Today there are 10 news articles for your review:

Education’s student aid office serves as e-gov model
05/27/04

By Jason Miller, GCN Staff

PHILADELPHIA-In 1998, Congress mandated that the Education Department’s Federal Student Aid Office change the way it does business by focusing on metrics and results.  In a short six years, the office, which administers more than $60 billion in student loan programs to 13 million applicants annually, now is seen as a shining example of what the Office of Management and Budget hopes to accomplish with its e-government initiatives.  The office used Web and e-government technologies to put information and applications online, and personalize the college search, admissions and aid processes to make the entire procedure much less painful.  Terri Shaw, the office’s chief operating officer, said yesterday that two examples of how the office has become a performance-based organization are the online application for federal student aid and the Student Aid Web site.  “We now are organized around the customer instead of programs,” Shaw said at the 24th annual Management of Change conference sponsored by the American Council for Technology. “We transformed the aid process from paper to electronic and implemented e-business solutions for schools and our financial partners.”  Shaw said 78 percent of students applied for financial aid using the online application last year. By using the site, students didn’t have fill out an application with 100 data elements by hand.  “Seventy-eight percent is a clear indicator that we are hitting the mark,” she said. “Students will find out if they are eligible for aid in a day and they can update their information online, as well.”  The Student Aid Web site integrated information from multiple places about the lifecycle of the student’s college experience from choosing a university to paying back student loans.  The portal, which the office launched in October, lets students customize folders to hold their research. It lets students search colleges by name or by certain criteria like geography or size and apply to those colleges online. The site includes a financial aid wizard to let students compare the costs of their choices side-by-side.  “We’ve simplified systems, integrated applications and reduced processing time from days to hours,” Shaw said.  She added that the office awarded a contract to Affiliated Computer Services Inc. of Dallas in November to integrate up to four back-end systems. The potential 10-year contract could save the office $1 billion through cost avoidance.  The office also is competing work between Accenture Ltd. and Pearson Government Solutions Inc. of Arlington, Va., to better integrate its front-end delivery systems. The competition is in a second stage and  Shaw said the award is expected in the fall.  
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College Loans Now Open To Refinancing. The AP  (5/27, Powell) reports, "Students graduating from college this year can 'consolidate' their federally backed Stafford loans at rates as low as 2.875 percent if they do so in the next six months. Graduates beyond the six-month grace period can consolidate at 3.375 percent, while parents holding PLUS loans under the Parent Loans for Undergraduate Students program can refinance at 4.25 percent. The rates are the lowest in 35 years, according to the U.S. Department of Education." The AP adds that "the Department of Education estimates some 7 million students and their parents get federally backed loans each year totaling some $50 billion. Many also take out private loans." This story appeared on the websites of the Boston Globe, Columbia (SC) State, Fort Worth Star Telegram, Duluth News Tribune, Myrtle Beach Sun News, Charlotte Observer, San Luis Obispo Tribune, Akron Beacon Journal, Kansas City Star, Tallahassee Democrat, Monterey County Herald, Miami Herald, Kentucky Post, Fort Wayne News Sentinel, Worcester Telegram, Atlanta Journal Constitution, Springfield (OH) News Sun, Lakeland Ledger, Times Daily and the Ocala Star-Banner. 
The Wall Street Journal  (5/27, Whitehouse, D2) reports, "People with student loans face a rare combination of factors that are making loan consolidation a more attractive proposition than ever." And "There's a growing consensus that interest rates will start to climb higher over the next few years as the Federal Reserve seeks to slow down the flow of money, and that will increase the cost of consolidation in coming years." 

A Bit of Good News for Student Borrowers 
By Michelle Singletary

Thursday, May 27, 2004; Page E03 

If you've just left college with a degree and a considerable amount of debt, here's some financial news that may take some of the sting out of having to repay thousands of dollars in education loans. The interest rate on federally guaranteed student loans will drop to 3.37 percent effective July 1. That's the lowest rate in nearly 35 years, according to the U.S. Department of Education. 

For borrowers with Stafford loans issued since July 1998, the new interest rate will be down from the current 3.42 percent, set last year. The Parent Loan for Undergraduate Students (PLUS) rate has been set at 4.17 percent, down from 4.22 percent. 

