 

It is my honor to be part of an organization as impactful as the Western Association of Veteran
Education Specialists (WAVES). WAVES remains dedicated to our core mission: unifying all
stakeholders to ensure School Certifying Officials are well-equipped to navigate the complex
landscape of Veteran Education Services. We are excited to introduce our updated mission and
vision statements above, reflecting a renewed focus and aligning our goals with the future
direction of WAVES.

In an ever-changing environment, WAVES continues to play a critical role in supporting Education
& Training Institutions nationwide. We are proud to share that our 2024 conference saw
representation from 319 member institutions across 33 states and U.S. territories – with over 550
school officials in attendance! Together, through our collective efforts, we are fostering a brighter
future for those who have served our country and their families. 

I am excited to announce that WAVES was invited to participate in the 2024 National Association
of State Approving Agencies (NASAA) Summer Business Conference. I had the honor of
representing our School Certifying Official community on a panel alongside the Presidents of
AVECO, NAVPA, and the Big 10 Alliance. During the panel, I shared insights and feedback gathered
from the WAVES conference and our post-conference survey. I was especially thrilled to see our
input on Compliance Surveys highlighted in the VA's recent fireside chat. 
As we look ahead to another year of growth and collaboration, I encourage everyone to stay
connected with WAVES by following us on LinkedIn. The board is already hard at work planning
next year’s conference, which will take place in Reno, Nevada, from July 6th to 10th. Stay tuned for
updates. 

Thank you for your continued dedication and commitment. Together, we will build on our strong
foundation and achieve even greater successes for our veterans and their educational journeys. 

Sincerely, 

Jason T. Garcia, MBA, U.S. Army Retired
WAVES President

MISSION 
To serve School Certifying Officials (SCOs) by promoting professional standards, ethical
practices, and collaboration with government partners. WAVES aims to enhance Veteran
Education Services by unifying all stakeholders in the exchange of knowledge and best
practices that support our military-affiliate learners.

VISION
To promote greater cooperation among all School Certifying Official stakeholders in jointly
supporting Education & Training Institutions to addressing the unique needs of military-
affiliated learners.

Core Value:
We hold the keys to the future of those who defend ours.

PRESIDENT'S MESSAGE

https://www.linkedin.com/company/western-association-of-veterans-education-specialists/


MEET YOUR BOARD

DARCY SCHNUTH
1ST VICE PRESIDENT

FIRDAUS YUSUF
2ND VICE PRESIDENT

Jason, a U.S. Army retiree, has been
working in Military and Veteran

education services since 2016. His
professional roles have included

Education Advisor, Veterans Affairs ECSS
and ELR, and VA compliance manager.

Currently, he serves as Associate
Director of SCOs at National University.

Jason is passionate about helping
Veterans achieve their educational

goals, and he sets a positive example
with his own academic achievements,
including a Bachelor's in Management,

a Master of Business Administration,
and his ongoing pursuit of a PhD from

Columbia International University.

JASON GARCIA
PRESIDENT

Darcy is the Vice President of Student
Finance and Records Management at
International Education Corporation,

bringing 20 years of experience in higher
education. She began her career in

admissions at a multi-site international
education provider, eventually

advancing to Regional Director of
Finance, where she oversaw operations

across 17 locations. Darcy holds an
Associate Degree in Specialized Business

– Accounting, a Bachelor of Arts in
Business Administration and Finance,
and an MBA from Kaplan University.

Firdaus is a Senior Education Partnership
Specialist II at International Education

Corporation with over six years of
experience as a School Certifying

Official. She holds a Bachelor of Arts in
Economics from the University of

California, Berkeley, and she brings
extensive expertise in supporting

students. Outside of her professional
role, Firdaus enjoys traveling, learning

new languages, listening to music, and
solving puzzles.

Rose has over 12 years of
experience as a Certifying

Official at National University
and 8 years as Treasurer for the

Veterans Program
Administrators of California,

supported by a BA in
Information Technology and
Database Management from

National University. Her technical
and analytical skills have been

crucial in managing student
certifications, ensuring

regulatory compliance, and
supporting students' needs. She

was honored with the Diana
Davis Service Award at the 2024

WAVES Conference.

