WSJ mentions in-school consolidation
"Students still in school can also consolidate if they're in the William D. Ford Direct Student Loan Program.  Not all schools are part of the Direct Student Loan Program, however.  For a list of schools in the programs, go to http://www.ed.gov/."

COLLEGE PLANNING

Timing Is Prime To Consolidate Student Loans

By KAJA WHITEHOUSE, DOW JONES NEWSWIRES; May 27, 2004; Page D2

NEW YORK -- People with student loans face a rare combination of factors that are making loan consolidation a more attractive proposition than ever.  Student-loan consolidation allows students who have graduated -- and even some who are still in school -- to roll their school loans into a single, and lower, monthly payment. It's a common move for recent graduates seeking to reduce their expenses. But this year, additional considerations may make consolidation beneficial to anyone with student loans, including enrolled students and people who graduated years ago but never consolidated.  This July, rates on certain student loans, such as the popular Stafford loan, will drop to their lowest levels since the Federal Consolidation Loan Program was enacted in 1986. Those who consolidate will be able to lock in these low rates for the life of their loans. Secondly, there is an effort on Capital Hill to change the structure of the Federal Consolidation Loan Program to favor a variable, or fluctuating, rate in lieu of fixed rates. With a variable rate of interest, the borrower saves when rates are low, but pays more when rates rise.  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.  If you're looking to consolidate, you will need to do some homework on whether consolidation is right for you. The majority of people, especially recent graduates, will find consolidation works to their advantage. But there are always exceptions:  Perkins loans, for example, are better left alone for people who plan to enter certain jobs such as teaching or the Peace Corps.  The first step is to find out what kind of loans you have. You benefit most from consolidation when you have loans with variable interest rates. Most student loans are tied to variable rates, but some, like the Perkins loans, aren't.  You can still lower your fixed-rate loans by combining them with variable-rate loans, but you should have a variable-rate loan in the mix.  Let's take the Stafford loan as an example, because it is so common among student borrowers, and rates for Stafford loans are so low. In the 2002-03 school year, more than 8.9 million students had Stafford loans, compared with the 707,000 students with Perkins loans and the 559,000 people with so-called Plus loans.  If you have a Stafford loan issued on or after 1998 and you're out of your grace period, then the rate you pay each month will drop to 3.37% starting July 1, down from a current rate of 3.42%. Rates for Stafford loans are determined by a Treasury bill auction set in May; for 2004-05, that rate was set Monday.  If you choose to consolidate your Stafford loans after July 1, you will pay a slightly higher rate than 3.37% because consolidated loans take a rate that is rounded up to the nearest one-eighth of a percent. In this case, that means you would pay 3.375% on a consolidated Stafford loan compared with the 3.37% you would pay without consolidating, according to data from Sallie Mae, a provider of education funding in Reston, VA.  But with consolidation, you also will lock in that historically low rate for the life of the loan. This is increasingly important in an environment of potentially higher interest rates. If you choose not to consolidate this year, you risk watching your loan rate rise above what you would have paid had you consolidated.  The savings become even more noticeable for recent graduates. That's because those who consolidate while they're in their grace period -- usually the six months after graduation -- can shave an additional 0.6 percentage point off the consolidated rate.  That's an additional 0.6 percentage point in savings every month for no other reason than that you're fresh out of school. For people with Stafford loans, that means you stand to lock in a rate of 2.875%, according to Sallie Mae.  Students still in school can also consolidate if they're in the William D. Ford Direct Student Loan Program.  Not all schools are part of the Direct Student Loan Program, however.  For a list of schools in the programs, go to http://www.ed.gov/.

Also, be careful not to consolidate loans that can be forgiven, which means you won't have to pay them back. Certain disabilities and professions can qualify for forgiveness. But if you consolidate those loans, you may lose this chance. For a list of reasons you might see a loan forgiven, go to http://studentaid.ed.gov/.  When looking to consolidate, also consider that you could be paying significantly more in interest over the life of the loan. Consolidation basically extends the life of the loan, which has two effects:  It drastically lowers your monthly payments, but it can also double the cost of the interest.

