Association Seeks Simplification Of College Savings Plans. The Chronicle Of Higher Education (9/24, Fleming) reports, "Choosing a state-run college-savings plan can be a daunting task for parents. Dozens of plans are available, and it can take an advanced degree in finance to understand how the plans compare in terms of the fees that they charge or their likely investment returns. The Securities and Exchange Commission has set up a panel to examine the plans, partly in response to Congressional leaders who have expressed concern that state oversight is inadequate and the fees are too high." And "now there is hope that selecting a plan may become much easier. An association that represents state-run college-savings plans, the College Savings Plan Network, has called on its members to adopt changes that would make the plans simpler to understand and easier to compare on an apples-to-apples basis." 
College Report Sparks Calls For Improvements. The Chronicle Of Higher Education (9/24, Schmidt) reports, "Leading education-policy experts are calling for major reforms in higher education in response to a report showing that the nation has made little progress over the past decade in getting more of its citizens through college. The impetus for those calls for change is 'Measuring Up 2004,' a state-by-state 'report card' on higher education issued last week by the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, an independent research group based in San Jose, Calif." Yet "forty-one states had improved on more than half of the indicators used by the center." And "the center's generally dim view of how states were faring in higher education stood in marked contrast to its overwhelmingly positive assessment of states' progress in elementary and secondary education, which it examined in determining how well states were getting students ready for college." 

