



JOINT MEETING

OF THE

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEES 
OF THE

LOUISIANA STUDENT FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE COMMISSION

AND THE
LOUISIANA TUITION TRUST AUTHORITY

MINUTES OF MEETING
DATE:
October 19, 2010
TIME

10:30 a.m.
PLACE:
Louisiana Retirement Systems Building


Mr. F. Travis Lavigne, Jr., Commission and Authority Chair, called the joint meeting of the Executive Committees to order at 10: 44 a.m.

The following members of the Commission’s Executive Committee were present:



Mr. F. Travis Lavigne, Jr.


Mr. Jimmy Long

The following member was absent:



Dr. Sandra Harper


Also present were Commission Members:


Mr. Jeffery Ehlinger




Mr. Walter Guidry



Ms. Arlene Hoag



Mr. Winfred Sibille



Dr. Larry Tremblay



Mr. Joe Wiley


Two members were present and this did not represent a quorum.  Mr. Lavigne temporarily appointed Mr. Sibille, Ms. Hoag and Mr. Ehlinger, effecting a quorum.
The following members of the Authority’s Executive Committee were present:



Mr. F. Travis Lavigne, Jr.


Ms. Barbara Baier



Mr. Jimmy Long



Mr. John Williams


The following member was absent:



Dr. Sandra Harper

Also present were Authority Members:



Mr. Walter Guidry



Ms. Arlene Hoag



Mr. Winfred Sibille



Dr. Larry Tremblay



Mr. Joe Wiley


Four members were present which did represent a quorum.  Mr. Lavigne temporarily
 appointed Mr. Guidry, Dr. Tremblay and Mr. Wiley.  

The following staff members were present: 
  
Ms. Melanie Amrhein

Mr. Brock Avery


Dr. Sujuan Boutte’


Ms. Alice Brown


Ms. Devlin Clark

Mr. Kelvin Deloch

Mr. George Eldredge


Ms. Carol Fulco

Mr. Jack Hart


Ms. Mary Jane Lange


Ms. Robyn Lively


Ms. Suzan Manuel


Mr. Jason McCann

Ms. Deborah Paul


Mr. David Roberts

Mr. Gus Wales


Ms. Lynda Whittington

Also present:



Ms. Wendy Simoneaux, LSU Systems Office


The minutes of the September 15, 2010 Joint Executive Committee meeting were presented for review and approval.  Mr. Guidry made a motion for approval.  Dr. Tremblay seconded the motion and it carried unanimously. 

Mr. Lavigne offered a public comment period.  There were no comments.

Under Program Updates, Mr. Roberts presented the Public Information and Communications Outreach Report.  He stated there were 66 events conducted in September 2010 of which 41 were school events, 16 were general public events and 9 were counselor events.  Mr. Roberts stated there were 27,194 total attendees for these events which exceeded the agency’s goal of reaching 500,000 people by November 2010.  


Mr. Roberts reported that the new START marketing campaign is currently underway and will be brought before the Commission when finalized.

Mr. Roberts stated a START media tour was conducted in Houma and Morgan City in October 2010.    
 


Mr. Hart presented the Federal Fund and Agency Operating Fund financial statements for the period ending August 31, 2010.  He stated that at the end of August 2010, the agency had a $5.5 million reserve in the operating fund and $9.5 million in the federal fund.  He reported that the operating statement of the federal fund shows the agency had a loss of $387,000 for the month of August; however, a profit of $648,000 for the year.  He explained that with the end of loan origination under the FFEL Program LOSFA will no longer receive federal default fees, so there will continue to be immediate losses to the federal fund.  Mr. Hart stated the agency’s reserve ratio is .61% which is well over the minimum reserve requirement of .25%.   He reviewed the current month and year-to-date net assets of the operating fund for the month of August 2010.  Mr. Hart noted the report is showing a loss in August 2010 of $175,000; however, there were accrual adjustments pertaining to June 2010 and July 2010 which were booked in August figures.  Mr. Hart noted the agency has a $95,000 profit for the year.  This number would have been $1.3 million had the agency not have had to subsidize programs due to the lack of adequate state general funds of $1.2 million.   