E-signatures navigate troubled waters - Federal Computer Week
Technology hampered by lack of standards

	By Florence Olsen  May 31, 2004
	


Electronic signatures have often been touted as a cornerstone of e-government, providing the legal underpinnings needed to do away with paper and move transactions online.  So far, however, e-signatures have failed to deliver on their promise. Although many agencies have launched initiatives, they have been hindered by a number of obstacles, including competing e-signature standards and a lack of interest and understanding by citizens.  Federal agencies that have jumped on the e-government bandwagon have contrived a variety of ways for getting signatures on electronic forms. For instance, the Education Department and the Internal Revenue Service have been using e-signatures for several years, each following its own distinctive processes.  Neither agency, though, is doing anything like the Social Security Administration. SSA officials plan to automate their benefits claims-processing procedures by next year, and they refuse to be held back by old-fashioned "wet signatures." That effort, like many others, has been complicated by the agency's large constituency and many citizens' limited access to and skill with computers.  So, SSA officials are offering a different option: an e-signature proxy. Rather than applying for an e-signature, which typically involves setting up a personal identification number, citizens will be able to call or visit their local SSA offices. Agency representatives will attest to the applicants' intentions and apply the e-signatures for them.  On May 4, SSA's commissioner, Jo Anne Barnhart, announced a new ruling that expands the agency's use of attestation as an alternative to both traditional and witnessed signatures. The ruling authorizes employees to attest electronically to a citizen's decision to apply for benefits under any of the agency's entitlement programs.  The agency already lets citizens use a signature proxy when they apply for benefits on SSA's Web site. They can sign their applications by clicking a Sign Now button, which is another type of signature proxy, agency officials said.  To support signature proxies based on electronic attestation, agency officials have started making software changes in benefits applications, SSA spokeswoman Carolyn Cheezum said. Those changes will be completed by June 21. Agency officials also are preparing written instructions and a training video for all field office employees.  "As with any new process," Cheezum said, "SSA expects, in the short term, to experience a learning curve for both employees and the public as they become comfortable with the use of the signature proxy alternatives."  Signature proxies don't prove a person's identity, but their use will let the agency offer expanded e-government services to the public, she said.  SSA officials have concluded that for their constituents, many of whom are elderly and have disabilities, stronger forms of document and identity authentication, such as those based on public-key infrastructure technology, are unrealistic because of their complexity and cost. Officials were careful in the official notice not to claim too much for their e-signatures policy. They said SSA rulings, such as the one permitting attestation for e-signatures, lack the force of a statute.  Nevertheless, the rulings apply agencywide, and the signature ruling will affect all SSA programs, including disability, retirement and survivors insurance as well as supplemental security income.  Initially, the agency will use attestation-based e-signatures when citizens apply for benefits by phone or in person at an SSA field office. But agency officials said they might later expand their use of e-signature proxies to other agency procedures, including requests for administrative appeals when claims for Social Security benefits are denied.  