Higher Ed Advocate Says States Should Keep Their Tuition Subsidies Relatively Low. Executive Director of the John William Pope Center for Higher Education Policy George C. Leef writes in an op-ed for the Detroit News  (9/19) "When the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education this past week released its 'report cards' on higher education, Michigan's grades were all over the map. They ranged from an A-minus for benefits to an F for affordability. Some people will complain that the F in affordability is a disaster and call for the state to do something to make college 'more accessible.' But Michigan's relatively low subsidies for higher education are a sensible policy. To the National Center's way of thinking, it's good for a state to keep tuition as low as possible. The state they admire most is California, which has a notoriously low tuition scale and high subsidies. Most states receive F grades on affordability. In recent years, the Michigan Legislature -- at the urging of both former Gov. John Engler and Gov. Jennifer Granholm -- has decreased funding for the state's universities because of declining revenues. This has been the correct move." Leef says "when the state raises subsidies for higher education, they can have adverse effects. For one thing, a large percentage of the students who attend the state universities come from well-to-do families who are getting a huge benefit at the expense of other taxpayers in the state. Those families could and would pay substantially more if they had to. But since the state prices its education well below cost, they will gladly take advantage of it. So we have a sort of reverse Robin Hood effect with low-cost state universities: Poorer people have to help pay for a benefit that goes largely to wealthier residents. It's hard to see any justification for that. Second, the lower the cost of attending a state college or university, the greater the number of students who will enroll who would be better off if they pursued vocational training or simply entered the job market." More college affordability stories are found in the Santa Fe New Mexican , Idaho State Journal and the Rocky Mountain News . 
National Council Of Higher Ed President Says Student Loan Scandal Is Not New. Brett E. Lief, President of the National Council of Higher Education writes in a letter to the editor of the Washington Post  (9/20, A20) "'Student Loan Scandal' [editorial, Sept. 10] addressed an issue that has been around for 24 years. Under legislation passed in 1980, when Treasury bill rates approached 18 percent, loans financed with tax-exempt bonds are entitled to half the payment made on other student loans, with a 9.5 percent guaranteed floor. At the time, this provision brought diminished returns for loans held in tax-exempt bonds. The U.S. Department of Education broadened the reach of this provision in 1996, when it clarified that loans financed with old tax-exempt bonds remain subject to the special provisions when refinanced. This results in a higher-than-market-rate return when interest rates are low. We support legislation to reverse this policy." And "the editorial also argued that the current situation provides a reason to look at expanding the direct loan program. Some of the same people who are publicizing the current situation believe that the federal subsidy allocated to that program should be increased. This proposal is ill-advised. Students and schools benefit when the private-sector program and the direct government program compete on a level playing field." 
U.S. Rep John Boehner Says Claim That Republicans Have Opposed Efforts To Eliminate Student Loan Loophole Are False. U.S. Representative John A. Boehner (R-Ohio) writes in a letter to the editor of the Washington Post (9/20, A20) "The Sept. 10 editorial about federal student loans inaccurately claimed that Republicans have opposed efforts to eliminate these excess subsidies. Republicans have been leading the drive to eliminate the 9.5 percent floor interest subsidy -- known as the special allowance -- being paid to lenders on certain federal student loans. In February President Bush called on Congress to do away with the excess subsidy payments. Republicans in the House introduced legislation -- H.R. 4283, the College Access and Opportunity Act -- that would put a permanent end to this practice. Unfortunately, Democrats have opposed efforts to move this legislation forward. As a result, the excess subsidy payments continue under current law. Now, in an election-year gimmick, House Democrats have offered a legislative band-aid that would do nothing to permanently stop the excess interest payments. We supported the amendment on the floor of the House to make clear our commitment to ending this subsidy, but we strongly believe a permanent legislative solution -- as we proposed in H.R. 4283 -- will be best for students, parents and other taxpayers." 
