PLUS Loans Grow In Popularity. The Chicago Tribune http://www.chicagotribune.com/business/chi-312090096dec09,1,6756782.story?coll=chi-business-hed
 (12/9, Steele) reports, "When Sheila and Jeff Schumacher of Eureka, Ill., sent their daughter Kati off to Illinois Wesleyan University in Bloomington this fall, they realized they couldn't simply write a check for the entire year's tuition. They had the funds for one semester, but not for two. What she found after an Internet search was the Parent Loan for Undergraduate Students (PLUS) loan program, a federally subsidized educational loan program allowing families with college-aged children to borrow an amount up to the entire cost of an undergraduate college education, minus the sum covered by grants, scholarships or other financial aid." The Tribune continues, "PLUS loans aren't based on financial need. What's more, they don't require collateral, as long as the parents qualify based on credit history. As parents of college-aged students have watched their investment portfolios decline in recent years, PLUS loans have become a more popular option, said Gen Tanabe, who with his wife, Kelly, wrote "1,001 Ways to Pay for College" (SuperCollege, 2003)." 

Grambling Has Accreditation Reaffirmed. The Advocate    http://www.2theadvocate.com/stories/121003/new_graid001.shtml (12/10, Dyer) reports, "After two years on probation, Grambling State University had its accreditation reaffirmed Tuesday, clearing the way for the school to continue to offer Pell Grants and other federal aid to students. The Southern Association of Colleges and Schools reaffirmed Grambling's accreditation Tuesday in Nashville, Tenn. Grambling officials passed on the good news via a satellite video connection moments later." The Advocate continues, "Grambling was in danger of losing its accreditation because of financial problems that date back to 1998, when records were lost during a conversion to a new computer system. The school went for almost five years before the records could be reconstructed to a point where the state legislative auditors could give Grambling a clean financial bill of health. The Southern Association of Colleges and Schools placed Grambling on probation in 2001, and gave the school a maximum of two years to clean up its act.” The Associated Press

http://www.nola.com/newsflash/louisiana/index.ssf?/newsflash/get_story.ssf?/cgi-free/getstory_ssf.cgi?n5265_BC_LA--Grambling-Accredi&&news&newsflash-louisiana   

(12/9) reports, "Grambling State University's accreditation -- once endangered because of years of bad bookkeeping -- was fully restored Tuesday by the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools. SACS had placed the historically black north Louisiana university on probation in 2001. However, an October audit by Louisiana's legislative auditor showed improvement and SACS officials who recently visited Grambling said in a report released last month that the school achieved a 'remarkable transformation' in financial management." AP continues, "SACS' two-year limit on probation cases meant the accrediting agency had to either fully restore or revoke Grambling's accreditation. Tuesday's decision maintains accreditation until 2010. Revocation could have been a death blow to the century-old institution. Students at an unaccredited university cannot qualify for federal financial aid and their degrees often are not recognized by graduate schools or professional boards." 
The New Orleans Times-Picayune http://www.nola.com/education/t-p/index.ssf?/base/news-0/107095475841850.xml (12/9, Warner) reports, "The verdict on whether Grambling State University is taken off probation won't come until this afternoon, but anxious administrators are feeling more confident after getting a thumbs up Monday from one of the top officials of the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools, which threatened to revoke the school's accreditation two years ago because of management problems." The Picayune adds, "The good news was delivered to a crowd of about 20 Louisiana higher education officials pacing the hall outside a meeting room at Opryland Resort & Convention Center in Nashville, Tenn., where the Executive Committee of the association's Commission on Colleges met behind closed doors. Hoping for some hint of Grambling's fate, they got what they wanted when, as the meeting broke up, David Carter, a high-ranking association executive, flashed a thumbs up to the group, saying he would tell them more later. The signal set off congratulatory hugs and expressions of relief among Grambling advocates." 