The news gets even better for students who are still in school, have deferred paying their loans or are within their grace period, meaning the six months following graduation. Their interest rate will fall to 2.77 percent, from 2.82 percent. There are different rates for people currently paying their loans and those who aren't in repayment to reflect the amount of administrative work a lender has to do. Federal student loan interest rates are variable and change every July 1. Rates are calculated according to a statutory formula, which changes depending on the payment status of the borrower. Since the rates change automatically, you don't have to do anything to benefit from the rate drop. Your monthly payments will simply decrease. However, borrowers do have the option to lock in a fixed interest rate by consolidating all their various student loans into one loan. Consolidation rates are also at historic lows, some at 3.375 percent, down from 3.5 percent a year ago. Consolidating during the six months after graduation -- the grace period -- can bring even lower rates, down to 2.875 percent. The fixed interest rate for a consolidation loan is determined by taking the weighted average of the interest rates of all the original federal student loans, rounded up to the nearest eighth of a percentage point. So when you consolidate, keep in mind that loans with higher interest rates than your Stafford loans could edge up the fixed rate you get. Consolidation also allows you to stretch your repayment period from the standard 10 years to as long as 30 years, depending on your debt amount.  "If you can consolidate during your grace period, you can save thousands of dollars," said Mark Brenner, executive vice president for College Loan Corp., a San Diego-based student loan provider.  A graduate who locks in at the new rate of 3.375 percent will save more than $2,700 on a $20,000 loan repaid over 10 years, based on historical averages, Brenner said. Consolidate your loans within your grace period, which would give you an even lower rate, and you could save an additional $556 on the same amount and time period.  Parents who borrow through the federal PLUS program may also be eligible to consolidate and lock in low rates. The consolidation rate for PLUS loans will remain 4.25 percent, the same as last year.  If you have already submitted your paperwork to consolidate your loans, call your lender right away and ask if the processing can be delayed until July 1. Many lenders will oblige. In fact, some will automatically hold completed consolidation loan applications if borrowers will benefit from the lower interest rate. If you have a huge amount of loans, I suggest you consolidate. That's because Congress is considering legislation that would eliminate the option to consolidate at a fixed rate. Some legislators want the student loan rate to always be variable.  I think it's a bad move, but there's a lot of support for this proposal. For more information on whether you are eligible to consolidate your student loans, contact the Federal Direct Consolidation Loans Information Center at 800-557-7392 or www.loanconsolidation.ed.gov.  If you consolidated last year or the year before because of fears that rates might rise, don't be mad.  "Borrowers who consolidated already or in the last two years shouldn't be kicking themselves," Brenner said.  And what can you do if you consolidated your student loans when interest rates were much higher?  Sorry. Just keep paying that bill, because you can't take advantage of the new low consolidation rates. Federal law allows you to consolidate only once, unless you take out a new student loan and it was not included in the original consolidation.  Are you steaming about that?  Well, don't just vent your frustration to me. Contact your members of Congress. They are debating changes to the Higher Education Act, which governs the federal consolidation program.  

For those of you just out of school, get busy reading your loan documents or calling lenders to figure out the best way to repay your loans. 

Editorials Differ On Student Loan Rates. The Cincinnati Enquirer  (5/28) editorializes that "instead of another round of tuition increases, this week students can celebrate an all-time low in federal student loan rates. This is extremely good news considering that the typical student leaves college with $18,000 in federal-loan debt, which figures out to $24,000 with interest. And typically that's in addition to thousands racked up in credit card debt and private loans." However, "lower loan rates, though good news for students, will not solve - or hide - accelerating college costs or excessive student debt. States and local governments must contribute more to the costs of higher education. A well-educated workforce is essential to a healthy economy." 
The Battle Creek Enquirer (5/28) editorializes "Congress moves to reauthorize the federal Higher Education Act, one of the changes being considered is to move the program for consolidating student loans to a variable interest rate, rather than the current fixed-rate approach. We think it's a bad idea." And "the reason for the possible change is admirable: Moving more of the loan burden to the borrower will free up more federal dollars to provide loans to incoming college students. But we're concerned that students who have taken on sometimes considerable debt to complete their college education may find themselves facing rising interest rates that make their loan repayments impossible for them to meet." 

Schwarzenegger Proposes Cuts In Private College Tuition Aid. Record-Searchlight  (5/27, Rogers) reports, "James Grant says it's like Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger has kicked him in the shins. Grant, the president of Redding's Simpson College, is talking about Schwarzenegger's proposed cuts to the college tuition grant program Cal Grants, used for private and independent universities -- a program designed to help California students pay for college." Grant argues that this "will close the doors to many students who otherwise might have been able to attend college, and cool the local economy." And "the Association of Independent California Colleges and Universities in Sacramento is lobbying the Legislature to stand firm and not endorse Schwarzenegger's proposed cuts. President Jonathan Brown worries that lower- and working-class families will be affected the worst." 
Indiana Tuition Program Will Continue. The Muncie Star Press (5/28, Boyd) reports, "The 21st Century Scholars covers 100 percent tuition for qualified students who enroll in grade seven or eight and pledge to remain drug and alcohol free, maintain at least a C average, graduate from high school and attend an Indiana college." And that "the program is funded using Federal Gear Up money and state appropriations." Local assistant coordinator of the program Alisa "Davis doesn't foresee funding drying up, especially since middle school students are constantly enrolling in the program." 