Rallies Held In Support Of Dream Act. The Los Angeles Times (9/19, Mena) reported, "The Development, Relief and Education for Alien Minorities Act, known as the Dream Act, would give conditional U.S. residency to students who entered the country five years or more before the bill's enactment and before they were 16 years old. Residency would become permanent if, within six years of obtaining conditional residency, the immigrant either graduates from a two-year college, studies for two years toward a bachelor's degree, serves in the U.S. armed forces for two years or performs 910 hours of volunteer community service. Opponents of the measure say the bill would undermine immigration law; its supporters say it would benefit relatively few -- but worthy -- students. Rallies in support of the Dream Act were held Saturday throughout the country." And "the Bush administration has not taken a stand on the act; Sen. John F. Kerry supports it. Congressional observers say the bill's passage could send a symbolic message without upsetting opponents of illegal immigration because it affects relatively few people and has no major fiscal effect. Helping undocumented students is not without precedent. California legislation in 2001 exempted them from paying out-of-state tuition if they had attended three years of high school in California, graduated from a California school and gained admission to a state university or community college." 
Low-Income Students Rare At Selective Universities, But Some Seek To Reverse Trend. The USA Today (9/20, Marklein) reports, "Studies show that rich kids are not only more likely to pursue a bachelor's degree than poor kids, they're also far more likely to land in the nation's most prestigious schools. Nationwide, nine in 10 high school graduates from families earning more than $80,000 a year attend college by age 24, compared with just six in 10 from families earning less than $33,000, says a report by the Century Foundation, a policy institute in Washington. At the nation's 146 most selective colleges, only 3% of students come from the lowest socioeconomic quarter, it says; 74% come from the top quarter. And the gap has widened: Wealthy kids are increasingly displacing middle-income students, according to a study of selective institutions by the Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA. The UCLA study shows that first-generation college students - often considered the most disadvantaged - increasingly are concentrated in the least selective institutions, such as Mississippi Valley State University in Itta Bena, Miss., where nearly 95% of students receive Pell Grants." But "now, a few colleges are taking steps to reverse the trends. Princeton was the first. In 2001 it replaced loans with grants, which don't have to be repaid, for low- and middle-income students. This year, 14% of freshmen came from low-income families (incomes below $49,000), compared with 8% in the class of 2001. Harvard, where about 7% of 6,600 undergrads get Pell Grants, unveiled a plan in February expected to benefit more than 1,000 low- and moderate-income students this year. Parents who earn less than $40,000 won't be asked to contribute anything, and those earning $40,000 to $60,000 will be expected to contribute less than in the past. Brown University last week announced a $100 million gift that it will use to replace loans with grants for needy students. The University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill last fall became the first selective public university to remove loans from financial packages offered to its neediest students. This year 250 freshmen, about 8% of the class, qualify for the plan, which benefits students with family incomes of less than $27,000 for a family of four." 
Some Schools Struggle To Escape Poverty. USA Today (9/19, Marklein) reported, "Just 21% of entering freshmen graduate within four years from [Mississippi] Valley [State University], university data show. About 37% graduate within six years, one of the lowest rates among Mississippi's eight public four-year universities and in the nation. Valley president Lester Newman is troubled by the numbers but not surprised. 