Dr. Boutte’ presented the START Activity Report for period ending September 30, 2010.  Dr. Boutte’ discussed the number of START accounts opened, closed, deposits, disbursements and refunds.  

Dr. Boutte’ presented the report detailing the breakdown by START Investment Options.  The trend continues to show the majority of funds are invested in the Louisiana Principal Protection Option.

Dr. Boutte’ presented the START average annual returns as of September 30, 2010.  

Dr. Boutte’ presented the START activity comparison for 2010 and the 5 year average for September 2005 through 2009.  She also presented the report showing the active accounts by parish as of September 30, 2010.

Dr. Tremblay asked for comments from staff regarding the 5 year average of accounts closed versus September 2010 due to September’s numbers being more than double of the 5 year average.  Dr. Boutte’ stated when looking at trends, the first comment would be the state of the economy.  The second comment would be that students are aging through the program and have utilized the funds in the accounts for the purpose of attending college and the accounts have been closed.  

Mr. Long noted in the report of active START accounts by parish that Allen Parish shows the average balance per account as $473,000.  Ms. Amrhein stated this is an error and will be corrected.  


Ms. Amrhein explained the budget office has asked the agency to identify the programs which would be cut if there is a mid-year budget reduction of $1.5 million.  Ms. Amrhein stated that without affecting the TOPS Program, GO Grant or Early Start what remains is the 2010-11 Earnings Enhancements appropriation.  She explained the appropriation per year to fund earnings enhancements is $1.7 million.  Ms. Amrhein stated the only other program which could be cut is the LEAP Program which is a federal/state match for a grant for students.  Half of these funds have already been disbursed to the schools.  

Mr. Sibille asked if the Commission has legislative authority to reduce earnings enhancements during the year?  Ms. Amrhein stated that EEs are paid based on the calendar year deposits and there are sufficient remaining funds to cover deposits made this year based on projections.  She explained that starting January 2011 if there is not another appropriation made in the 2011-12 budget year, there will not be sufficient funds to pay the earnings enhancements.  Ms. Amrhein stated the EEs would have to be prorated based on accounts per statute.   

Mr. Lavigne stated this is a critical issue because the current Louisiana 529 plan is predicated upon the enhancements.  He asked if the state would be responsible due to the agreements made with investors in this program?  Mr. Eldredge explained that the statute, the Authority’s rules and the disclosure statement note that earning enhancements are subject to appropriation by the Legislature.  In the event there is no appropriation or the appropriation is insufficient to pay the full enhancements then it will be reduced prorata across the board.  Mr. Eldredge explained that if there is not a proposed appropriation mentioned in the legislation at the beginning of the year, staff would have to inform all current and new account owners that there is a possibility that they would not receive any or part of the earning enhancements for the next calendar year.  Mr. Eldredge stated that he will advise the Executive Director in December 2010 if a notice needs to be published to account owners.  He noted that if this were to happen, the impact on the program will be tremendous.   

Mr. Lavigne asked Mr. Eldredge to provide the statutory requirements to members along with an executive summary on the START Program.  He also stated it would be helpful to know what percentage of the total investment is constituted by the earning enhancement.  Mr. Eldredge stated in discussing this issue with the START Director, Ms. Fulco, the vast majority of deposits are made in the 2% EE range.  Mr. Lavigne asked Mr. Eldredge to include in the report the schedule of payments based on the Adjusted Gross Income (AGI).  

Dr. Tremblay asked if the prorata language is required by statute or in rule?  Mr. Eldredge stated it is in statute.  Dr. Tremblay stated that if the language were in rule, the Commission may want to ensure that any account owner with an earnings enhancement of 6% or higher would be protected.  Mr. Eldredge stated the statute would have to be amended.  


Mr. Wiley asked what percentage of EEs will be cut?  Ms. Amrhein stated it will vary depending on the amount deposited to each account.  

Dr. Boutte’ presented GO Grant and Early Start updates.  The current GO Grant balance is $21 million.  Dr. Boutte’ explained that because the dollars are limited with the Early Start program, an October 15 billing deadline was put into place this year.  She explained this will help manage the funding and show if any adjustments need to be made for the spring semester.  She stated this is proving to be a wise decision because as of October 15, $2.8 million has been expended out of the $5.5 million appropriation for Early Start.  Dr. Boutte’ explained that schools that do not bill by the deadline will have to petition the Board of Regents to receive funding.  