The new ruling is expected to contribute significantly to reducing the agency's traditional paper-handling, shipping and storage costs, Cheezum said. Using attestation in lieu of handwritten signatures will let SSA do away with storing signed paper applications. Only in exceptional instances willpaper applications be kept on file.  When citizens want to sign a completed paper application, SSA employees will tell them the agency no longer keeps paper applications but that they can keep the signed application for their own records.  Like SSA, officials at Education and the IRS have devised procedures for citizens to sign documents electronically. "It's been the case for a long time that there are many different approaches," said Ari Schwartz, associate director of the Center for Democracy and Technology.  The same is true in the states and in the private sector, where few standards for digital signature technology exist. "It's not even clear there is a marketplace here," Schwartz said.  More than three years after the enactment of the Electronic Signatures in Global and National Commerce Act, Education has more than 3 million electronically signed loan documents, said Neil Sattler, manager of e-commerce services in the Office of Federal Student Aid. Department officials issue electronic identity credentials called federal student aid PINs, or FSA PINs. The credentials are derived from information college students submit when they apply for federal financial aid.  From each application, the agency extracts certain pieces of personal information to create an FSA PIN. Students are directed to a secure Web site where they enter personal information to identify themselves and are then assigned a PIN.  Using that PIN as part of an e-signature process, students can gain access to certain agency systems and can electronically sign applications for student aid, promissory notes and loan consolidation, for example.  In the future, Sattler said, the agency might be able to accept the electronic identity credentials that banks and other e-commerce businesses are creating, but for now he is satisfied with Education's approach to e-signatures. "We are a credential provider, and the PIN is adequate for our business purposes today," he said.  The IRS also uses a combined PIN- and knowledge-based approach to e-signatures for taxpayers who file their returns electronically. The agency's self-select PIN method allows taxpayers to create their own e-signatures using any combination of five numbers, except all zeros. Tax software guides them through a process that eliminates the need for taxpayers to submit Form 8453, the U.S. Individual Income Tax Declaration for an IRS e-file Return. For verification, the IRS asks e-filers for their dates of birth and adjusted gross income from the previous year's tax returns.  Although helpful, SSA's use of e-signatures is insufficient for verifying that people are who they claim to be. For that, Cheezum said, citizens must provide several pieces of personal information, including an original or certified copy of a birth certificate, which SSA employees can use to compare with information in the agency's databases. But she said SSA will use internal databases and e-signature proxies to move as quickly as possible toward the goal of replacing paper folders with electronic ones so all aspects of processing Social Security benefits can be conducted online. "The creation and retention of paper folders has become a huge burden to SSA," Cheezum said. "Signature proxy is a critical step toward eliminating that burden."

