Bush, Kerry Agree On Importance Of Technology In Education. KELO-CBS Sioux Falls-Mitchell, SD (9/20, 5:22 pm) reported, "Education is a hot topic during an election year. President Bush is busy touting his No Child Left Behind law, which requires all children to be proficient in math and reading by 2014. Senator John Kerry is promoting a plan to make college more affordable. Their plans target different levels of learners, but both candidates agree technology is key to providing a better future for your kids." 

Critics Fault Bush Administration for Failing to Close a Loophole Worth Billions to Lenders

By STEPHEN BURD Democratic lawmakers and critics of the student-loan industry say they are increasingly skeptical about claims by Bush-administration officials that they cannot immediately stop lenders from exploiting a loophole in federal student-aid law that has allowed the companies to draw windfall profits from the government. 

As evidence, the critics say the administration is refusing to exercise powers it possesses to change the loophole, and they cite a draft report challenging the loophole that they say the department has quashed. 

The topic is getting much attention on Capitol Hill, where Democrats like Sen. Edward M. Kennedy of Massachusetts and Rep. Dale E. Kildee of Michigan have bashed the administration for not taking action. This month, Mr. Kildee succeeded in getting the U.S. House of Representatives to add an amendment to a spending bill for the 2005 fiscal year that would close the loophole for a year (The Chronicle September 10). However, Senate Democrats failed last week to get that chamber's Appropriations Committee to agree to a similar amendment in its version of the legislation (The Chronicle September 16). At issue are payments that the U.S. Education Department has been making to lenders that have been financing new student loans with tax-exempt bonds that were issued before 1993. 

In the 1980s, Congress allowed nonprofit lenders -- which finance their loans using tax-exempt bonds -- a guaranteed return of 9.5 percent on loans, to help protect them at a time when the economy was sour and the cost of making loans was soaring. Congress rescinded that policy in 1993 but grandfathered in the loans already made, assuming that the volume of the loans would steadily decline as they were paid off. 

However, some nonprofit lenders and some large for-profit loan companies that have purchased nonprofit agencies have been financing new loans for new students with the pre-1993 bonds, which they have refinanced. As a result, those lenders are able to get a 9.5-percent return on the new loans. Students currently pay an interest rate on their loans of about 3.4 percent, so the government has had to make up the difference. 

Some of the loan companies have made a killing. According to a preliminary report by the Government Accountability Office, the payments could cost the U.S. Treasury nearly $1-billion this year. 

Education Department officials say they want to close the loophole, and have proposed legislation to do so. But they say they cannot take immediate action because they have determined that the loan companies' actions are legal, based on interpretations of the law that the Clinton administration offered in guidance to lenders in the 1990s. The officials say they cannot reverse those interpretations without proposing a new regulation and receiving public comment on it, a process that can take up to two years. 

"Nobody has ever said that just because the government made a bad decision, you can ignore the law," said Sally L. Stroup, the department's assistant secretary for postsecondary education. 

In his budget request for the 2005 fiscal year, President Bush asked Congress to close the loophole as part of legislation it is considering to renew, or reauthorize, the Higher Education Act. According to the GAO, the investigative arm of Congress, administration officials estimated that making the change would save the government $4.9-billion over 10 years. The officials recommended that lawmakers use those savings to make improvements to the federal loan programs, such as increasing the annual borrowing limits for students. Congress has put off consideration of that legislation until next year. 

"We were the first people to say we need to stop this," said Ms. Stroup. 

But the Democratic lawmakers and loan-industry critics don't buy the department's explanation for why it can't act now. They say that it is not uncommon for department officials to clarify or revise guidance they have issued. They point to a letter that Jeffrey R. Andrade, then the department's deputy assistant secretary for postsecondary education, issued in July 2003 to rescind Clinton administration guidance on whether colleges should include long-term debt in a calculation used to determine whether they met the department's definition of financial responsibility. 

Jamienne S. Studley, who served as the Education Department's acting general counsel from 1997 to 1999, shares the critics' skepticism over the department's inaction. 

"This claimed powerlessness is without legal foundation," she wrote in a letter to Secretary of Education Roderick R. Paige this month. "Neither legislation, nor a protracted regulatory process, is needed to stop this abuse." 