'We are who we are because of where we are,' he says. That the campus sits atop a former cotton field says a lot. Valley's mandate when it opened 54 years ago was to educate the predominantly black population in the Mississippi Delta, where catfish farming has replaced cotton as a key industry. Today, it's trying to increase its non-black enrollment. But in a state with a history of racial segregation, income, race and education remain inextricably linked. So, while some of the nation's most elite universities grapple with how to entice more low-income students to their campuses, places like Valley can hardly escape the poverty that envelops them." However, "Valley boasts an impressive number of area teachers among its alumni, along with a former congresswoman, civil rights advocates, doctors and pro football superstar Jerry Rice. The choir recently placed second in its category at a festival in Verona, Italy. And less-competitive institutions typically offer a strong 'community of support,' Mortenson says. Even so, less-selective schools typically have fewer resources. Valley, along with two other Mississippi colleges, is still waiting to receive its share of a $503 million settlement for a lawsuit filed nearly 30 years ago complaining of inequities in funding of historically black institutions compared with predominantly white schools." 
Minority Student Enrollment Increases Slightly In Florida's Public Universities. The Tallahassee Democrat (9/19, Yeager) reported, "minority student enrollment continued its slight but steady increase at Florida's 11 public universities. According to figures released by Florida's Department of Education last week, minority students make up 35 percent of the 272,591 students who showed up at the universities on the first day of school last month. That's up from 34.4 percent last year. Florida State University was no exception. The university saw increases in all racial categories, except the one used for international students. At the same time FSU is enrolling more white students, the school continues to draw more minority students to FSU. In fact, FSU saw a 4.5-percent increase in black and a 9.1-percent jump in Hispanic populations over last year. That's a faster rate than the white student population, which increased 3.4 percent. Historically black Florida A&M University continued to attract black students, but saw decreases in numbers of Asian, Hispanic and white students. Gov. Jeb Bush touted the overall increase in minority students as proof that Florida is attracting blacks and Hispanics to state schools without using racial preferences. Bush ended the practice several years ago." However, "state Rep. Ed Jennings, D-Gainesville, criticized the decision to stop using race as a factor in admissions." 
Ohio University Starting Program To Increase Diversity. The Cleveland Plain Dealer (9/18) reported, "Ohio University this fall is starting an Urban Scholars program designed to increase student diversity. The program will provide scholarships for graduates of urban school districts who demonstrate excellent academic achievement and financial need. Initially, the program will target students in Ohio's metropolitan areas but then will branch out across the country. 'This program is designed to target that tier of students who sometimes get missed as universities compete for the top percentage of members of underrepresented student populations,' said Ohio University President Roderick McDavis. The university plans to support 10 scholars for the 2005-06 academic year and eventually support 100 annually by providing money for tuition and fees, which currently are $7,770 a year for in-state students." And "the scholars program is the first step in McDavis' plan for increasing student diversity. He also wants to increase out-of-state enrollment by 50 percent over the next five years and boost the number of students from underrepresented minority groups, socioeconomic status and geographic origins." 
Fight Being Waged On Capitol Hill Between Traditional And For-Profit Universities. The Washington Post (9/20, Birnbaum, E01) reports, "The serene world of higher education looks distinctly different when viewed from Capitol Hill. There, traditional, nonprofit universities such as Penn State and Virginia Commonwealth University are fighting furiously against for-profit colleges such as Strayer University and the Culinary Institute of America. The more-established schools want to block legislation that would, among other things, make it easier for students to transfer academic credits to the traditional schools from the fast-growing upstarts. The debate has not always been genteel. In a letter to lawmakers, the American Council on Education (ACE), most of whose members are traditional schools, called the credit-transfer proposal 'objectionable,' 'intrusive' and 'exceptionally expensive to implement.' The nonprofit colleges worry that their academic standards -- of which they're so proud -- might be threatened." And "the stakes are high for millions of Americans. The personal views -- and fragile egos -- of obscure yet powerful lawmakers are pivotal. And the influence of campaign cash could be important to the outcome." 

