 In it’s first three months as the federal government’s premier Performance Based Organization, SFA has racked up three impressive victories.  Facing record numbers of applicants for both new loans and consolidations, SFA beat its own and industry standards for turnaround times, and then staged a come-from-behind win in the race to be ready for Y2K.

“I’m proud of our people,” says Greg Woods, SFA’s chief operating officer, and former software executive.  “They’re proving what I’ve always believed — that government can be every bit as good as the best in business.”

In January, SFA’s first full month as a PBO, nearly 200,000 applicants rushed to consolidate old loans before the end-of-the-month deadline for below-market interest rates.  Just eighteen months earlier, consolidation processing had crashed and burned under the comparatively light load of 12,000 applications.  But this time, no sweat.  Average processing time stayed under 60 days, well below SFA’s 90-day promise and quicker than times advertised by many private industry leaders.  Everyone seems to agree that the key was closer partnership with the contractors who process the applications.  That, and new, performance-based contracts that put the kibosh on rigid procedure and a premium on speed.

The story’s much the same for FAFSA’s, the free application for federal student aid.  From New Year’s to the Ides of March is the busiest FAFSA season, with 2.9 million received so far this year.  But those FAFSA’s are fat pitches for SFA and her contractors, American College Testing and National Computer Systems.  They’ve already knocked 2.4 million of them out of the park, way ahead of last year’s pace.  That’s especially impressive considering nine out of ten applications still sail in the old-fashioned way — on paper.  The extra good news is that electronic filings have doubled since last year, including six times as many Web applications — they’re faster for students and cheaper for SFA. 

The third score in SFA’s hat trick also came in early March when they finished fixing the last of their 175 computer systems so they’d know the difference between the first year of the Hoover Administration and the last year of your student loan payments.  As recently as last August, John Koskinan, the government’s top millennium debugger, was giving SFA failing grades for Y2K prep.  This quarter, it’s straight A’s.  That comes as no surprise to SFA computer czar, Jerry Russomano, who feels completely vindicated.  “I kept telling people we had a good plan and that I was confident we’d go from worst to first.  I’m proud to say we did."

Woods says, “It’s just the beginning.  These victories were well under way when we became a PBO.  Wait ‘til you see what our people can do with full PBO power.”
                                                                                                                          Inside SFA-3, 3/18/99
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