College Students Help Minority And Low-Income Students With College Preparation. The Ithaca (NY) Journal http://www.theithacajournal.com/news/stories/20031209/localnews/210.html (12/9, Ju) reports, "In an attempt to help the underserved reach the goal of higher education, a group of Cornell students have formed a program to help students navigate the path to college. Cornell students are launching a local chapter of a national program, called 'Let's Get Ready.' It's geared toward minority and low-income high school students who could use help with college applications, financial aid forms, interviews and the dreaded Scholastic Aptitude Test. Let's Get Ready programs have formed in other college towns including those near Harvard, Brown and Columbia universities, according to the Let's Get Ready Web site. Cornell undergraduates Marquise McGraw and Bethany Tong are coordinating the pilot launch, which would pair Cornell students with high school students for everything from SAT preparation to mentoring. A seed grant of $3,250 that Tong received from Tompkins Trust Company has helped with startup costs, she said." 
The Los Angeles Times http://www.latimes.com/news/education/la-me-outreach10dec10,1,4082981.story?coll=la-news-learning (12/10, Trounson) reports, "Simone Leard puts it simply: If not for the UCLA students who visited her classes at Crenshaw High School in Los Angeles almost every week for four years, she wouldn't have known how to apply to college or what it takes to get there. The college students 'told us what classes we needed to take, how to take good notes, how to study,' said Leard, the child of Jamaican immigrants. Most of all, she said, 'they made us think about college, all the time.' But Leard, a second-year UCLA undergraduate who returns frequently to Crenshaw to prod others toward college, is worried about the future of such outreach and college-preparatory efforts. The programs, which are aimed at helping to guide poor and minority students toward four-year colleges, would be cut significantly in January and all but eliminated for the next school year under Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger's recent budget proposals." 

Congress Has Yet To Complete Reauthorization Of Major Educational Laws. Education Week http://www.edweek.org/ew/ewstory.cfm?slug=15congress.h23 (12/10, Goldstein) reports, "Congress returned from its summer recess a few months ago facing a slate of major education bills with high hopes of completing work on most or all of them. When lawmakers reconvene in January, despite a brief session scheduled for this week, they are likely to face the same list of uncompleted education business. That list includes bills reauthorizing Head Start, which offers services to about one million poor children in preparation for school; the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, which guarantees the rights of a free, appropriate public education to the nation's 6.5 million public school students with disabilities; and the Higher Education Act, the main federal law on student financial aid and other programs for colleges and universities. Meanwhile, in its crunch to pass a Medicare bill, among other things, Congress recessed before Thanksgiving without taking a final vote on an omnibus $328 billion spending plan that includes the budget for the Department of Education. Members of the House of Representatives were expected to return Dec. 8 to vote on that bill, which also contains language establishing a $13 million private school voucher experiment for the District of Columbia." But "Alexa Marrero, a spokeswoman for the Republicans on the House Committee on Education and the Workforce defended the House's record on education." And "Joshua Shields, a spokesman for the Republicans on the Senate Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee, said he thinks Congress is on track for education." 

Study Finds More College Students Taking Remedial Courses. Education Week http://www.edweek.org/ew/ewstory.cfm?slug=15Remedial.h23 (12/10, Cavanagh) reports, "More students today are taking at least one year of remedial coursework upon reaching college than five years ago, according to a report from the National Center for Educational Statistics. Thirty-five percent of students entering two- and four-year public and private colleges took at least a year of remedial courses during 2000, the study says. Five years ago, 28 percent spent that much time in remedial classes, according to the NCES study, 'Remedial Education at Degree-Granting Postsecondary Institutions in Fall 2000.' 'I wish I could tell you remediation isn't necessary in today's world, but sadly, it is,' Secretary of Education Rod Paige said of the findings, in a statement. Someday, he said, the United States 'wouldn't need to rely on remediation to do the job that the K-12 system should be doing to academically prepare students.' The study was based on a survey sent to 1,242 two- and four-year institutions. Despite the apparent growth of remedial work among many students, the NCES found that the numbers of undergraduates taking such courses remained stagnant within several categories of academic subjects and institutions." 

College Board Announces Preparation Of New AP Language Courses. Education Week http://www.edweek.org/ew/ewstory.cfm?slug=15China.h23 (12/10, Manzo) reports, "The College Board will offer a new Advanced Placement course and exam in Chinese language and culture beginning in the 2006-07 school year, the New York City-based organization announced last week. Introduction of the subject is part of a plan to double the number of foreign language offerings in the rigorous high school program, with the goal of promoting the study of other languages and cultures as essential for students' success in an increasingly global society. The board announced earlier this fall that the AP program would offer Italian beginning in the 2005-06 school year. Plans are also under way to develop courses and the culminating exams in Japanese and Russian. Since the AP program was launched in 1955, students have been able to choose among just four foreign language offerings: French, German, Latin, and Spanish." 