College Lobbyists To Oppose Higher Education Act Renewal. The Chronicle of Higher Education  (6/2, Burd) reports, "College lobbyists have warned the Republican leaders of the education committee of the U.S. House of Representatives that they will oppose legislation the lawmakers introduced last month to renew the Higher Education Act unless major changes are made in the proposal." David Ward, president of the American Council on Education, "wrote in a letter" that "while the proposed legislation (HR 4283) includes 'many positive' provisions 'that will modestly improve student access' to higher education, Mr. Ward stated, it 'falls far short of its ambitious promise to enhance college access and opportunity.' The college groups said that the legislation would not do enough to help financially needy students go to college. They also complained about provisions in the bill that they said would unnecessarily ratchet up the government's oversight of colleges." 

More 'Average' Families Taking Out College Loans. The AP  (6/2 Feller) reports, "The share of full-time college students who borrowed to pay for college expenses rose from 30 percent in 1990 to 45 percent in 2000, a federal study released Tuesday shows. College grants--which, unlike loans, do not have to be repaid _ also increased over the decade. But the grants were not enough to cover jumps in tuition and fees, which outpaced rises in inflation and family income during the period." And "the greater reliance on loans is tied in part to changes in federal law that raised loan limits and opened unsubsidized federal loans to all students, regardless of financial need. The share of poor students who borrowed stayed about the same over the decade, almost 50 percent. Yet higher participation came among the upper income range of the 'average family.'" This story appears on the websites of the Akron Beacon Journal (OH), Anchorage Daily News (AK), Atlanta Journal Constitution (GA), Biloxi Sun Herald (MS), Bradenton Herald (FL), Centre Daily Times (PA), Charlotte Observer (NC), Columbus Ledger-Enquirer (GA), Duluth News Tribune (MN), Fort Wayne Journal Gazette (IN), Fort Wayne News Sentinel (IN), Fort Worth Star Telegram (TX), Fresno Bee (CA), Grand Forks Herald (ND), Kansas City Star (MO), Wichita Eagle), Kentucky Post), Macon Telegraph (GA), Miami Herald (FL), Modesto Bee (CA), Monterey County Herald (CA), Myrtle Beach Sun News (SC), Newsday (NY), St. Paul Pioneer Press (MN), Sacramento Bee (CA), San Diego Union Tribune (CA), San Jose Mercury News (CA), San Luis Obispo Tribune (CA), Seattle Post Intelligencer (WA), Tallahassee Democrat (FL), The Ledger (FL), Columbia (SC) State (SC), Times Daily (AL), Tuscaloosa News (AL), Wilkes Barre Times-Leader (PA), Wilmington Morning Star (NC) and the Worcester Telegram (MA). 
The Washington Times (6/2, Archibald) reports, "The cost of going to college has skyrocketed in the past decade for the nation's 14.1 million undergraduate students, causing one-fourth of them to incur more than $25,000 in debt to earn a degree. Tuition, fees and housing allowances have increased about 25 percent since 1990, according to the U.S. Education Department's annual Condition of Education report for 2004, released yesterday. The data were gathered from full-time students who were financially dependent on their families." And Sally Stroup, assistant secretary for postsecondary education "said loan volume in federal student loan programs increased from $12.3 billion to $37.5 billion in the past decade." 
Study Ranks Indiana Better Than Most In Financial Aid. The AP (6/1) reports, "Indiana does better than most states in providing student financial aid, according to a new national report. The state ranked fourth in per-capita funding for student grants, said the survey by the National Association of State Student Grant and Aid Programs." The AP adds that "Indiana's maximum student-aid grant amount did not increase last year, even though tuition at most state schools rose substantially." And "Indiana distributes most of its aid based on a student's financial need. Some states prefer merit-based grants, and others provide loans, tuition waivers and state-funded work programs." 

Denver Post Praises Partnership Guaranteeing Students College Tuition. The Denver Post  (6/1) editorialized, "Hundreds of Denver Public Schools students have another incentive to crack the books: College is now within their grasp. For students at Cole and Horace Mann middle schools, college is no longer someone else's dream. They were told this spring that if they're accepted into college, they won't have to worry about the tab." The Post added, "These are examples of ordinary people making extraordinary impacts on the lives of children. Hopefully, stories like these will become more commonplace for schools struggling with funding issues, especially as Mayor John Hickenlooper's partnership with DPS evolves. Hickenlooper told students at Cole that he's received enough private support to guarantee all 400 students there a college education. Cole students have struggled on the Colorado Student Assessment Program tests, and the school will become a charter school if scores don't improve. ... Earlier this month he [Hickenlooper] stood by businessman Alex Cranberg, founder of Alliance for Choice in Education, when Cranberg told Horace Mann students that either he or the ACE Foundation will pay for their college. Cranberg, painted by some in the education establishment as a private-school voucher zealot, vowed to cover the cost of four years at Metropolitan State College." 

