Today there are 8 newsclips related to higher education.

Large projects mean big risks (Federal Times)

By KAREN ROBB 4/19/2004

Large information technology projects are risky - their technical complexity and sheer size make them exceedingly difficult to manage. Yet, agencies sometimes find themselves forced to take those risks.  The Energy Department, for example, needs to calculate the effects of nuclear explosions. The Federal Aviation Administration needs to track flying aircraft better. And many agencies need to consolidate diverse systems so they can share important data.  In fact, the top 25 projects that civilian agencies plan for 2005 will consume 10 percent of the $32 billion requested for all 4,000 or so IT projects planned. The government plans to spend another $30 billion or so in 2005 for other IT purchases not connected with specific projects, such as office automation software.  “Agencies have gotten better at taking the modular approach to buying IT, but sometimes they must build large projects to meet their missions,” said David Powner, director of IT management issues at the General Accounting Office.

First-of-its-kind challenge For instance, part of the Energy Department’s mission is to ensure the integrity of the nation’s nuclear stockpile. To do that, Energy’s scientists must simulate nuclear explosions and that takes a lot of computing power. The department asked for $590 million in 2005 to build and maintain eight supercomputers to do this.   The most challenging to build is the supercomputer BlueGene/L, which will have the computing power of 60,000 desktops and be the fastest computer in the world when it is completed in 2005.  The most daunting challenge seemed at first to be making such a large computer work, but funding and contracting issues proved more problematic, said Mark Seager, assistant department head for advanced technology at Energy’s Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory in California.  Technical issues involved writing software code to link the 65,000 pairs of central processing units at the heart of BlueGene and then divide the computer’s workload into 65,000 pieces of the same size. “If just one part takes 10 percent longer than the rest, the whole machine slows down to a crawl,” Seager said. 

Writing the software was easier than expected. It is 80 percent complete, and a test in November shows the computer is distributing the workload as it should.  Securing funding and finding the right contractor was more difficult. The first hurdle was convincing Energy’s scientists that they needed a computer as big and as fast as BlueGene, said Seager. “The cost of the research and development to show that the project was feasible was only $8.5 million, but we had to show them how useful it would be to them before they would sign off on the research money.”   The next problem was to find a company willing to take on the project. “Machines like this have never been built before so vendors have no idea what it will cost to meet our requirements. They are a little reluctant to sign on for something so open-ended,” Seager said.  So Energy split the contract in two before awarding it to IBM Corp. of Armonk, N.Y. The first part paid for the research to show the project would work and what it would cost to build. The next task was to find a division within IBM to build the unique machine. IMB’s Engineering and Technology Services unit in Rochester, Minn., agreed to take on the project, but there were still challenges to overcome.  “They build a lot of machines for things like payroll, but they are used to designing one machine then building it many times,” Seager said. “The fact we were building this machine just once takes a different mindset so we had to work out some cultural issues.”  Paying for results

On another large project, the Education Department asked its contractor to take a new approach to consolidate four computer systems that manage student loans into one, said Sue Szabo, general manager of borrow services at Education’s Office of Federal Student Aid.  Instead of paying its contractor by how many hours it puts in, the number of lines of code it writes or how many machines it installs, Education will pay Dallas-based Affiliated Computer Services Inc. (ACS) according to the results it delivers, Szabo said. “Contractors are used to living in a world of outputs and deliverables. It is a new experience for them to be paid according to their performance,” Szabo said.  The point of the project is to make it easier for the 8 million people who have borrowed money from Education to get customer service. Now a borrower has to call one number to talk about the status of his or her loan, another number to consolidate loans, a third if the loan is in default, and yet a fourth to cancel a loan because the borrower has become disabled. By consolidating those functions, borrowers will be able to get what they need in one phone call. 

The contractor also will have to merge four IT systems into one master database. While building the database is not technically difficult, moving records from four old databases is a complicated project that can easily fall behind schedule or cost more than expected. “Because the contract is performance based, ACS has the financial burden if the project falls behind,” Szabo said.

But if something goes wrong, Education and the borrowers will also suffer, so Education is using careful project management and incentives to make sure everything stays on track.  Sharing the risks A Homeland Security Department project to track foreign visitors’ comings and goings will call upon its contractor to shoulder some of the $7 billion project’s risk. The contract for the U.S. Visitor and Immigrant Status Indicator Technology (US-VISIT) project will be awarded next month. And the first phase is due in December. One bidder is already doing much of the planning necessary to make that deadline.  “The biggest risk is the aggressive schedule,” said Eric Stange, managing partner for Defense and Homeland Security at Accenture Ltd. of Hamilton, Bermuda, which bid on the contract. “We are already working on the design so we can get a flying start if we get the contract.” 