College Textbook Prices On The Rise; Often Lower Overseas. The Washington Post (9/18, Pressler) reports, "Though the dramatic increase in college tuition in recent years is well known, students and parents are finding that the costs keep coming even after a student is on campus, as many textbooks can cost well over $100. Some college and public-interest groups charge that the publishing industry is forcing textbook prices higher by introducing unnecessary new editions and packaging books with expensive study materials that not all students want or need. The National Association of College Bookstores says wholesale prices of college textbooks have risen nearly 40 percent in the past five years. And students are finding that many of the same books are sold overseas at much lower prices." Meanwhile, "the $3.4 billion-a-year higher-education publishing industry says that it must keep its material current to win schools' support and that prices are competitive in each market. Industry officials defend new editions churned out by major higher-education publishers Thomson Learning, Pearson Education and McGraw-Hill. They argue that texts must be continually modernized if publishers want to keep the attention of today's college students, who are used to the graphics and interactivity of the Internet. The debate has even landed in Congress, where hearings were held on the matter this summer, and legislators asked the Government Accountability Office to launch an investigation of college textbook prices." 
SEC And NASD Begin To Examine 529 Plans' Fees And Investments. Kathy M. Kristof writes in her personal finance column for the Los Angeles Times (9/20), "The darling of the college savings world -- the so-called 529 plan -- is coming under increasing scrutiny, as regulators fret that savers may have lost millions of dollars to high fees and inappropriate investments. The plans, named after a U.S. Tax Code section, have become wildly popular in the last few years, amassing more than $51 billion in assets. They allow individuals to accumulate college money that will be free of federal and state income tax. They are sponsored by state governments but offered through mutual fund companies. Amid the growing popularity of these plans, however, both the Securities and Exchange Commission and the NASD have started to scrutinize how 529 plans are marketed to the public." The NASD, the brokerage industry's self-regulatory group, said last week that it was investigating 20 firms for potentially improper 529 sales. 
Ohio Continues Suspension Of Contributions To Prepaid Tuition Program. The Canton Repository (9/18, Kostyu) reported, "Parents who have been setting aside money to pay for their children's college education should continue to do so, state officials said. But for the second straight year, they won't be able to save through Ohio's prepaid college tuition program. The Ohio Tuition Trust Authority decided to continue the suspension of contributions to the Guaranteed Savings Fund through 2005. It first stopped investments in the program in October 2003 because the investment market wasn't keeping pace with the increasing cost of college tuition." And "Ohio's economy has been in the doldrums for years, causing the governor and lawmakers to repeatedly slash agency budgets and raise taxes. When negotiations begin after Jan. 1 on the next two-year budget, more cuts are expected. That will not put officials in the mood to find money to bail out the Guaranteed Savings Fund should it go belly up. Since last year's suspension, the authority rolled out an investment plan managed by the Vanguard Group to add to its stable of investment opportunities. It continues, however, to have plans managed by Putnam Investments even though the state sued Putnam over improper investment practices in late 2003." 
FAMU Awarded Grant For Math And Science Programs. The Tallahassee Democrat (9/19) reported, "FAMU has been awarded a three year Federal Education Grant of $262,626 to support improvements in its math and science programs. The money comes from the U.S. Department of Education." 
University Of Phoenix To Open Fourth Oregon Campus. The Salem Statesman Journal (9/19, Evans) reported, "The University of Phoenix has been offering classes in the Salem area for about two years, but Monday, it is opening an official Salem campus. It will be the fourth Oregon campus for Phoenix, which is the nation's largest private university, with more than 200,000 students. The school's niche is offering degree programs for working adults via online and local campuses throughout the country. It has more than 130 campuses." Meanwhile, "Phoenix has been criticized recently for aggressive growth efforts, and recently paid a $9.8 million fine to the U.S. Department of Education after a report described the school as being overly focused on boosting enrollment. The university has said its sales practices are similar to those used in other businesses." 
Tennessee HOPE Scholars Are Mostly White And Female. The Tennessean (9/20, Cass) reports, "The first students to go to college in Tennessee with a helping hand from lottery players are 80% white and mostly female. Roughly three out of four students in that group received the HOPE Scholarship, the biggest financial aid award covered by lottery revenues, and the HOPE recipients are attending the state's public universities more than any other type of school." 
Boston Globe Says Much Should Be Expected Of State's Public Colleges. The Boston Globe (9/18) editorialized, "Given the lopsided attention paid to private universities and colleges in Massachusetts, it may come as a surprise that more students -- about 175,000 -- seek degrees in the state's public schools of higher education. The public system is crucial for the state's future. Many highly skilled workers from other parts of the country are discouraged from moving here because of the high cost of living. So Massachusetts must educate and train its own peerless work force if it wants to stay a thriving center of innovation. And since a public college graduate is far more likely to stay in the state than one from a private school, Massachusetts should demand nothing short of excellence in its community colleges, state colleges, and university." The Globe says "legislators would demonstrate a concern for the state's future rather than their own clout if they moved to a unified budget for the state and community colleges. And they and Governor Romney should look again at the creation of an education secretary who would be responsible for the entire continuum." 
Distance Learning Expanding At Many Colleges. The Chicago Tribune (9/19, Stanek) reported, "The need to fit higher education into the lives of busy graduate students, most of them already professionals in their fields, is one reason that colleges and universities such as U. of I. are rapidly expanding the number of online course offerings to students interested in pursuing advanced degrees. Online computer teaching is the fastest-growing segment of higher education, according to the U.S. Department of Education. Enrollment in distance education courses nationally has more than doubled since 1997 to about 3 million, according to department statistics. Online offerings have focused on business and technology courses, though more liberal arts programs are making their way online." 
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THREE FEDERAL AGENCIES TO RECEIVE EXTREME HIRING MAKEOVER***** FEDNEWS ONLINE
The Partnership for Public Service and a team of leading recruitment experts recently came to the rescue of three federal agencies by launching an "Extreme Hiring Makeover" designed to improve how the federal government recruits and hires talented workers. 

