Colleges Boost Lobbying Activities. The Chronicle of Higher Education (10/22, Brainard) reports, "Colleges and universities have significantly raised their spending on lobbying the federal government in recent years, as more college officials look to Washington to help pay for new programs and buildings. Academic institutions reported spending a total of $61.7-million on lobbying in 2003, more than double the amount they spent just five years ago, according to a review of federal lobbying records by The Chronicle." 
Saint Mary's College Of California Reports On Fraudulent Pledges. The Chronicle of Higher Education (10/18, Hoover) reports, "A real-estate investor with a criminal past concocted an elaborate swindle that led Saint Mary's College of California to expect more than $112-million in pledges that it never received, according to a report released Friday by the college. The report said that John Banker, who was convicted in 1980 of trying to sell restaurant properties he did not own, had devised a 'meticulously executed fraud' involving real-estate investments made by a former regent of the college, Conrad Colbrandt. Mr. Colbrandt had expected to use proceeds from the investments to fulfill the pledges to Saint Mary's, which is located in Moraga, Calif., about 20 miles east of San Francisco." The college will now "conduct background checks on donors who submit pledges above an agreed-on amount." 
Analysts Say Bush, Kerry College Plans Won't Do Enough. U.S. News and World Report (10/25, Ewers) reports as part of its cover package that while Bush and Kerry have both offered an array of plans to make college more affordable, "many analysts worry that neither man's proposals will come close to what is necessary to make college more accessible and affordable for everyone. The central problem is that while costs have skyrocketed...student aid has severely lagged. Federal Pell grants, for example, a $12.6 billion program that helps more than 4.5 million low-income students pay for college, have actually decreased in real terms." US News adds, "Both Bush and Kerry have outlined plans (box) for improving high school preparation, of course, and their college funding strategies may help some cash-strapped low- and middle-income kids. But more systemic change may be elusive." 
San Francisco College Finds Donor Fraud. The New York Times (10/16, Murphy) reports, "A convicted swindler at the center of a fraudulent $112 million gift to a small Catholic college here hoodwinked college officials to the point that they arranged a papal blessing for him as a token of their appreciation." A report by the board of trustees at Saint Mary's College "found that the gift...was not real and had grown out of a 'serious act of deception' against the college." The accused, John Banker "had his real estate license revoked in 1980 after being convicted and sentenced to five years in prison for trying to sell restaurant properties that he did not own, the report said. The authorities in Contra Costa County said he fled his apartment in Walnut Creek shortly after the most recent scheme was exposed in late July. Mr. Banker is believed to have disappeared with about $9 million in money belonging to about 120 investors." 
Southeastern University Offers Entrepreneurship Program. The Washington Post (10/18, Irwin) reports that Southeastern University recently launched an entrepreneurship program "that aims to help fix the interlocking problems of poverty and unemployment in some of the District's most troubled neighborhoods." The Post notes, "Other local schools, including George Mason University, the University of Maryland and Howard University, have programs focusing on entrepreneurship to varying degrees. Southeastern officials said its program is geared more toward the basics of launching a small business than the others. Rather than studying theories of how businesses grow or how to deal with venture capitalists, Southeastern students learn how to balance the books of a lawn-care business or how to recruit employees. ... It is unclear is whether the program, even if successful, could have any impact on unemployment in the District, which was 7.5 percent in August, compared with 3.2 percent in the Washington area as a whole." 
Penn President Proposes Plan To Improve Reputation. The Philadelphia Inquirer (10/18, Lowe) reports, "Amy Gutmann, the new president of the University of Pennsylvania, proposed a three-point plan yesterday to raise the Ivy League institution from 'excellence to eminence' in teaching, research, and its relationship with the community. About 1,200 people attended Gutmann's investiture, a 90-minute ceremony that was part coronation, part political science seminar, and part pep rally. ... In her acceptance speech, the former Princeton University provost said that for Penn to succeed, it must increase access, integrate knowledge, and engage locally and globally." 