Mr. Lavigne stated that many students will be affected if the Division of Administration decides to cut $1.5 million from Early Start.  This program has encouraged students to take college level courses while in high school.  If this program is cut the responsibility would be placed on the colleges and universities to either waive that tuition or students would lose access to the program.  

Dr. Tremblay asked approximately how many schools did not meet the billing deadline?  Ms. Paul, Scholarship and Grant Division Director, stated it was less than 5 schools.   

Ms. Amrhein presented the Executive Summary of LOSFA’s role in the procurement, operation and oversight of the State’s Web-Based Student Guidance/College Access Portal.  She stated the Request for Proposal (RFP) process was approved by the Commission to solicit vendors to either maintain the portal or check availability and pricing structures of other options.  Ms. Amrhein stated the agency recently completed the Guidance Counselor Workshops which are held all over the state.  Some of the survey questions given to the guidance counselors pertained to the portal, i.e., strengths, weaknesses, and what could be done to improve it.  Ms. Amrhein stated that over 50 comments were given on how to improve the portal.  Ms. Amrhein noted there has been one pre-conference meeting with vendors to ask questions.  The meeting was very well attended.  

Mr. Wiley asked who actually uses the portal and how often?  Ms. Amrhein stated the current portal is used in most of the school systems.  It is used for searches into colleges, virtual college tours, financial aid information, etc.  Ms. Amrhein stated the 5-year plan is included in the portal for tracking purposes.  She explained the agency has wanted a portal in which a student or counselor could input the courses that have been taken, the TOPS requirements, the college admission requirements and have the system match these to determine what direction the student needs to take.


Mr. Wiley asked if guidance counselors are the majority of users?  Ms. Amrhein stated the portal is a multi-user system.  The student, parent or guidance counselor can access the portal.    

Mr. Williams asked what the difference is in the portal than going directly to a school’s website for information?  Ms. Amrhein stated the portal is a “one-stop shop”.  It is designed to be used starting in middle school and to have the students use it throughout their middle school and high school years and into postsecondary education.  

Ms. Amrhein explained that in many states the guaranty agencies have funded these portals for the past ten years.  


Mr. Wiley stated the portal sounds good in “theory”; however, not that well accepted in practice.  He explained that without usage data and feedback from the users on how important this is to them, he questions how much it would be missed if it was cut.


Dr. Boutte’ explained that is the “driving factor” for the RFP.  The proposed portal is a much more robust portal.  Dr. Boutte’ stated currently the agency receives ACT data, FAFSA data, grade point average data and core curriculum progress on students.  She stated currently there is not one central location where a parent or student can go to determine the student’s progress toward college access.  The goal with the improved portal is to combine all of the available data for students and to provide them with all financial assistance to which they qualify.  Another goal with the portal is to reach middle school students by showing them what careers they may be suited for, how much money they could make and how much college costs would be based on their plan data.      


Dr. Boutte’ stated another example of what could be done using the portal is to take the student’s plan assessment and gauge the predictor of success on the ACT.  As an intervention, the information from the portal can begin to link the student with college access programs at colleges, universities, technical and community colleges that match the student’s need including whether the student is on track to receive TOPS.  Dr. Boutte’ noted that by making this information available to the students and parents, guidance counselors will not be the sole source of this information.  

Dr. Boutte’ noted the RFP includes a requirement for the portal to allow the agency to track the usage of the online services used by students and other users.  


Mr. Wiley asked if any other states have elements of their systems which make it mandatory?  Dr. Boutte’ stated that she is not aware of any mandatory requirements.  Mr. Wiley stated that if the students, parents and schools have mandatory requirements in place, the portal will be more successful.  Ms. Amrhein stated this is being done in part because Act 704 of the 2010 Regular Session mandates that all public school students must have their Individual Graduation Plans entered and monitored “using the LA ePortal or any other appropriate web-based student guidance system.”    


Ms. Hoag stated that as a parent of a senior in high school she fully supports the portal and what it has to offer to students and parents.


Mr. Lavigne stated the ePortal contract is in place and is funded through April 2011.  He agreed with Mr. Wiley that the usage data would be very helpful.  Mr. Lavigne asked that the comments from the Guidance Counselor Workshops be made available for Commission members.  