In addition, the lawmakers and critics question whether the department's interpretation of the Clinton administration's guidance -- that new loans can receive the generous subsidy -- is correct. They note that some Education Department officials have read the guidance differently. 

They cite an October 2002 draft report, written by department auditors and obtained by The Chronicle, that challenged a lender's claims for payment under the 9.5-percent rule and demanded that the lender refund money it had received from the government. 

That report, which focused on the Iowa Student Loan Liquidity Corporation, a private nonprofit lender, stated that Education Department regulations "do not permit unlimited growth of tax-exempt funds by transferring loans from one bond issue to another." 

But the department overruled those draft findings. And the leader of the team that conducted the review recently told a critic of the student-loan industry that his team had been told by Education Department leaders that the issue was "too hard" and that the auditors should just "let it go" and "close the review." 

The team leader, an official in the department's regional office in Texas, was Earl W. Crisp, who specializes in monitoring lenders and guarantee agencies. Mr. Crisp made his comments to Robert M. Shireman, a senior education-policy adviser in the Clinton administration who now heads the Institute for College Access and Success, a watchdog group that focuses on the student-loan industry. 

"Department officials went out of their way to overturn the findings of the investigator who found these payments to be illegal," said Mr. Shireman on Monday. Mr. Crisp "saw this scam for what it was, and he intended to stop it," Mr. Shireman said. "Instead, he was ordered to let it go." 

Mr. Crisp declined to comment for this article and referred questions to an Education Department spokeswoman. Department officials said that they would not comment on "an internal, deliberative document." 

It is unclear whether the department ever issued a final report on the Iowa student-loan corporation. Department officials declined to comment on that question. 

Meanwhile, according to Education Department data, the volume of loans on which the Iowa lender received a 9.5-percent return grew by 92 percent from January 2003 to June 2004. 

Scholarship Program Sends Students To Universities In Hometown Groups. The Baltimore Sun (9/20, Kay) reported, "Some Anne Arundel students soon may be able to take part in a college scholarship program that offers a buffer against homesickness and other trials they could face on campus. For 15 years, the New York-based Posse Foundation has given full scholarships to more than 900 public high school seniors so they can attend college along with a group of peers from their community. Anne Arundel administrators say they will nominate 10 students for the program, hoping that, like other county-based efforts to prepare children for college, it helps them make it to graduation day. Next month, Posse will begin selecting about 20 students from around the Washington area to join the freshman classes at Iowa's Grinnell College or Bucknell University in central Pennsylvania. If accepted, the teenagers -- strangers at first -- are expected to build bonds during eight months of weekly training sessions in leadership, communication and academic skills. They then would attend a sponsoring college together and work with foundation staff as a team to plan events and their future careers." And "having a network...can help Posse students commiserate about things they don't share with the new friends they meet on campus -- some of whom may not be so unfamiliar with the cornfields surrounding the Iowa campus." 

Proposed Legislation Would Make Student Visas Easier To Obtain. The North Carolina State Technician (9/21, Landrum) reports, "The quest for the student visa may soon become easier for foreign citizens according to a new piece of senate legislation released this summer. Proposed by Sen. Norm Coleman of Minnesota, the new bill seeks to overturn restrictions on student visas, making them easier to obtain. The proposal, if passed, will create better communication between all federal agencies for a faster visa process and increase the amount of international students in U.S. universities. Since Sept. 11, 2001, it has become harder for foreign students to obtain visas to study in the United States. The event put a great deal of pressure on the Immigration and Naturalization Service to safeguard against abuses of the system." Meanwhile, "experts such as Roland Stephen, Associate Professor of International and Comparative Political Economy says that the benefits of international students coming to the U.S. far outweigh any possible disadvantages. 'We gain [international students'] expertise and, in particular, they supply a crucial pool of talent for science and engineering fields,' Stephen said. 'They enrich our student body with a wide range of perspectives.' Stephen also said that the danger perceived to come from admitting more students into the country is not realistic. 'The danger would come from restricting the flow of foreign students, so starving our own knowledge base,' Stephen said." Also, "according to findings from the U.S. Congress, international students and their families contribute close to $12 billion to the economy annually." 