Accenture also is putting together a project management team trained to handle high-risk projects, Stange said.  GAO’s Powner said transferring some risk to the contractor is smart management but doesn’t guarantee success. Agencies have to have good project management processes to ensure the project meets its schedule and performs as expected, he said.  “What we see is that agencies are still not using good project management in a routine way for small projects, so when they have large ones they don’t have the right processes in place,” Powner said. “They end up managing ad hoc and that is how things go wrong.”

Staying on track FAA is relying on good project management to make sure its $970 million En Route Automation Modernization (ERAM) is completed on time and on budget, said Charles Keegan, who is overseeing the project.  FAA is applying a project management method called earned value management, which involves calculating how much money and time is spent versus what is accomplished as a way to track a project’s progress.  “ERAM involves writing very complex software,” said Keegan, who is vice president for en route and oceanic operations at FAA. “If one thing goes wrong, the whole project can fall off track. With earned value management, the contractor gives me the data I need to see that everything is still on track.”  Keegan also required that his senior managers get certificates in project management. “They are all seasoned managers, but getting a certificate serves as a refresher and makes sure they are all using the same vocabulary,” he said.  Powner said agencies’ strategies of moving risk to the contractor and improving their own project management skills are steps in the right direction. But agencies still have a long way to go before they can make sure the billions that they are investing will deliver the results they want. “Agencies have gotten better at upfront planning, but we still do not see agencies applying the same rigor to their projects’ entire life cycle,” Powner said. “Until they go back and measure whether a finished project delivered the results originally promised, we just don’t know if they got their money’s worth.”

House Republicans Target Lenders' Profits On Student Loans 
The New York Times (4/27, Winter) reports, "House Republicans say they will propose legislation requiring lenders that handle student loans to hand over excessive profits to the government, part of what they describe as an overhaul of the nation's financial aid system aimed at redirecting billions of dollars. Under current law, banks, colleges and others that lend money to students are guaranteed steady income through the federal loan programs. Whenever student interest rates, which are set annually, run below market rates, the federal government makes up the difference, paying lenders a subsidy to maintain their profit margins." But "when the reverse is true and students pay more than the market rate, lenders keep any additional profit. House Republicans say that the formula is unfair and that it provides excessive subsidies to lenders. Instead, they say, the extra money should be returned to the federal government and put toward programs that make college more affordable for low- and middle-income students." The Times adds, "The proposal, which could come as early as this week from John A. Boehner of Ohio, the chairman of the House Education Committee, and other committee members, would also close what Republicans describe as loopholes that let companies collect unusually high government subsidies. These rules allow companies to earn as much as 9.5 percent on certain loans, almost three times the standard rate on federal Stafford loans, a common loan program, and cost taxpayers millions each year, Republicans say." 

Bush Speaks To Community Colleges Meeting In Minneapolis 
The St. Paul Pioneer Press (4/27, Ragsdale, Salisbury) reports, "President Bush made a four-hour policy and fund-raising visit to the Twin Cities Monday morning, talking up community colleges and technology to a group of educators and raising an estimated $1 million at the home of an Edina developer. The trip was a typical presidential two-fer, combining official business with politics, which means taxpayers will bear some of the costs of the visit. Bush was upbeat in his official remarks, which focused on the importance of the nation's community colleges and the need for technological innovation. 'I see the community college system as such a hopeful place,' Bush told the American Association of Community Colleges, which is having its annual convention at the Minneapolis Convention Center. 'It's a place where people can gain skills necessary to become employable. ... The community college system is accessible, affordable and flexible.'" But "community college officials attending the event said the President's speech contained no new proposals for increased funding. The president repeated his call for $250 million to fund partnerships between schools and employers in high-demand job sectors. 'We liked what we heard, but the proof will be in the details,' said Jim Louma, chairman of the board of Minnesota State Colleges and Universities." Still "Bush's speech drew high marks for its emphasis on the role community colleges play in the economy." This story was carried as a Knight Ridder wire story on the websites of the 
The Minneapolis Star Tribune (4/27, Schmickle, Smetanka) reports, "In a four-hour visit to Minnesota on Monday, President Bush mixed politics and policy -- first outlining technology initiatives in a speech for community college leaders and then boosting Republican Party campaign coffers by $1 million at a private gathering in Edina." Bush "praised community colleges as 'a hopeful place, a place where people can gain the skills to become employable, a place where people can gain the skills necessary to realize their dreams.' He said their affordability and flexibility make them key players in his administration's plans to improve the economy. The $250 million he pledged in his State of the Union address to help community colleges form worker training programs in partnership with local businesses 'is a practical way to make sure the skills set matches the jobs of the 21st century,' he said, adding that it would help train an additional 100,000 workers a year. That got applause from the educators in the audience. But it is still unclear how the program would be funded." Still "community college officials said they were thrilled that the president is drawing attention to their schools, who often feel like the poor sisters to more glamorous private colleges and research universities." 
Bush Initiative Aims To Bolster Ties Between Community College, Businesses 
The AP (4/27, Grant) reports that about 2,000 attendees "at the American Association of Community Colleges annual convention Monday listened to President Bush's vision of the future for community colleges and how they'll interact with the business community. The initiative Bush first mentioned in his State of the Union address would put $250 million toward strengthening ties between community colleges and employers. The result, Bush said, is that community colleges would produce graduates with skills in greater demand by area employers." He "estimated that if the so-called Jobs for the 21st Century Initiative was administered correctly, an additional 100,000 people could receive job training through it. That would be a stark contrast to the federal Workforce Investment Act (WIA), which receives about $4 billion annually. Although 16 million people receive various services through it, only about 200,000 people completed formal training through the act's programs last year, Bush said. 'We can do a better job with the money we spend. We need to give states more flexibility,' the president said. ... 'If you're inflexible in a system, it means you miss opportunities.' He said a strict cap should be put on overhead costs with the proposed plan." (This story appeared on the websites of the Boston Globe, Worcester Telegram, Duluth News Tribune, St. Paul Pioneer Press, Grand Forks Herald, Providence Journal and the Fargo Forum.) 
Fed Ruling Will Allow College Students To Request Academic Transcripts Online 
The Daily Northwestern (4/26, Stock) reported, "A new interpretation of a federal privacy law will allow college students nationwide to request academic transcripts online rather than in writing -- which university officials said will simplify graduate school and job applications. The U.S. Department of Education announced Wednesday that according to the law -- known as the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act -- schools have the option of allowing students to use electronic signatures to access and release private information, including transcript requests." The Daily Northwestern added, "Barmak Nassirian, associate executive director of the American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers, said the Department of Education's decision is the proper response to the increased popularity of electronic transactions. 'We can bring the type of service quality that is now possible through technology to students,' Nassirian said. 'That's a good thing because students are a tech-savvy crowd, and they generally don't take to old-fashioned transaction methods. We want to be able to respond to those types of expectations and now we can.'" 