Ms. Amrhein noted from comments given by guidance counselors in attendance at the workshops that approximately 79 percent of the counselors (out of 398) use the portal.  When asked if their students utilize the portal approximately 80 percent (out of 378 counselors) said the students do use the portal.   


Dr. Tremblay noted the difficulty in assessing the portal without having access to the portal and its capacities.  He stated that Commission members will have the opportunity to engage in a more “hands on” demonstration in the future.  

Ms. Brown, Information Technology Division Director, gave a status report on the implementation of the LA Awards System.  Ms. Brown stated the LA Awards System was deployed to internal LOSFA users, colleges and students during the week of August 30, 2010.  Ms. Brown explained the initial implementation plan included a phased deployment with the web screens being deployed first, then payments, initial eligibility and renewal processing through grade updates.  Neither initial eligibility nor renewals have been processed through the awards system yet; however, agency staff is diligently working with the contractor, Methods, to accomplish this endeavor.  Ms. Brown noted the order of the implementation process was web application screens, payment processing for LEAP and SLEAP, TOPS, Early Start, GO Grant, Rockefeller, initial eligibility and renewal processing.  She stated the feedback received from schools is positive for having different logons and passwords that are managed at the school level.  Ms. Brown stated that at each level reporting is available to all schools.  She noted with the schools’ ability to retrieve their own data, the internal users no longer have to mail reports to each school.  Ms. Brown stated the main priority is to get to normal as quickly as possible.    


Under Old Business, it was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider publication of final rule to create Chapter 18 in the Commission’s Scholarship and Grant Program rules for the administration of the Chafee Educational Training Voucher (ETV) Program by the Commission that provides grants to certain students who have been in the foster care system to pursue postsecondary education or training to enter the workforce.  

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider publication of final rule to amend Section 1603 of the Scholarship and Grant Program rules to clarify that Health Care Educator Loan Forgiveness funds may be used by a recipient at any school which is approved by the Louisiana Board of Regents.   

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider publication of final rule to amend Sections 305, 307 and 311 of the START Saving Program rules to increase the time required to make an initial deposit to an education savings account and to extend the deadline for account owners to provide the tax documents required to establish the proper allocation of earnings enhancements.  Mr. Long made a motion to approve Items 1, 2 and 3 en globo.  Mr. Williams seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.


Under New Business, it was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider and act upon the attached requests for exception to the TOPS regulatory provisions that requires students to enroll full-time, to remain continuously enrolled, and to earn at least 24 credit hours during the academic year.  Staff recommended approval of requests submitted by Beth (0121), Caprice (9466), Phillip (7576), Stephen (4605), Amanda (5999), Alexander (1880), Courtney (7545), Ernesto (0669) and Kristina (2823).  There were no recommendations for denial.  Mr. Wiley made a motion to approve.  Dr. Tremblay seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

Ms. Baier asked if the students in recommendations 3 and 4 are related due to the similarity in situations?  Mr. Eldredge stated they are related.   


Ms. Baier asked if the number of requests for exception based on caring for grandparents has ever been researched?  Mr. Eldredge stated that Louisiana does have a high number of this type of exception. 

Mr. Wiley asked if the questionnaires for exceptions are sworn statements?  Mr. Eldredge stated the student must provide a notarized sworn statement along with documentation.  


Ms. Baier asked what is the consequence if the information provided is untrue?  Mr. Eldredge explained that the agency has never obtained any information to the contrary.  He noted the student must have corroborating documentation to accompany the exception.  


It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider rulemaking to amend Section 1205 of the Scholarship and Grant Program rules to provide enrollment requirements for qualified summer sessions.  Mr. Williams made a motion to approve.  Mr. Sibille seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.
 