Many College Students Eager To Vote But Some Face Challenges. The Christian Science Monitor (9/21, MacDonald) reports that from Massachusetts "to Berkeley, Calif., indicators suggest college campuses are teeming with an interest in electoral politics unlike anything in the past quarter century. Yet for the 20 million Americans who came of voting age since 2000, getting to the polls for the first time continues to be a process fraught with obstacles and confusion. Example: 33 percent of the nation's colleges and universities are failing in their legal duty to provide students with voter-registration materials, according to a report released last week by the Harvard Institute of Politics and The Chronicle of Higher Education. At stake for violators is nothing short of their federal funding, yet some schools seem determined 'to educate, not register,' according to Institute of Politics research director David King." And "nationwide, first-time voters face a minefield of potential snafus as a result of requirements added in recent years. For instance, a student who registers by mail but doesn't have a driver's license might be hard pressed to furnish the necessary photo identification. Also, not all college towns make it easy for students to cast votes. Some residents don't love the idea of a group of 18- to 22-year-olds voting on local ordinances and so create deliberate barriers like disqualifying students who live in dorms and don't have street addresses. What's more, first-time voters who register by mail in Illinois, Louisiana, Michigan, Nevada, and Tennessee must vote in person -- no absentee ballots allowed. Since almost 40 percent of college students say they intend to vote absentee, such rules can affect college voters more than other groups. Yet for all the bureaucratic hurdles, voter-registration activists say the biggest challenge to the youth vote might be the youths themselves. After all, they say somewhat tongue-in-cheek, college students have other things to think about." 

U-Maryland Eastern Shore Receives $3 Million Donation. The Baltimore Sun (9/21, Song) reports, "Richard F. Hazel, a retired bottling company executive who never attended college, has donated $3 million to the University of Maryland, Eastern Shore, the largest gift to any of the state's historically black colleges, state officials announced Monday. The money will be paid over five years and will be used to give scholarships to education majors, create an endowed professorship and pay for education faculty training, school officials said. Lt. Gov. Michael S. Steele and other state leaders recognized Hazel's gift in a ceremony Monday at the university's Princess Anne campus, where they named a new academic building in his honor." 

University Of Nebraska-Lincoln To Offer Online Engineering Grad Program. The Daily Nebraskan (9/21, Gehringer) reports, "This January, students from around the world will be able to earn their master of engineering degrees without ever leaving their home offices. The University of Nebraska-Lincoln's College of Engineering and Technology and the College of Business Administration have combined forces to offer an online graduate program for distance students. 'Teaching long-distance classes to engineers has been going on for 30 years,' said John Ballard, associate dean of the engineering college. 'We used to drive out to students and teach through live interactive television. This new program helps ease the demands on time and accessibility.' The program lets participants focus on earning a graduate degree in engineering management." And "despite the fact that an online course could provide opportunities for fraud and cheating, Ballard said he does not think there will be any problems. 'We're working in a professional environment, and we don't really have those issues,' he said." 

New Jersey Online Job Training Program Expanding. The AP (9/21, Johnson) reports, "Labor commissioners and other officials from at least 17 states and the federal government were gathering Tuesday in East Brunswick for a conference on how to use the Internet to teach job skills to low-income workers, including men." And "online courses have been used successfully for some time by college students and in the corporate world. 'This is the first time it's made its way into the workforce development world, and certainly for single mothers,' said Mary Murphree, administrator for the New Jersey/New York region of the U.S. Department of Labor's Women's Bureau. 'They thought when they had their babies and got their divorce that they would never be able to get further education.' Murphree helped steer a $500,000 demonstration grant, mostly from the Labor Department's Employment and Training Administration, to New Jersey. Now her agency is so sold on online training for women it will be a central part of all its career and training programs for women in 2005-06." Meanwhile, "in Delaware, a pilot program for about 50 single working mothers is to start next month, said its labor secretary, Harold Stafford. Businesses, church groups and individuals have been donating laptop computers and money for the program, which will phase in about 10 participants at a time." And "in Maine, Labor Commissioner Laura Fortman is exploring how to tie in the New Jersey program with one there that gives seventh- and eighth-graders laptop computers for the entire school year, putting around 30,000 laptops in homes around the state." 

USDA Gives Ohio U Grant To Study Underground Railroad. The Athens (OH) News (9/20, Gibson) reported, "Ohio University's Department of African-American Studies has received a federal grant through the Wayne National Forest to study the Underground Railroad and the history of African-American communities in southeastern Ohio. The USDA Forest Service's Civil Rights Office has awarded the university $8,000 to support the work of undergraduate and graduate students who will collect and organize historical data on the region's Underground Railroad sites and make the material available to the general public." 