Colleges Provide Incentives To Keep Students On Four-Year Graduation Path 
The Christian Science Monitor (4/27, Waldman) reports, "The number of college students who now take more than the standard four years to graduate has been steadily climbing. ... Only 35 percent of bachelor's degree recipients in 2000 completed their degrees in four years, compared with 39 percent in 1993, according to the US Department of Education's National Center for Education Statistics." The Monitor notes, "For many colleges, the students who extend their stay cause only problems. For one thing, lingering students take up spaces that could otherwise go to new first-years. David Colburn, provost at the University of Florida, says the school receives 25,000 applications for 6,700 seats in the freshman class. The school is now striving to increase its four-year graduation rate from 52 percent to 75 percent in an effort to free up more of those coveted freshman seats." The Monitor adds, "Strained budgets are also a big factor for many public universities. The longer students stay, the bigger the bill footed by taxpayers." Michigan State "is considering moving to a flat-rate tuition, in which students would pay for five classes a semester no matter how many they actually take. The idea? To encourage students to take more classes a semester to stay on a four-year track." But "universities in the South and Southwest, regions in which population is growing, have been most active in devising ways to get students out in four years, says Sally Stroup, assistant secretary of the US Department of Education's Office of Post-Secondary Education. Texas lawmakers put into place a plan to forgive the loans of some students who graduate in four years. And in Florida, lawmakers are considering a punitive approach: charging out-of-state tuition to students who take classes beyond what is required. 'There are more and more innovations in states that see an enrollment crunch,' says Ms. Stroup" 
Colorado Governor Vetoes Proposed College Tuition Increase KMGH-TV Denver (4/27) is running an AP story on its website reporting, "Gov. Bill Owens vetoed an 8 percent increase in state college tuition on Monday, saying it would be an unreasonable burden on students. ... Owens said schools and the state higher education commission should prepare a 'reasonable and fair' tuition plan if the Legislature approves his plan to give taxpayer money directly to college students attending public and some private schools. Owens has not said how large an increase he would accept, spokesman Dan Hopkins said. He vetoed a 10 percent increase last year, later approving a 6 percent raise." 
Colorado Lawmakers Consider Shifting College Funding From Schools To Students 
The Rocky Mountain News (4/27, Lowe) reports, "With eight days remaining in the legislative session, House lawmakers scrambled Monday to come up with a plan to fix the funding crisis at the state's colleges and universities. Even as the House gave initial passage to a bill that dramatically changes the way the state would fund higher education, a Boulder legislator introduced a bill that she called an 'antidote' to the one passed Monday. On Monday morning, the House gave first-round approval to Senate Bill 189, which would move state funding from the schools to the students. The bill, which faces an uncertain final vote in the House today, would allow students at public colleges to receive a voucher, or stipend, worth $2,400 a year, while private college students would receive one worth $1,200." 
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