WSJournal Laments Historically Black College's Use Of Social Promotion. The Wall Street Journal (10/18) editorializes, "Social promotion -- where K-12 students are shuffled along to the next grade regardless of their academic performance -- has been falling out of vogue in recent years. And none too soon. So it strikes us as unfortunate to hear about an effort at Benedict College in Columbia, South Carolina, to extend the practice to the university level. Last year Benedict President David Swinton instituted a new grading policy called Success Equals Effort, or SEE. Under SEE, freshmen are graded using a 60-40 formula whereby 'effort' counts for 60% and academics count for only 40%. In effect, a student who never learns the course material and never passes a single exam can receive a passing grade. ... Benedict is an historically black college that was founded after the Civil War to educate freed slaves, who were thought to be intellectually inferior. Mr. Swinton's SEE policy feeds that ugly notion." 
Kennedy And Lautenberg Seek Review Of USED's Videos. The New York Times (10/16, Schemo) reports, The U.S. Department of Education "paid $700,000 to Ketchum, a public relations and marketing firm, to rate newspaper coverage of the education law in 2003 and to produce two video press releases in the format of news articles. The videos were reminiscent of videos about Medicare that were sent to television stations around the country and criticized by federal budget monitors this year as violating the federal law barring the use of Congressional appropriations 'in a general propaganda effort designed to aid a political party or candidate.'" According to the Times, 'The Education Department contract has come under fire from Senators Frank R. Lautenberg of New Jersey and Edward M. Kennedy of Massachusetts, both Democrats, who asked the Government Accountability Office to determine if the department broke the law." But "Susan Aspey, a spokeswoman for the Department of Education, said the videos were done before the Government Accountability Office issued its ruling and were no longer in use, but she defended them as an effort to publicize the new law." 
Texas Coverage Categorized As Neutral To Negative. The Fort Worth Star-Telegram (10/17, Ayala) reported, "In June and September 2003, most of the media coverage of No Child Left Behind from the Star-Telegram, Dallas Morning News, Austin American-Statesman and Houston Chronicle was found to be neutral, according to the ratings report. In October 2003, Texas' coverage was mostly negative, with five articles from the Star-Telegram, the Austin American-Statesman and the Houston Chronicle." And "Department of Education spokeswoman Susan Aspey said it is a standard public relations practice to review how the media cover certain issues." 
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Closing a Loan Loophole - Letter to the Editor
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The Post's most recent of two editorials criticizing the Education Department ["Student Loans (cont'd)," Oct. 4] again failed to mention that the president, in his fiscal 2005 budget, was the first to propose closing the 9.5 percent student loan loophole and reducing special allowance payments by $5 billion over the next decade.

The Post also neglected to note that the loophole is a result of a prior administration's interpretation of a department regulation. Without new legislation, the department would have to engage in a protracted regulatory process to change the policy because federal courts in the District have interpreted the law to require agencies to conduct rulemaking to change regulatory interpretations. Those are the facts.

Despite the Government Accountability Office's suggestion to the contrary, the department cannot invoke the "public interest" exception to rulemaking here. Rulemaking is in place so that the public can be included in the process. For this reason, courts require that exceptions to the regulatory process be used sparingly and only in emergencies. We are hard-pressed to suddenly characterize as an "emergency" situation a practice that was explicitly authorized by the Clinton administration eight years ago. This administration takes a back seat to no one in its determination to close the 9.5 percent loan loophole; indeed, President Bush has been pushing this issue for months.

The most appropriate and quickest place to end this practice is the halls of Congress, not through the lengthy regulatory process. Unfortunately, The Post's editorial failed to point out that Democrats in Congress have stymied Republican efforts to get this loophole abolished sooner rather than later.

BRIAN W. JONES

General Counsel 

U.S. Department of Education 

Washington