The three agencies involved in the Extreme Hiring Makeover include:

* Department of Health and Human Services' Centers for Medicare & Medicaid

Services 

* Department of Energy's National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA)

* Department of Education 

The Partnership and its team will diagnose issues in each agency's current recruitment and hiring processes, and determine and implement appropriate solutions. 

 "Let's put it this way: If this were an episode of TLC's car makeover show,

Overhaulin', the federal hiring process would be a 1976 AMC Pacer. The

Extreme Hiring Makeover aims to transform that Pacer into a Cadillac," said Max Stier, president and CEO of Partnership. "And if we succeed, it will mean a more secure nation, easier access to higher education, and better health care for all."

Each agency is embarking on the makeover with a list of specific hiring

needs to address:

* CMS needs to hire staff with new skill sets to implement changes brought on by the Medicare Modernization Act 

* ED needs to hire skilled staff to administer programs, grants and loans 

* NNSA needs to hire highly-skilled individuals with the ability to protect the nation in sometimes unusual careers

The goal of Extreme Hiring Makeover is to streamline hiring at each of the pilot agencies and show other agencies that positive change is possible, triggering a domino effect to improve hiring processes throughout the federal government.

Over the next year, the Extreme Hiring Makeover agency teams will report on their progress in addressing each agency's hiring and recruitment goals.

A Renewed Push to Help Federal Workers Move Into the Right Retirement System
By Stephen Barr - Washington Post

Monday, September 20, 2004; Page B02 

The Office of Personnel Management is making another push to resolve cases of federal employees placed in the wrong retirement system. 

Numerous employees have complained about the slow pace in fixing errors that were made by their agencies and through no fault of their own. Widespread concerns about the issue surfaced about seven years ago, prompting Congress to pass the Federal Erroneous Retirement Coverage Corrections Act of 2000. 

Today, Kay Coles James, the OPM director, will announce that a contract has been awarded to provide a software program, called a calculator, to help 5,144 current and retired federal employees make a decision on which retirement system to join, OPM said. 

A separate contract will be awarded soon to make counselors available to employees and retirees who want individual financial counseling services before selecting a retirement system, OPM said. 

In a statement prepared for the contract announcement, James said the initial OPM efforts to help affected employees "did not meet the standard they deserve." 

She added: "I believe our increased oversight of this project will be welcomed by those who were impacted. OPM has redoubled our efforts to remedy this situation and to treat our employees and retirees with full respect." 

Officials at OPM originally estimated that cases involving possible retirement errors could be examined and wrapped up within two years. But the adjudication process has gone slowly, frustrating employees concerned that they could be at risk of losing significant amounts of retirement income. 

The retirement errors have been traced to 1983, when Congress decided to place new government hires under the Social Security system. By 1986, Congress had set up the Federal Employees Retirement System and the Thrift Savings Plan, a 401(k)-type program, and effectively closed the Civil Service Retirement System to new members. 

But in 1984, Congress changed its mind about some of the rules for who would shift into Social Security, and some agencies apparently did not get the word. Because of that and confusion during the transition, numerous employees were placed in the wrong system. 

OPM said 5,144 current and retired employees registered under the law have been deemed eligible to decide which retirement system to join. More than half of the 11,264 people who registered were found to be in the right retirement system or had been transferred into the right system by their agency in what was judged to be a timely manner, OPM said. 

About 200 current and former federal employees are waiting for eligibility determinations, OPM said. 

Battle Over Outsourcing 

The House will take up a controversial outsourcing issue this week when Rep. Chris Van Hollen (D-Md.) offers an amendment to a spending bill that would send the Office of Management and Budget back to the drawing board on the rules for job competitions. 

Congress has modified the rules for the Defense Department and may alter them for the Interior Department. "Rather than do it on this ad hoc basis . . . let's come up with a uniform system that is fair and balanced," Van Hollen said. 

OMB, in a statement, said Van Hollen's amendment "would effectively shut down the administration's competitive sourcing initiative" and warned that its adoption could lead to a veto of the spending bill. 

Stan Soloway, president of the Professional Services Council, which represents federal contractors, said the Van Hollen amendment would "impede competition" aimed at making the government operate more efficiently. 

Van Hollen prevailed last year on the House floor, but his provision was scaled back by House-Senate negotiators and limited to agencies covered under the Transportation and Treasury appropriations bill. 

Focus on HSAs 

Got questions about health savings accounts? 

OPM has launched a special Web site (http://www.opm.gov/hsa) to explain how the new option in the federal employee health insurance program will work. 

At noon Wednesday, Abby L. Block, deputy associate director at OPM, will take your questions and comments about HSAs on Federal Diary Live at http://www.washingtonpost.com/liveonline. Please join us. 

