Today there are 7 news articles for your review:

Getting into a university is only half the battle. Now the real work starts.
By PADRAIC MARONEY

COURIER TIMES

Many graduates think that once they’re accepted into college, the hard part is over.  But then comes the nightmare of financing an education and with it the dreaded financial aid process.  Now’s the financial aid filing season, which is sure to be confusing for some, particularly those who haven’t been saving. Financial aid advisers tell parents and students that they should start saving for college by the time the student hits middle school. “In most of my experience with the college and in the university setting we encouraged parents to start thinking as early as elementary school,” said William Leith, the Deputy Director of Application Processing for the Federal Government.  “Families want to think that they will be treated the same from school to school and it’s not true,” said Peter Van Buskirk, executive officer in the Office of the Provost at Franklin & Marshall College.  Van Buskirk said that schools rarely use need-blind admissions, which takes a look at the student without looking at the families expected financial contribution.  The deadline set by Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency for applying for state grants was May 1. Agency officials suggest that families get their applications in for next year as soon as they can, starting as early as January.  On the Free Application for Federal Student Aid Web site - www.fafsa.ed.gov -  families are able to calculate the amount of money they’ll need for their child’s college career from the time the child is 7.  “Students need to understand the deadlines and meet those deadlines,” said Leith.  He said that 78 percent of students now file their applications on the Web site, which speeds up the process. It also allows the organization to correct some errors that might be on the application without having to send anything to the students.  Unfortunately, students can’t appeal FAFSA’s student aid report once it’s made. However, if there has been a change in circumstances (i.e. a parent becomes unemployed), a student can submit paperwork that would call for a review, said Leith.  To complicate matters, students who live on their own still need to provide their parents’ tax information until they reach the age of 23. If a student’s parents are divorced and remarried, the stepparents’ information is also needed, said Fran McKeown, the Director of Financial Aid at Bucks County Community College.  If a student defaults on his or her loans, the college can be held responsible, said McKeown. She added that Bucks has a very low default rate, but that if a school’s default rate gets too high, the school could be in jeopardy of losing eligibility for all federal programs.  In addition to loans, there are grants available to students on the federal and institutional levels. At Bucks, there’s a trustee grant, which is bestowed to students on a need basis.  The maximum grant amount a student is eligible to receive has gone up, while loan amounts have remained the same, said McKeown. Despite that, McKeown said she has seen a significant increase in the number of loans students are taking out.  There are also work-study programs on both the federal and institutional level. On the federal level, if the student demonstrates a need, the government will pay 75 percent of he student’s earnings. On the institutional level, schools hire students to fill jobs they need, such as a computer tech.  One of the newest ways for families to prepare for college is through the Upromise program, a free, online service. Members register their credit cards so that whenever they make a purchase,  a percentage of it automatically goes into a college savings account. Members can manage their accounts via the Web site, including checking balances. Accounts can also be linked so that one student will be able to receive money from multiple credit card users.  “It seems like it’s impossible not to save money,” said Jimmy Morris of Upromise.  The only restriction, according to Morris, is that members must have a valid e-mail address.  Another possibility for students is the elusive scholarship. McKeown said that the college used to get lists of available scholarships. But now there are Web sites that can help students. The top search engine Web site for students is http://www.fastweb.com/.  Smith says another good scholarship searching tool is http://www.pheaamentor.org/. The Web site can connect students to $5 billion dollars worth of scholarships.

Grading Higher Education Bill on How Much It Will Aid Students 
By Michelle Singletary
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House Republican leaders recently submitted a bill they claim is in the best interest of college students. 

The College Access & Opportunity Act is supposed to expand access to higher education for millions of low- and middle-income students. It was introduced by Rep. John A. Boehner (R-Ohio), chairman of the Committee on Education and the Workforce, and Howard P. "Buck" McKeon (R-Calif.), as part of the effort to reauthorize the Higher Education Act, which governs the federal student loan program. Well, I've had a chance to look at the proposed legislation and, in a nod to Roger Ebert and Richard Roeper, my two favorite movie critics, here are my two thumbs up or down on various provisions of the bill: 

• Thumbs down (way down) for a move that would change from fixed to variable the interest rate for consolidation loans. This is probably the most controversial issue in the bill. Anyone who has taken out student loans should be paying attention to this proposal. Right now, student borrowers can bundle their various loans into one low, fixed-rate loan that can be stretched out as long as 30 years. But we all know that interest rates are not likely to stay as low as they have been recently. If the provision passes and the loan rate is changed to variable, a lot of people will pay thousands of dollars more on their consolidated student loans. 

• Thumbs up for a proposal to increase loan limits for students in their first and second years. First-year student limits would increase from $2,625 to $3,500. Second-year student limits would increase from $3,500 to $4,500. However, the total an undergraduate could borrow would remain unchanged at $23,000. Some think the aggregate loan limits should be higher. I'm not in that camp. Students are already saddled with an amazing amount of debt. I don't think the government should be pushing the loan limit any higher. The answer to rising tuition costs isn't in giving people the ability to borrow more. Instead, we should be exploring ways to make college more affordable. 

• Thumbs down for not significantly increasing Pell grants, which are need-based assistance given to low-income undergraduates and certain postgraduate students. This bill would cap the current maximum Pell grant at $5,800 through 2011. As Rep. George Miller(D-Calif.), the ranking minority member on the House Education and the Workforce Committee, points out, last year's maximum Pell grant award was worth $500 less in real terms than the maximum award in 1976-77. By the mid-1990s, the maximum Pell grant (currently $4,050) paid for only about 34 percent of the average cost of college (tuition, fees, room and board) at a public four-year college, compared with 84 percent in the mid-1970s, according to a report by the Institute for Higher Education Policy and Scholarship America. It's vital that we increase the pot for Pell grants. If we don't, soon only children of the rich will be able to afford a college education. 