Report Chronicles Graduation Rate Gap At Four Year Colleges. The Chronicle of Higher Education  (5/27, Burd) reports, "Colleges are allowing too many financially needy and minority students to fall through the cracks, according to a report released on Wednesday by the Education Trust, a nonprofit research and advocacy organization. The report, 'A Matter of Degrees: Improving Graduation Rates in Four-Year Colleges and Universities,' says that less than half of all full-time black students and less than half of all full-time Hispanic students who attend four-year colleges graduate within six years. The rates for students from low-income families are only slightly better. The report is based on a study of newly available data from the U.S. Department of Education that break down college-graduation rates by students' gender, race, and ethnicity. Based on his analysis of those data, the report's author, Kevin Carey, says that at the average four-year college, there is a gap in the graduation rates between white and black students of more than 10 percentage points." 

Low College Graduation Rates Arise From Lack Of Effort By Schools. Education Daily (5/27, Cardman) reports, "In a report issued yesterday, the Education Trust analyzed that data and controlled for different factors that might influence graduation rates, including students' SAT and ACT scores, institutional mission, financial resources, degree programs, size and location. The researchers found that even among colleges with otherwise similar profiles, graduation rates still varied significantly-suggesting that the differences were more a matter of schools' efforts than of students' lack thereof. " And "it's not possible with current information to explain why some institutions outperformed others, but The Education Trust and the National Association of System Heads (a group of the CEOs of the nation's 52 public higher education systems) are planning to collect data on the issue." 

Drop General Schedule system by 2009, report says 
By David McGlinchey
dmcglinchey@govexec.com  

The federal government should convert its entire personnel structure to a "pay band" system within five years, the National Academy of Public Administration concludes in a new report. Citing the example of private personnel systems, the study  calls on federal officials to move away from the existing 15-level General Schedule, the government's white-collar pay system. The pay band system would provide "a well-established framework for salary systems," the report said.  "The federal government's General Schedule salary system no longer meets federal agency needs and should be replaced," the report stated. "In the private sector, entitlement cultures and across-the-board salary increases are dead. There are no guaranteed salary increases."   Federal officials are implementing personnel systems in the Defense and the Homeland Security departments. Those systems include a number of reforms -- including pay banding and performance-based pay -- that are designed to produce a more agile civilian workforce.  Later this year, DHS officials plan to begin replacing the 55-year-old General Schedule system with 10 to 15 occupational pay clusters centered around similar jobs and salaries with additional adjustments for cost of living. The clusters will include four pay bands: entry level or development, full-performance level, senior expert, and first-level supervisor. The senior expert pay band is designed for experts who deserve promotions but should not be moved into management. The system would include separate clusters for more senior managers.  According to the NAPA report, pay banding will support other human capital efforts, including performance pay initiatives and recruitment and retention goals. The report also said agencies should create positions to support managers.  NAPA called on the Office of Personnel Management to collect and analyze labor market information to support the pay banding system.  "The occupation pay bands would be aligned with the GS grades, but be adjusted over time to reflect market pay trends for specialists in the occupations," the report said.  A number of federal workers unions and lawmakers have expressed concern over pay banding systems. The NAPA report acknowledged that "the switch from the GS to any new salary system will be followed by a period of anxiety and apprehension that is largely unrelated to system design."  A 2002 OPM white paper  advocated reforming the GS system. The report argued that the General Schedule pays people based on job descriptions that were appropriate for a workforce of clerks in 1949, but not for today's workforce of highly skilled professionals in a wide range of fields. 

FEDS NEED TO KNOW WHETHER FLSA APPLIES TO THEM
Scott Richards, FPMI Solutions' program manager with 28 years of experience in human resources management in the federal government, emphasized the importance of managers and supervisors knowing whether employees are classified as exempt or non-exempt under the Fair Labor Standards Act, especially as new rules are implemented.  Richards spoke at FPMI Solutions' Huntsville FedForum - held in FPMI's headquarters office - on the FLSA.  "You are responsible as a manager to know exactly who in your organization is covered and not covered," Richards said. "Managers determine the duties, but the actual classification goes to the classifiers." The presumption of the FLSA is that everybody is covered, Richards said. In order to classify an employee as exempt, some kind of affirmative action must take place to show that the employee is not covered by the law.

Some types of employees that can be exempt include:

* Executives

* Administrative

* Professional (excluding sales)

New rules to the FLSA will become effective Aug. 23 and Richards reemphasized the need for every single person to know whether they are classified as exempt or non-exempt.  Under the new rules of the FLSA, workers making less than $23,660

automatically will get overtime pay. The administration estimates that new rule will give overtime protection to an additional 1.3 million workers and clarify overtime eligibility for an additional 5.4 million. 

Here is the link to all of today's news articles on connectED:

http://www.bulletinnews.com/education/
