Today there are 10 news articles for your information

Senate Passes Omnibus Bill Keeping Pell Grant Maximum At Same Level 
The Chronicle Of Higher Education (1/23, Brainard and Selingo) reports, "Nearly four months late, Congress on Thursday finally passed a spending plan for the 2004 fiscal year. It would raise spending on the National Institutes of Health but keep the maximum Pell Grant at the same level as last year. The Senate voted, 65 to 28, to approve the legislation, known as an omnibus bill because it encompasses the budgets of seven government agencies, for the fiscal year that began on October 1. The House of Representatives passed the same bill in December by a vote of 242 to 176. President Bush is expected to sign the legislation." The CHE adds, "Senate Democrats had held up the legislation because they were unhappy with compromises that Congressional leaders had made with the White House over several controversial issues unrelated to higher education, including television-station ownership, food labeling, and overtime-pay rules. In a victory for college lobbyists and student advocates, the bill would prevent the U.S. Education Department from making a proposed change in the formula that the government uses to calculate a student's need for financial aid. Budget officials at the department have estimated that 84,000 students would lose their eligibility for Pell Grants in the 2004-5 academic year if the change had gone into effect." 

Rutgers Will Sponsor Annual New Jersey Financial Aid Hotline The Bridgewater Courier News (1/22, Greenblatt) reports, "Collegebound students and their parents can get answers to their questions about scholarships and financial aid next week. Starting Sunday, Rutgers University will sponsor its annual New Jersey Financial Aid Hotline, allowing students and parents to get expert help in navigating the complex world of scholarships and aid. The hot line will be staffed by professionals from the New Jersey Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators." The Courier News adds, "Callers can receive tips on applying for financial aid from New Jersey colleges and universities, determining eligibility, identifying sources of aid and obtaining loans. Offered as part of Financial Aid Awareness Month, the hot line represents just one of Rutgers' student-loan services." 

South Dakota Senate Passes Bills Providing Tuition Breaks For Nation Guard Members 
The Associated Press (1/22) reports, "The state Senate passed two bills Wednesday that would extend a partial in-state tuition waiver at state-owned universities to all South Dakota National Guard members. State residents who currently are Guard members are entitled to a 50 percent tuition reduction at state universities. SB7 would also provide that benefit to South Dakota Guard members who have residency in other states." AP adds, "Also passed Wednesday by the Senate was SB8, which lists eligibility requirements for the reduced college tuition and would also remove the mandate that those Army and Air National Guard members be state residents. The bill would extend the tuition break for Guard members who have completed basic training; current law says they must have completed initial active duty. Both bills passed unanimously and go now to the House." 