• Thumbs up for proposing a year-round Pell grant to help some students who want to accelerate their course-taking. 

• Thumbs up for a call to repeal the anti-competitive "single-holder" rule, which requires student borrowers who have all of their loans held by a single lender to consolidate with that lender, even if they could obtain better terms and service elsewhere. Repealing the requirement would allow borrowers to shop around for the best loan terms and services. 

• Thumbs up for a plan to eventually reduce student-loan origination fees to 1 percent. 

• Thumbs up for a provision that would require lenders to report to all the major credit bureaus the payment histories of their borrowers. Sallie Mae, the nation's leading provider of educational loans, received a lot of criticism (and rightfully so) because it decided, without telling its more than 7 million borrowers, that it would report loan-repayment information only to Innovis Data Solutions, a small credit bureau, and to Equifax, one of the big three. Critics accused Sallie Mae of trying to hide its borrowers from competitors. In response to mounting criticism and threats of legislative action by Senate leaders, Sallie Mae reversed its policy and has now resumed reporting the repayment history of its borrowers to Experian and TransUnion, the other two major credit bureaus. No federal law requires reporting to all the major credit bureaus. Until there is, hundreds of other lenders could be harming the credit ratings of borrowers because their positive payment histories are not being reported. 

• Thumbs up for a provision that would put the spotlight on institutions that increase tuition and fees at more than twice the rate of inflation over a three-year period. 

Overall, there are some good proposals in this bill, but it shouldn't be passed as is because there are enough provisions that either don't do enough for students and graduates or increase their costs.  Michelle Singletary discusses personal finance Tuesdays on NPR's "Day to Day" program and online at http://www.npr.org/. Readers can write to her in care of The Washington Post, 1150 15th St. NW, Washington, D.C. 20071 or by e-mail at singletarym@washpost.com. 

USED Report Finds Financial Aid Fails To Keep Up With Tuition. Cox News Service (6/2, Mollison) reports, "College tuition and fees rose faster than the value of grants and scholarships to students in the 1990's, says a massive statistical report released Tuesday by the Department of Education." And "at the same time, families became more likely than ever to take out student loans, and the average size of student loans reached record highs." Cox News adds that "The study concentrated on full-time undergraduates who are financially dependent on their families. The report said that group includes roughly half of the students at four-year colleges and universities, but a much smaller percentage of those at trade schools or two-year community colleges." This story was carried on numerous websites. 

Students Could Face Higher College Loan Interest Rates. Gannett News Service (6/3, Scott) reports that if college loan interest rates become variable "millions of college graduates who consolidate their federal student loans could face sharply higher interest payments." And that "as a result, payments on an average loan of $17,000 would jump from $2,581 to $5,696 over a 10-year repayment period, according to a March report by the nonpartisan Congressional Research Service." Gannett adds that "supporters of the variable rate, including 10 Democrats on the education committee, say there's nothing wrong with making graduates pay more so the government can focus its aid dollars on students still in college." However, "the proposal to require college grads to pay higher interest rates on their student loans is so politically unpopular that it could force Congress to put off reauthorizing the Higher Education Act, which expires in September, said Terry Hartle, senior vice president of the American Council on Education. 

Federal Regulators Investigate College-Savings Plans Fees. The AP  (6/3, Gordon) reports, "Lawmakers and federal regulators are examining the fees charged by popular college-savings plans, and an investigation of big brokerage firms' sales of the plans has widened. An investor advocate told a House panel Wednesday that states may have incentives to sponsor so-called 529 plans with high fees and that political factors can play a role in pushing up charges." And "securities regulators, meanwhile, have expanded their investigation of brokerage firms' sales of these 529 plans for possible violations that can deprive investors of the very tax benefits that make the plans attractive. The National Association of Securities Dealers is looking into sales of the plans by 15 unidentified investment firms." 
The Wall Street Journal (6/3, D2, McCarty) reports, "Investors using state-sponsored college-savings plans are faced with poor expense disclosures and in some cases excessive fees, several financial industry watchers told Congress. At a House Subcommittee on Capital Markets hearing, Daniel McNeela, an analyst at Morningstar Inc., said investors often pay several fees when investing in so-called 529 college-savings plans, including enrollment fees, maintenance fees, administrative fees and, in some cases, broker fees." And "Mercer Bullard, president of Fund Democracy Inc., a nonprofit advocacy group for mutual-fund shareholders, said the inadequacy of 529-plan disclosure 'necessitates prompt congressional action.' He called on Congress to require standardized fee disclosures and to authorize the SEC to adopt rules governing the disclosure of plan expenses." 

Study Finds SAT Is Less Useful Than Previously Thought. The Chronicle of Higher Education  (6/3, Hoover) reports, "In the debate over the use of the SAT in college admissions, both sides agree that there is a strong correlation between any two of the following three factors: a student's score on the test, his background, and his academic performance in college. But then the questions about the causal relationships among those factors get tricky." Now "in a new study, Jesse M. Rothstein, an assistant professor of economics and public affairs at Princeton University, explores those questions in an effort to determine the SAT's usefulness to colleges in the admissions process. Among his findings is that the SAT's ability to predict a student's freshman grades is highly sensitive to that student's background. He concludes that the SAT has less predictive value as an admissions tool than many previous studies have suggested." 

College Costs Outpace Aid Increases According To USED. The Chronicle of Higher Education (6/3, Fleming) reports, "The increasing cost of tuition outpaced growth in grants, scholarships, and other nonloan sources of financial aid at American colleges in the 1990s, according to a U.S. Department of Education report released on Tuesday. The report, 'Paying for College,' examines the rising cost of college for full-time undergraduates who are financially dependent on their families." 

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

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