President gives federal employees extra Christmas holiday

By Shawn Zeller 

szeller@govexec.com

President Bush on Tuesday ordered executive branch agencies to close on Friday, Dec. 26, giving most federal employees a four-day Christmas weekend.  Agency heads still have the authority to order some essential employees to their posts on the day after Christmas, according to an executive order issued Tuesday.  The decision to award the extra holiday came earlier than last year when President Bush waited till Dec. 19 to award a half-day off for Christmas Eve, which fell on a Tuesday. But in 2001, Bush made the announcement a little earlier, on Dec. 6, awarding employees a full day off on Christmas Eve, which fell on a Monday that year. Generally, when Christmas falls on a Tuesday or a Thursday, as it does this year, presidents give federal employees an extra full day off.  Employees can reschedule any annual leave they have scheduled for Dec. 26. No employees will be charged annual leave for that day. If employees scheduled use-or-lose leave for Dec. 26 and can't reschedule it, they'll have to forfeit it. For most employees, use-or-lose leave must be used by Jan. 10, 2004.  Now, how about an extra day after New Year's Day, which falls on Thursday this year? Don't hold your breath. The last time feds got an extra day at New Year's was in 1973, when President Nixon gave employees a full day off on Dec. 31. Christmas and New Year's Day both fell on a Tuesday that year.  Federal employees got half days off on New Year's Eve in 1957, when New Year's Day 1958 was on a Wednesday; and 1953, when New Year's Day 1954 was on a Friday. When New Year's Day 1955 fell on a Saturday, employees who usually worked on Saturday got a half-day off on Friday, New Year's Eve 1954.

For a second year, appropriations work will wait until January 
By Peter Cohn, CongressDaily http://www.nationaljournal.com/congressdaily 

The first session of the 108th Congress came to a close Tuesday with seven of 13 annual must-pass appropriations bills unfinished, despite Republican control of both chambers and the White House.  Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist, R-Tenn., filed a cloture motion Tuesday on an $820 billion fiscal 2004 omnibus package wrapping together seven remaining spending bills, with a vote at 2:30 p.m. when the Senate returns Jan. 20. Frist said final passage could occur within 24 hours after that.  Frist failed to gain unanimous consent to approve the bill after objections were heard from Minority Leader Tom Daschle, D-S.D., and Senate Appropriations ranking member Robert Byrd, D-W.Va. The House approved the omnibus Monday, 242-176, before adjourning until Jan. 20, when a joint session will convene for President Bush's State of the Union speech.  Frist decided not to call senators back to town from their vacations -- despite direct lobbying by Bush -- due to a commitment not to have roll call votes until January. But Frist acknowledged he faced possible defeat on the Senate floor, putting agency spending in limbo for the remainder of the fiscal year.  "My job is to maximize opportunity to pass this omnibus bill," he told reporters. "This month there is sufficient uncertainty" about the bill that the chances for passage were "less than optimal," he said. Daschle and Byrd criticized GOP leaders for not completing appropriations work on time. "At the beginning of the year we were told that the White House and Senate Republican leadership would make sure the appropriations process ran more smoothly than ever before," Daschle said. "In fact, the process broke down to an extent never seen before, opening the door to the worst kind of legislative abuses and special interest giveaways."  Before objecting to consideration of the omnibus, Daschle made a motion of his own -- to debate and vote on a resolution removing last-minute deals struck by the majority Republicans and the White House on provisions dealing with media ownership, overtime compensation, country-of-origin labeling for meat and produce, firearms sale documents and others.  Frist objected to that and another Daschle motion to break out from the omnibus the Foreign Operations spending bill and consider it separately, with Daschle citing concerns about lack of funding to combat HIV/AIDS. Frist replied there were sufficient funds within the current continuing resolution, which funds the government under fiscal 2003 levels through Jan. 31. Frist also objected to a motion to bring up a temporary unemployment benefits bill.  Frist defended his record as majority leader in moving the appropriations process along. Combined with the 11-bill fiscal 2003 omnibus approved early this year are the six 2004 spending bills already approved individually and the pending seven-bill 2004 omnibus measure.  "I passed 25 appropriations bills," Frist said in a slight exaggeration -- only 23 have been approved in the Senate under his watch. But Frist noted that when the Democrats were in control last year they were unable to move most of the 2003 spending bills across the floor.
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