Public Testimony Shows Support For Bill To Allow Colleges To Consider Race In Admissions 
The Seattle Times (1/23, Davila) reports, "A bill that would allow state colleges and universities to consider race as a factor in admission has been forwarded to the Senate Judiciary Committee after state legislators yesterday heard public testimony unanimously supporting the proposal. College students, faculty and administrators praised the bill as practical and moral, a way to achieve campus racial and intellectual diversity, enhance the work force and smooth the road to college for minorities." The Times continues, "The bill, according to its sponsors, would alter state law in accord with a U.S. Supreme Court ruling last year that defined what types of admissions programs using race are constitutional and what types are not. Senate Bill 6268, and a companion bill in the House, propose the first major modifications of Initiative 200, which voters approved in 1998 and which eliminated affirmative action in college admissions, public hiring and contracting. Huntsman was one of 24 people who signed up to testify in support of the bill. No one signed up to testify against it." The Times concludes, "But in a written statement, the Washington Policy Center, a Seattle-based think tank, called the bill 'bad public policy' as well as discriminatory. The bill would prohibit setting aside of admission slots on the basis of race, color, ethnicity or national origin. College administrators would also be required to consider each qualified applicant and all forms of diversity, not exclusively race." 
Groups Challenge Legality Of Pepperdine's Minority Scholarships 
The Los Angeles Times (1/22, Silverstein) reports, "On a campus often associated with conservative causes, Pepperdine University undergrad Paris Dennard fits right in. But Dennard, and Pepperdine itself, now find themselves at odds with some of their conservative brethren. Dennard, who is black, is one of 58 Pepperdine students receiving as much as $1,000 annually from a small scholarship program for minority students -- a program branded as illegal by anti-affirmative action activists because it is not open to all races and ethnicities." The Times continues, "Last month, two activist groups lodged complaints about the scholarship -- the Richard Eamer Scholars Program --with the U.S. Department of Education's Office for Civil Rights. The groups -- including a Sacramento-based organization founded by University of California Regent Ward Connerly -- have formally targeted a half dozen schools around the country, and sent warning letters to as many as 100 institutions." The Times adds, "In their two-paragraph letter to the Department of Education, the anti-affirmative action groups contended that the Pepperdine program violated Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 because it is 'racially exclusive.' The complaint asked federal officials to tell the university that the program -- which has included retreats, counseling sessions and special receptions, along with scholarship money -- must be opened to people of all racial and ethnic backgrounds or the school will lose its federal funding." 
Florida BOE Approves Accountability Measures For State Universities 
The St. Petersburg Times (1/23, Kumar) reports, "Thousands of Florida university students could be required to take standardized tests before graduation under a plan advanced Thursday by higher education leaders. The intent of the Board of Governors is to tie millions of dollars of state funding to university performance, including how well students are learning. The board is working on the testing provision, which will be voted on in March. But it approved six measures to evaluate the universities, including the number of minority students enrolled at each school and the amount of research dollars attracted. The idea is to make Florida's 11 universities accountable in much the same way as Florida's public schools, which are punished or rewarded depending on student performance on the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test, or FCAT. If the testing component is approved, officials said, the state would become the first in the nation to implement a testing program in higher education." 

Senate-approved omnibus bill includes 4.1 percent pay raise 
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After extensive delays and numerous objections, the Senate passed the fiscal 2004 omnibus budget bill Thursday which included a 4.1 percent average pay raise for civilian federal employees. House lawmakers passed the legislation in early December, and the bill now goes to the White House for President Bush's signature. The bill includes a significantly larger civil servant pay raise than the Bush administration originally sought in its fiscal 2004 budget request. The administration proposed a 2 percent salary increase for civilian federal employees and a 4.1 percent pay raise for military employees.  Congress has final authority over the increases, however, and included language in various pieces of legislation granting a 4.1 percent average pay raise for both civil servants and military personnel.  The delay in passing the omnibus bill meant federal employees saw only a 2 percent average pay raise this month. A similar situation occurred when Bush issued a Dec. 31, 2002 executive order granting all civil servants a 3.1 percent pay increase with no adjustment for locality pay. Congress overruled that move as well and included a 4.1 percent raise for civilian federal employees in its fiscal 2003 omnibus spending measure. That legislation was also heavily delayed, remaining mired in Congress until February 2003.  House Minority Whip Steny Hoyer, D-Md., who has long campaigned for federal pay increases, praised the bill.  "The federal workforce will be rewarded for their dedication to serving our country," he said. "It is imperative that we provide federal employees with a fair pay adjustment so that the federal government can retain quality employees, and attract the best new workers entering the job market."   On Thursday, union leaders criticized President Bush for not supporting military-civilian pay parity.  "The president could have--and should have--put the 4.1 percent pay raise in place administratively before now," said Colleen Kelley, president of the National Treasury Employees Union. "There has been bipartisan support in Congress for the 4.1 percent pay raise throughout the year."  The president "continues to lowball pay increases for federal workers, ignoring the tradition of pay parity between military and civilian federal employees," said John Gage, president of the American Federation of Government Employees. "Thankfully, members of Congress recognize the valuable contributions of federal employees."  Wage grade workers will also receive a 4.1 percent pay raise under the legislation.  On Wednesday, a coalition of Washington-area lawmakers began lobbying for military-civilian pay parity in 2005. 