ROSE TARAZI
SECRETARY

Tamara Jadallah is the
Associate Director at National

University for the School
Certifying Officials, specializing
in VR&E and Tuition Assistance.
Before this role, she worked in
the Student Business Services

Department, focusing on
student accounts, collections,
audits, payments, and ledger
reviews. With a background in

banking and degrees in
Psychology and Business,
Tamara is highly skilled in

financial analysis and enjoys
working with numbers.

TAMARA JADALLAH
TREASURER

Chelsea is an experienced
professional dedicated to

supporting military-affiliated
students and their educational

goals. With a strong background
in student services, she has

consistently demonstrated her
commitment to ensuring

students receive the resources
and guidance needed to

succeed. Her expertise and
passion make her a valuable

asset to her institution and the
military community she serves.

CHELSEA MCELROY
IHL MEMBER-AT-LARGE

Renee has spent the past eight
years working in higher

education at Golden Gate
University in San Francisco, with

five years of experience as a
School Certifying Official (SCO).
Coming from a military family,
with her father in the Navy and
her husband in the Army, she is
a strong advocate for military-

affiliated students and their
success.

RENNE MONTILLIANO
NCD MEMBER-AT-LARGE
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Jason Garcia and Tamara
Jadallah represented WAVES at

the NAVPA 2024 conference.

Jason Garcia met with the National
Association of Veteran Program

Administrators’ (NAVPA) outgoing
President, Dr. Jan DelSignore and

incoming President, Keith
Glindemann to discuss future

cooperation among WAVES and
NAVPA.

WAVES, NAVPA, AVECO, and Big 10 Alliance represented the
SCO community during a panel discussion at the National

Association of State Approving Agencies (NASAA).

WAVES is proud to highlight the Louisiana Association of Veteran Education School Certifying Officials
(LAVECO) for its dedication to supporting the SCO community and military-affiliated students. Founded in
1996, LAVECO currently has approximately 150 SCO members. The organization is led by President Susan

Stakes, Director of Veterans & Military Education Services at Bossier Parish Community College, and Treasurer
Robin Semien, Assistant Registrar at McNeese State University.

 
LAVECO hosts its annual conference each spring at Bossier Parish Community College in Bossier City,

Louisiana. For more information or to attend, please contact Robin Semien at rsemien@mcneese.edu.

UPCOMING EVENTS 

This year's Fall 2024 OVESA (Oklahoma Veteran Education
Specialist Association) Conference will include brand new

speakers, breakout rooms, and the inaugural Francie Wright
Lifetime Achieve Award. This conference is not to be missed.

For more information, please contact Alice Vile at
alice.a.vile-1@ou.edu

FALL 2024 OVESA

mailto:rsemien@mcneese.edu
mailto:alice.a.vile-1@ou.edu


Maria Padilla 
Maria has been an invaluable asset to the University of California, Riverside, making a significant impact through their dedication
to assisting veterans and navigating VA educational benefits. Their commitment is evident in their efforts to champion veterans'
causes, from hosting workshops to helping with certification processes and addressing individual concerns. Maria's contributions
have greatly enhanced the educational experience for veterans, making them highly deserving of recognition for their
unwavering dedication and service. 
Ron Felix 
Ron has dedicated over 19 years to supporting military-affiliated students, excelling as a collaborator, problem solver, and
advocate. At National University, he led a team of 20 military Admissions Advisors, focusing on coaching and mentoring them to
better serve military communities and helping many advance into leadership roles. Now at San Diego Miramar College as a VA
School Certifying Official, Ron continues to impact the lives of over 600 students annually, helping them achieve their educational
goals and proving his unwavering commitment to military-affiliated learners. 
Rose Tarazi 
Rose has dedicated over 14 years to supporting military-affiliated students, specializing in ensuring they have an outstanding
educational experience. She has built strong relationships with VR&E managers and counselors, fostering effective
communication between them and the University. Currently mentoring 20 School Certifying Officials who serve over 6,000
military-affiliated students annually, Rose continues to go above and beyond, contributing significantly to the university and
advancing WAVES' reputation among key institutions and agencies. 