Pennsylvania's Grove City College Maintains Equal-Opportunities Without Title IX. The Washington Times (9/21, Archibald) reports, "Twenty years ago in these hills of western Pennsylvania an hour north of Pittsburgh, a small liberal-arts college with a Christian vision faced down both the Carter and Reagan administrations over the issue of federal control in the name of women's equality. Grove City College won a landmark 1984 Supreme Court ruling that the school was not discriminating and that the U.S. Education Department was improperly trying to regulate all of the school's activities under Title IX of the Civil Rights Act just because some students received federal grants. But today, after refusing any government aid or interference, Grove City still bests most federally regulated colleges and universities in the equal-opportunity arena, despite being free from the requirements of Title IX. 'We do it as a matter of conscience,' said Richard G. Jewell, the college's president, in an interview." And "the 1984 Supreme Court ruling followed Grove City's refusal seven years earlier to sign a Title IX compliance form, at the insistence of the U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare, and later the Education Department. The form said the school agreed to comply with all federal regulations, even future ones not yet issued. In a 6-3 decision, the court ruled that federal sex-discrimination rules applied only to Grove City's financial aid office, not the college at large, because some students participated in the federal Stafford guaranteed student loan program." 

Rowan University Receives $1 Million Gift. The Philadelphia Inquirer (9/21, Bitman) reports, "A Haddonfield lawyer has given Rowan University $1 million to enhance the college's honors program. President Donald Farish said at a news conference yesterday that the bestowal would help Rowan create a reputation for academic excellence. The benefactor is Thomas N. Bantivoglio, 78, senior partner of the firm Archer & Greiner and a graduate of Princeton University and Harvard Law School. The Camden native has been involved with Rowan for about eight years through foundations. Bantivoglio said yesterday that he believed Rowan was 'on the cutting edge' of being able to attract top scholars." And "the $1 million will be allocated over five years. The first installment was received for the current term." 

Columnist Says Phoenix University Report Exemplifies Bad Side Of Distance Ed. Stephen Winslow writes in his education column for the Augusta Free Press (9/21) "Last week I discussed distance education, its growth and the many possibilities that it offers. Like many good things in life, DE has a bad side. That bad side was on full display late last week as Dawn Gilbertson of The Arizona Republic published elements of a report by the federal government on the recruitment practices of the University of Phoenix." And "this report has nothing to do with the level of education one receives from distance-education programs." But "what this report should do is remind parents and students that any agency that claims to provide educational opportunities should be researched. If you want to assure yourself or your children of quality educational opportunities, then be engaged in the process." 

Arkansas Democrat-Gazette Columnist Notes Increasing Problem Of College Cheating. Mike Masterson writes in his column for the Arkansas Democrat Gazette (9/21) "Heard about that professor at the University of Arkansas at Fayetteville and his Iowa colleagues who have been busy researching the nature and extent of cheating in college classrooms? It seems that UA professor Timothy Smith, after some fairly exhaustive research, has discovered that, among other things, cheating is overwhelmingly prevalent on college exams. He even admits on camera that he once cheated on a test during his college days. But he wasn't very good at it. Another national study found that 80 percent of students cheat on exams. I suppose it's not much of a surprise in this day and age to learn how pervasive cheating can be in our schools and lives, especially considering that overall respect across society has sunk to new lows. The pressures to pass college exams and succeed are powerful enough to tempt even those with the highest ethical standards. Smith's findings show that kids from well-to-do families who have excellent grades and personal standards are as apt to cheat as those from lower socioeconomic classes. They simply find sophisticated ways to justify their behavior. The condition apparently respects no moral or fiscal boundaries." And "Smith says keys to remedying the college cheating situation include professors who take stronger stands against it in their classrooms and placing more emphasis on individual class work rather than team assignments, which appear to me to encourage team test-taking." 

