



JOINT MEETING

OF THE

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEES 
OF THE

LOUISIANA STUDENT FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE COMMISSION

AND THE
LOUISIANA TUITION TRUST AUTHORITY

MINUTES OF MEETING
DATE:
April 6, 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 10:46 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:



Dr. Toya Barnes-Teamer



Dr. Michael Gargano



Mr. Walter Guidry



Mr. Winfred Sibille


Dr. Larry Tremblay


Two members were present and this did not represent a quorum.  Mr. Lavigne temporarily appointed Mr. Sibille, Dr. Tremblay, Dr. Gargano, Mr. Guidry and Dr. Barnes-Teamer effecting a quorum.
The following members of the Authority’s Executive Committee were present:



Mr. F. Travis Lavigne, Jr.


Mr. Jimmy Long



Mr. John Williams

The following members were absent:



Ms. Barbara Baier

Dr. Sandra Harper

Also present were Authority Members:



Dr. Toya Barnes-Teamer


Dr. Michael Gargano


Mr. Walter Guidry



Mr. Winfred Sibille


Dr. Larry Tremblay


Three members were present which did not represent a quorum.  Mr. Lavigne temporarily
 appointed Mr. Guidry and Dr. Gargano.

The following staff members were present: 
  
Ms. Melanie Amrhein

Mr. Brock Avery

Dr. Sujuan Boutte’

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

Mr. Richard Omdal


Ms. Deborah Paul

Ms. Alice Thibodeaux



Mr. Gus Wales


Ms. Lynda Whittington



The minutes of the February 18, 2010 Joint Executive Committee meeting were presented for review and approval.  Mr. Long made a motion for approval.  Mr. Sibille seconded the motion and it carried unanimously. 

Under Program Updates, Mr. Wales, Public Information and Communication (PIC) Director, presented the outreach reports.  Ms. Wales reported there were 42 outreach events conducted in March.  He explained that although the total number for the month is approximately half the number of events conducted in January and in February, this is still a record number for March.  


Dr. Boutte’ discussed the agency’s START Saving Program marketing campaign.  The results are from data gathered by Berning Marketing, the agency’s marketing company for START.  Dr. Boutte’ explained how the data is presented in the chart.  She stated it is broken down by week, dates, video impressions, banner impressions, total clicks and click through rate.  She explained video impressions are every time someone saw the 15 second ad.  The ads are being run before news stories, in commercial programs and on the web.  Dr. Boutte’ explained banner impressions are the number of people who have seen the website banner ad.  The total clicks are the number of people who clicked through the ads to get to the agency website.  She explained that although the number of total clicks appears low, the marketing firm has assured her that the average click through rate is .25%.  The START campaign average click through rates through March 21, 2010 have been .34%, .43%, .20% and .31%.  

Mr. Hart presented the Federal Fund and Agency Operating Fund financial statements for the period ending February 28, 2010.  He stated that at the end of February 2010, the agency had a $6.5 million reserve in the operating fund and $10.1 million in the federal fund.  Mr. Hart stated the agency’s reserve ratio is .66% 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 February 2010.  The report shows an increase in net assets for the month of February 2010 of $339,000 and year-to-date is $1.1 million. 

Ms. Amrhein noted the expenditure freeze on state general funds ordered by the Governor for the remainder of the state fiscal year.  She stated operating services, excluding personnel services, will have to be paid out of the agency’s federal fund.  


Dr. Boutte’ presented the START Activity Report for period ending February 28, 2010.  Dr. Boutte’ discussed the amount of START accounts opened, closed and the net accounts as compared to last year.  She noted that deposit and disbursement numbers have increased.  She noted refund amounts are lower.  

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

Dr. Boutte’ presented the average annual returns as of December 31, 2009.  She noted the Louisiana Principal Protection Option annual return for 2009 was 3.22% and the Earnings Enhancement Fund return was 3.08%.  

Dr. Boutte’ presented the report which shows the Adjusted Gross Income of all START account owners as of December 31, 2009.  This report also shows the Earnings Enhancement rate for each income range.  Dr. Boutte’ stated the last report shows the Gear Up accounts for which the parent’s Adjusted Gross Income has been verified.  


Ms. Amrhein stated that the 2009 START account statements have been mailed.  This year the owner could choose to view their statements online which is an added enhancement to the system.  Dr. Boutte’ also stated the enhancements have been completed to allow the account owners to change their investment option with each deposit.  She commended the programming staff and IT staff on the tremendous job done to improve the program for the benefit of the customer.


Dr. Boutte’ presented the GO Grant and Early Start updates.  She stated the GO Grant final billings were due March 24, 2010.  The portal closure for Early Start is today, April 6, 2010.  Dr. Boutte’ noted that as of the April 1, 2010 data run, the GO Grant totals are $20.8 million which leaves approximately $5.6 million in remaining funds.  Early Start totals are $4.8 million with approximately $621,900 in remaining funds.  

Dr. Gargano asked if remaining funds in the GO Grant program could be used to possibly make a prior year award to students to reduce their loan amount?