Families Bank on Loans to Pay for College 
By BEN FELLER

AP Education Writer

WASHINGTON (AP) -- With college expenses on the rise and grants not keeping pace, loans have turned into a financial aid of choice among families, including wealthier ones.  About half of all students from families considered lower- and middle-income took out college loans in 2000; 35 percent of students from higher income families opted to borrow.  On average, those numbers have climbed since 1990, according to an analysis released Tuesday by the National Center for Education Statistics. The share of full-time college students who borrowed to pay for college rose from 30 percent in 1990 to 45 percent in 2000.  In the study, the lowest income families made an average of $18,800 per year. The highest income families made an average of $124,600.  The greater reliance on loans is due to higher costs - from tuition to student living expenses - and changes that made it easier for students to secure loans.  The study focused only on full-time students considered financially dependent on their parents. Full-time students account for about half of four-year public school enrollment.  College grants - which, unlike loans, do not have to be repaid - also increased over the decade. But the grants were not enough to cover jumps in tuition and fees, which outpaced rises in inflation and family income during the period.  So, to make up the difference, more people relied on loans.  "Students are left with a lot of undergraduate debt, which is the price that's being paid," said Susan Choy of MPR Associates, who wrote the financial aid analysis. The average loan in 2000 ranged from $5,200 for low-income students to $7,400 for high-income students, covering different types of public and private colleges and universities.  At four-year public schools, the average loan was $5,300, up from $3,300 in 1990.  The popularity of loans is tied in part to changes in federal law that raised loan limits and opened unsubsidized federal loans to all students, regardless of financial need.  Meanwhile, the greater availability of grants has gotten lost in the public discussion about college aid, said Sandy Baum, a policy analyst for the College Board.  "The misperception that grant aid is declining can really have a chilling effect on (college) access," Baum said. "Students' expectations and aspirations are affected by what they think is out there, in terms of aid."  But, she added, it's not a good sign that the higher-income students saw the biggest jump in receiving grant aid. Some of it was merit aid based on student grades, not financial need.  After grants and loans, the net price to students for all college expenses at public four-year colleges remained the same from 1990 to 2000: $8,000. But it took more loans to make that happen, and after-college debt has become a growing concern.  The report found that, on average, students from the higher-income families had enough to pay for college, while poorer ones still paid more than their expected share under federal standards.  The hope is that financial aid will keep rising so "tuition doesn't outpace us at rates that just make it impossible for people to go to college," said Sally Stroup, assistant secretary for postsecondary education.  The college aid report is part of The Condition of Education 2004, an annual progress report on student achievement gains, dropout rates, school choice and many other measures.--

On the Net:

Education Department report: http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/2004/analysis/
HEARING ON CONTRIBUTIONS OF HBCUs TO HIGHER ED SCHEDULED FOR TUESDAY, JUNE 8

The Joint Subcommittee on 21st Century Competitiveness and Subcommittee on Select Education is slated to hold a hearing on, “The Contributions of Historically Black Colleges and Universities to American Higher Education,” on Tuesday, June 8, 2004, at 2:00 p.m. ET in 2175 Rayburn House Office Building.

NCES RELEASES 2004 CONDITION OF EDUCATION
The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) today released its Condition of Education report, a mandated annual report that gives information on all aspects of education, including enrollment, education financing, and dropout rates.  Every year the report focuses on a special analysis; this year’s analysis is on paying for college, especially recent changes in the ways that families pay for college education for full-time, dependent undergraduate students. The report shows that from 1990 to 2000, grant aid and student loans have increased, but not enough to offset the increases in price.  To view the full report, see

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/.

FSA RELEASES LIST OF TOP 100 FFELP HOLDERS FOR FY2003
The Office of Federal Student Aid published a new list of the top 100 FFELP holders for FY 2003.  Sallie Mae, Citibank, First Union, Nelnet and Wells Fargo were the top 5 holders in 2003.  The list is accessible on FSA’s Financial Partners website at:

http://www.fp.ed.gov/fp/attachments/publications/2003Top100Currentholders.xls.

CFS-SUNTECH SERVICING RECEIVES EXCEPTIONAL PERFORMER DESIGNATION
The Department of Education has awarded CFS-SunTech Servicing LLC its Exceptional Performer designation. The designation is awarded to qualified lenders and servicers who demonstrate exceptional performance in servicing Federal Family Education Loan Program (FFELP) loans. The lender or lender servicer designated for Exceptional Performer may receive 100 percent reimbursement on all claims submitted for insurance during the 12-month period of designation.  Exceptional Performer designation for CFS-SunTech Servicing, the wholly owned loan servicing subsidiary of Collegiate Funding Services, goes into effect June 1, 2004. 

Williams Offers Paige DC Superintendent's Post. The Washington Post (6/2, C3, Leiby) reports in its "Reliable Source" column, "Mayor Anthony Williams, who has been trying hard to lure a new superintendent of D.C. schools with a compensation package of nearly $600,000, introduced Secretary of Education Rod Paige at a public policy roundtable yesterday and noted that Paige once held the superintendent's post in Houston. 'I actually have a job for you,' Williams said. 'And it pays a whole lot better,' added Institute for Education founder Kathy Kemper, who hosted the breakfast meeting. Paige didn't rise to the humorous overture -- but it never hurts to ask." 

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

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