2024 WAVES CONFERENCE
AWARDS 

Bill Pearson Outstanding Lifetime Achievement Award
This award is to honor the work of Muskogee’s first Educational Regional Processing Office Director’s lifetime of work dedicated to the

improvement in the quality of service for veterans educational benefit recipients.
Awardees

Cheryl Iannello 
Cheryl has dedicated over 15 years to advocating for Military Veterans and their families, starting as Director of Veteran Student
Services at FIDM and continuing through her work with CSAAVE. She has significantly contributed to improving academic and
vocational programs for Military-affiliated learners, providing guidance on GI Bill policies and fostering partnerships with the VA.
Currently, Cheryl serves as the Assistance Deputy Secretary, Chief of Postsecondary Education for CALVET, offering executive
leadership in Veteran Education programs. 
Jose Esparza 
Jose, a former U.S. Navy servicemember, has dedicated his career to supporting military-connected students at San Diego State
University's Barron Veterans Center. As the primary School Certifying Official, he has navigated veterans' educational benefits
with care and precision, creating programs to ease their transition to academic life and ensuring their success despite
significant challenges. His unwavering commitment and leadership in veterans' education exemplify the values of the Bill
Pearson Outstanding Lifetime Achievement Award. 
Melissa Barber 
Melissa Barber, Associate Director of Certifying Operations at UNLV's Military and Veteran Services Center (MVSC), has
demonstrated exceptional leadership and dedication in her nine years of service. She played a pivotal role in developing a
paperless certification platform during the pandemic, ensuring over 5,000 certifications were processed without disruption.
Melissa's contributions, including her work with veterans' certifications, payment processes, and cross-department
collaborations, have greatly enhanced UNLV's reputation as a top university for veterans, making her a deserving recipient of the
WAVES Bill Pearson Outstanding Lifetime Achievement Award. 

Diana Davis Service Award for Excellence 
This award is established in loving memory to honor Diana Davis, Supervisor Education Compliance Survey Specialist, Department of

Veteran Affairs.
Awardees
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Please share your recommendations for
content you'd like to see at the 2025

WAVES conference:

WAVES 2025
Training Content Survey

WAVES Workshop Proposal Application

Call for Workshop Presentation Proposals
The WAVES Executive Board invites proposals for innovative and diverse

workshop presentations for the WAVES Annual Conference.
Presentations should help educate administrators who serve the needs
and interests of veterans and their family members in higher education

institutions or agencies across the nation. 

Looking for Photographers!
If interested, please contact us at 

info@us-waves.org

Follow our socials for more updates!

Survey Link

https://www.linkedin.com/company/western-association-of-veterans-education-specialists/
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100064772014230
https://www.uswaves.org/wp-content/uploads/WAVES-Workshop-Proposal-Form-1.pdf
mailto:info@us-waves.org
https://forms.office.com/r/27iXKhDfG8




25TH 

WAVES!!

90%

LET’S
Make

Institutions from across the country
sent 557 School Officials, while
federal and state agencies supported
the event with 32 presenters and
representatives.  

Est. 1996
• Tulsa, OK • 

ANNIVERSARY

ETIs from 33 states & Guam were
represented, included Institutions of
Higher Learning, Non College Degree
Schools and OJT providers.

 Six Department of Veterans Affairs
agencies, five state approving
agencies, and five other government
departments supported WAVES.

WWW.USWAVES.ORG

From our humble beginnings as a
regional organization, the Western
Association of Veteran Education
Specialists has grown to support the
professional development of SCOs
nationally. 

Our reach allows us to enhance the
support offered to veterans across the
country, ensuring they have the
resources needed to succeed in their
academic and career pursuits.

184  survey respondents say that they
will likely attend the WAVES conference

next year.

ATLANTIC CITY, NJ ATLANTIC CITY, NJ 

589 ATTENDEES

319 INSTITUTIONS

16 PARTNER AGENCIES

Represented
STATES
33

WAVES 2025 - RENO, NV

California

Texas

Washington

TOP
STATES

ATTENDED
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