AFGE PRAISES PASSAGE OF 4.1 PERCENT INCREASE FOR FEDERAL EMPLOYEES
American Federation of Government Employees praised the Senate's passage of a 4.1 percent pay increase for federal mployees in 2004. AFGE National President John Gage said the bill not only provides a 4.1 pay increase for General Schedule employees, but it also provides a 4.1 percent increase for Wage Grade workers and employees in the Department of Defense and Homeland Security.  "I certainly hope and urge President Bush to support pay parity and propose the same pay increase for federal employees as for military personnel in his 2005 budget. But regardless, AFGE will again work with lawmakers to ensure that the tradition and fairness of pay parity is maintained."

Lawmaker, officials promote share-in-savings contracting 

A contracting initiative that pays vendors from savings that their programs generate for the government could be an ideal vehicle for deploying new e-government services, but only if congressional objections to it wane and federal agencies can properly manage it, panelists said during a panel discussion on Thursday.  The share-in-savings programs require little or no upfront spending by government entities. The contractors are paid for services only from the savings the programs generate, thus the contractor assumes all the risk and has a great incentive to achieve results. A 2002 e-government law gave federal agencies the incentive to deploy the programs by allowing them to keep unused funds saved from the programs.  "The issue of constrained budgets will be with us for a long time," said Stephen Perry, head of the General Services Administration. "Share in savings gets contracts launched that otherwise would not see the light of day."  House Government Reform Committee Chairman Tom Davis, R-Va., said he is a great supporter of the program but added that the idea faces opposition from other lawmakers. "Some members don't like outsourcing [federal government services]," Davis said. "The unions don't like outsourcing. They don't like people making a profit."  The House and Senate Appropriations committees also do not like the new programs, he said. "They love having control of all contracts because share-in-savings contracts are not awarded through the usual process. They give agency heads flexibility."  Davis said he hopes Congress will change a provision in current e-government law that would end the programs and lift the cap limiting the number of the contracts that may be awarded. Davis noted that the Senate did not pass a procurement bill he introduced last year, but he remains "optimistic" that a similar measure could be passed during this session. 

"I am a great believer that if we train procurement officials properly and give them the necessary tools, the federal government can save billions," Davis said. "Waste and fraud are not put in a neat, tight package. We waste tremendous amounts of money because we allow the [procurement] process to drive the outcome. Share in savings reverses that."  "I think this is a great way to save money and the leadership does, too," he added.  Karen Evans, e-government and information technology administrator for the White House Office of Management and Budget, said share-in-savings acquisitions offer federal agencies an opportunity to "really make a difference" and deploy programs they otherwise would not budget. "We all should be looking for opportunities to use this acquisition tool," she added.  Evans said her earlier experiments with performance-based contracting at the Energy Department were very positive. "When you really hold people accountable, the bottom line is that everybody benefits," she said. 
Lawmakers want Pentagon included in diploma mill probe 

Two senior lawmakers asked the General Accounting Office on Thursday to extend its investigation of fake educational degrees to include Pentagon employees.  Senate Governmental Affairs Committee Chairman Susan Collins, R-Maine, and House Government Reform Chairman Tom Davis, R-Va., asked GAO to broaden an investigation of federal departments that began last July.  The probe began after Linda Callahan, a senior director in the Homeland Security Department's chief information officer's office, was put on paid leave over allegations that she had received her degrees from an organization in Wyoming that essentially sold diplomas and required little or no work. Homeland Security Department officials did not respond to inquiries on Thursday.  

"We agreed that the GAO's initial investigation would focus on the Departments of Homeland Security, Health and Human Services, Energy, Transportation, Education, Veterans Affairs, the Office of Personnel Management and the Small Business Administration," Collins and Davis wrote in a letter to the GAO. "We are now asking the GAO to examine diploma mill degree use and reimbursement at the Department of Defense in order to get a more complete picture of the extent of the problem."  

"In the long run, this GAO investigation will ensure that our tax dollars are spent wisely, and will help employees advance their careers - legitimately," Collins said in a release.  In a letter sent last week, Collins asked Education Secretary Rod Paige to develop a comprehensive list of accredited institutions that would eliminate doubt about the legitimacy of certain degrees.  "We continue to be very concerned about federal employees buying bogus degrees," Davis said. "Weeding out employees with bogus credentials--whether or not they resulted in an actual promotion--will boost morale and rectify a terrible breach of trust."
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