It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider rulemaking to amend Section 301 of the Scholarship and Grant Program rules to modify the TOPS definition of “tuition”.  Ms. Amrhein explained that statutorily tuition is set by the administering agency.  She stated that was defined as whatever tuition and mandatory fees were in affect at the time of the program’s implementation in January 1998.  Ms. Amrhein stated since implementation of the program several fees have been added by individual systems or campuses.  She explained that statutorily these fees were excluded from being paid by TOPS.  As tuition increased each year, the baseline tuition, which was established in the Commission’s definition, and would then add on the percentage of the increase approved for each campus.  Ms. Amrhein stated not knowing exactly how the campuses have applied their tuition increases over the years has resulted in misalignment with the tuition increases and what schools charge for tuition and fees.
Ms. Amrhein presented a report per campus showing current tuition and the total cost including current tuition and the fees (as applicable) as reported to the Louisiana Board of Regents.  She noted the difference in amounts per campus of current tuition and the maximum that TOPS pays.  
Mr. Patrick Bell arrived at the meeting in progress.

Ms. Amrhein stated that the LA GRAD Act of the 2010 Regular Session allows for an additional increase of tuition and mandatory fees of up to five percent per year for two years and up to ten percent per year for four additional years.  

Ms. Amrhein explained if only the current tuition amount was covered per campus for the academic year, the program would have a savings of $2.3 million.  Ms. Amrhein explained this is a saving to TOPS; however, the student would incur the difference.  She stated as the administering agency, the amount that should be paid is the only information needed.  Agency staff is not telling campuses how they should create their tuition amounts.  A consistent method needs to be implemented to ensure the students are being paid statutorily what they should be paid.  
Mr. Sibille stated this issue is important and although there is not enough time to make changes for the current year, this does warrant more discussion for possible changes for next academic year.  Mr. Sibille asked for written information on this issue to be given to Commission members to take to their respective boards.  

Mr. Williams stated he concurs that fees should be excluded from tuition amounts.

Mr. Long stated this item needs an in-depth review.  He stated ultimately to avoid conflict and duplication in the future, the Board of Regents will have to take the leadership role in this matter.  

Dr. Trembly noted this issue will need much more discussion with the System Heads and Board of Regents to establish a common definition.  He explained when TOPS was initially implemented some fees were included.  Part of the imbalance is built in by the beginning definition depending on how institutions were handling the issue then.  

Ms. Amrhein noted if the agency paid what the current definition says, which would be the tuition based on the amount report to the Board of Regents, the cost increase would be approximately $27 million more to cover what the definition states is covered. 
Mr. Bell asked how TOPS is appropriated?  Ms. Amrhein stated an elaborate formula is in place which takes into account attrition, new students coming in, graduating seniors and how many are expected to qualify.   

Dr. Tremblay made a motion in lieu of the staff recommendation that the Chair write a letter to the Board of Regents addressing this issue and request that Regents coordinate with the System Heads on a response establishing a definition of tuition.  Mr. Wiley seconded the motion and it passed unanimously. 
Ms. Amrhein clarified that this item will not be on the November agenda but the agency will wait for response from the letter.  Mr. Lavigne concurred.   


It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider a budget adjustment for fiscal year 2010-2011.  Mr. Lavigne explained this gives LOSFA the budget authority to receive funds from the Federal government in the amount of $1,943,876 for the College Access Challenge Grant (CACG).  Mr. Sibille made a motion to approve.  Mr. Bell seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee recognize appointees to its Advisory Committee who are replacing members who have completed their terms.  Ms. Amrhein explained the Commission’s Advisory Committee has a rotation of members that serve in alternate years.  The new members which have been appointed to continue to represent the same system but from different campuses are:  Taina Savoit, McNeese State University, University of Louisiana System; Vicki Temple, Bossier Parish Community College, Louisiana Community and Technical College System; and K. Michael Francois, Southern University at Shreveport, Southern University System.  Mr. Bell made a motion to approve.  Dr. Tremblay seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.  

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee recognize outgoing Advisory Committee members.   Ms. Amrhein stated the following members have completed their two-year term:  Calaundra Clarke, Baton Rouge Community College; Kathy Woods, Southern University – New Orleans; and Roger Vick, Louisiana Tech University.  Plaques recognizing their service to the Commission in an advisory capacity will be mailed to these members since they were not able to join the meeting today.  Ms. Hoag made a motion to approve.  Mr. Guidry seconded the motion and it passed unanimously.

There being no further business, Mr. Sibille made a motion to adjourn at 12:20 p.m.  Mr. Bell seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.
APPROVED:







F. Travis Lavigne, Jr.






Chairman 
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