WPost Columnist Notes Inability To Attend College For Some, Apathy For Some Who Can. Jabari Asim writes in his column for the Washington Post (9/21) "For the past six months, [my son] he's received about five [college recruitment] cards or letters a day. I put them on the mantel near the door. Days pass. The pile grows. More days pass. It topples over. Only when my wife threatens to build a bonfire does he give the mess a cursory glance. My son's apathy is especially distressing to me in light of the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education's recent report on higher education. In 'Measuring Up 2004,' the center, a nonprofit nonpartisan group, evaluated each state's performance in providing education and training beyond high school. 'Measuring Up' concluded that most states have done a better job preparing students for college during the past 10 years. Enrollment in advanced placement classes continues to rise. The bad news, according to James B. Hunt Jr., a former governor of North Carolina and chair of the center's board of directors, is that the improvements 'have not been reflected in higher college enrollment or completion rates in most states.'" Meanwhile, "tuition rates have outpaced incomes, making college less affordable for most families than it was a decade ago. Disparities based on race and class continue to persist as well. According to the report, ethnic minorities and low-income whites are still less likely to go to college than middle- and upper-class whites." Asim says "some people continue to dream of going to college but, for various reasons, have little hope of attending. Others, like my son, seem reluctant to acknowledge that education is a jewel worth pursuing. I realize that every college that has reached out to him will not offer him a full ride; some of them may not even accept him if he decides to apply for admission. Still, he is in a privileged position that he hardly seems poised to take advantage of." 
SAT Change Seen As Result Of Changing Times. The Fort Worth Star Telegram (9/21, Frisinger) reports, "The SAT is undergoing significant changes in 2005, including the elimination of those dreaded analogies and the addition of a Writing section that includes an equally dreaded 25-minute essay. Though the first revised test won't be given until March 2005, most of the changes (though not the essay) will be reflected in the PSAT, a practice test that many high school juniors will take in about six weeks." And "the revisions to the exam, the first in 10 years, make the test 'better reflect what students are actually doing in classrooms,' says Kristin Carnahan, associate director of public affairs for the College Board, the organization that designs and administers both the SAT and PSAT. Though that might seem an obvious idea, it was not always the stated goal of the SAT. In the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, the College Board widely touted the SAT as a measure of students' innate ability, and sections such as antonyms (eliminated in 1994) and those tricky analogies -- brain teasers that were not directly related to schoolwork -- were prized for that very reason. But times changed. Students started studying lists of difficult words, and companies like the Princeton Review, which launched in 1981, began offering SAT-prep classes, all of which put the concept of the SAT as a pure measure of intellectual ability in question. At the same time, some observers began saying cultural bias in questions' wording hurt the scores of minorities." 
College Board Rep Says Changes Will Become 'Par For The Course' After First Year. The Syracuse Post Standard (9/21, Nolan) reports, "It is important for teachers and students to realize what's different on the college admissions test, said Chiara Coletti, vice president of public affairs for the College Board, which puts out the SAT. The official characterization from the College Board is that the new test is 'different, not harder.'" And "Coletti called the changes sensible, not revolutionary. Analogies and quantitative comparisons 'seem a little dated' and are not taught in classrooms anymore, she said. As for the higher-level algebra, the College Board has found that 97 percent of college-bound seniors take a third year of high school math. The third new section of the test, including the essay, is the change that gets a lot of attention, Coletti said. It didn't come out of the blue. Back before the 1994 changes, a blue-ribbon panel that studied the SAT recommended adding a writing section, she said. 'We did not because we just didn't have the technology that would allow us to grade that many essays from afar, and now we do,' Coletti said. That's thanks to essay readers who can use computers and the Internet. After the first year, the writing will become 'par for the course,' which has happened with past changes, Coletti said." 
Yale Dean Of Admissions Says Changes Will Not Alter Tests Role In Application Process. Yale Daily News  (9/21, Raman) reports that Yale "Dean of Admissions Richard Shaw said standardized testing such as the SAT does not play a decisive role in deciding whether or not to admit an applicant to the University. '[Tests] don't make or break an applicant,' Shaw said. 'They play a role among many roles. Testing is absolutely one of the indicators -- both the SAT and ACT, and most often the SAT IIs -- that join applications, transcripts and teacher recommendations.' Shaw said the changes to the SAT will not alter its role in the college admissions process. 'It will continue to be a good indicator of students' reasoning skills,' he said. 'There's a high level of comparability between the old and the new.'" And "according to Shaw, if it becomes necessary for an admissions officer to 'evaluate a student's writing compared to the rest of their application,' he might 'take advantage' of his ability to review the essay." 
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