Ms. Amrhein explained that this issue has been discussed with the Board of Regents and the financial aid community.  She stated the reason the number of recipients increased from 18,000 last month to 22,000 this month is because staff knew there would be excess funds.  Schools were asked to identify any student whose Estimated Cost Gap (ECG) was between $0 - $200.  She explained when the methodology was first established, these students were not allowed an award.  Because of the excess, these students are now allowed a $200 award.  Ms. Amrhein stated this change increased expenditures much more than anticipated.  The next proposed step is allowing summer awards.  Ms. Amrhein explained that granting summer awards would better utilize the funds rather than awarding students retroactively.  Ms. Amrhein noted that a decision will be made as to how to best utilize these funds after the Revenue Estimating Conference meets.  

Dr. Boutte’ stated the feedback received from the schools on the new methodology is that since the Pell Grant increased, the neediest students (whose ECG was between $0 - $200) were the students who did not receive a GO Grant.  Many schools questioned why the neediest students were not receiving an award since this is a need-based program.  She stated these students received a higher Pell Grant award; therefore, reducing their gap.  
Ms. Amrhein presented the Attorney General opinion which was requested by the agency regarding the exercise of the Governor’s interim budget-balancing powers to reduce the appropriation made for TOPS.  Mr. Eldredge explained the first question asked of the Attorney General was if cuts can be legally made to TOPS when it is appropriated as “more or less” estimated?  The next question was if that can be done, is that a cut that triggers the provisions in the TOPS statute on how to reduce the number of awardees to fit the remaining funds and if not, what would be used?  Mr. Eldredge explained the “more or less” estimated language is neither in the statutes nor have there been any court cases involving this language.  Mr. Eldredge stated the final decision by the Attorney General’s office was that the requirement for the Governor to take action to reduce the budget is in the Constitution; therefore, the “more or less” estimated has no meaning at that point and the Governor could make cuts to TOPS.  The question remained whether if TOPS was cut by the Governor, would it be considered a legislative action?  Mr. Eldredge stated the Attorney General’s opinion was that the Governor is acting on behalf of the Legislature; therefore, it is a legislative act and the TOPS provisions for reducing the number of awardees would apply.  
Mr. Eldredge stated it became clear to the Attorney General’s office that there was a federal constitutional due process problem under the fourteenth amendment.  He explained this means for due process considerations, no award already made can be reduced or revoked.  

Mr. Lavigne commented on how well the opinion is written.

Dr. Tremblay asked that after receiving this opinion, could a request be made to remove the TOPS appropriation from the denominator if there are additional cuts?  Ms. Amrhein stated that when the agency operated independently from the Board of Regents and was asked for information on how cuts could be made, award programs were always removed and cuts were made from the state general funds received for operations.   

Ms. Amrhein presented the TOPS Payment Summary by Award Level for Academic Year 2009-10.  This report shows the bills received for TOPS by school as of March 26, 2010.  Ms. Amrhein noted the summary at the end of the report which shows the amount paid by award type for each type of school.                


 


Ms. Amrhein presented the letter of commendation on LOSFA’s Annual PPR Report from Civil Service.  The letter states the statewide Un-Rated Rate was 3.91%.  The agency’s Un-Rated Rate was zero.  Ms. Amrhein commended the Human Resource Division and all supervisors for the importance placed on the performance evaluation process.  

Ms. Amrhein presented the results of the agency’s 2008-2009 Loss Prevention Audit.  She noted the findings of the audit were found to be compliant.  As a result, the agency will receive the legislatively allowed 5% credit on next year’s applicable premiums.

Mr. Eldredge discussed the bills which are being considered for this legislation session that affect the role, scope or mission of the agency.  

HB 490 – Harrison
TOPS:
Caps TOPS awards at $1,600 per semester for academic years 2011-12 through 2015-16.  Stipends for Performance and Honors awards are continued.
Mr. Eldredge stated that students, at all but five schools, would continue to get increases to TOPS until they reach the $1,600.  The five schools that would be capped are LSU, Louisiana Tech, LSU Health & Science Center New Orleans, LSU Health & Science Center Shreveport and the University of New Orleans.  
HB 905 – Harrison

TOPS:
Beginning with students graduating in 2015, the cumulative GPA requirement increases from 2.50 to 3.00 for the Opportunity Award; from 3.00 to 3.25 for the Performance Award; and from 3.25 to 3.50 for the Honors Award.

Mr. Eldredge stated the agency was asked to prepare a fiscal note which projects five years.  The cost savings would not be seen until after this time period.  

Mr. Lavigne asked about the GPA standards for continuing students?  Mr. Eldredge stated no changes have been introduced for continuing students.  The changes proposed are for high school students entering college.  

Dr. Barnes-Teamer asked about the comparison to other states and their award requirements?  She stated her concern is the number of high quality students leaving Louisiana to attend out-of-state schools with similar programs and scholarships.  


Ms. Amrhein stated those students would not qualify under the other state’s program.  Dr. Barnes-Teamer stated that if Louisiana is raising standards for the amount of money being given to TOPS, which would also qualify the student for regular scholarships in other states, why would the student stay in Louisiana if the requirements are less rigid in other states?  She stated the leveraging of the universities means that if they are trying to recruit more out-of-state students, they give more of their institutional dollars because they are making up the difference from their state.  Dr. Barnes-Teamer noted the importance of analyzing the residual effects of the proposed changes. 
HB 994 – Harrison

TOPS:
Beginning with students who first qualify for TOPS during the 2011-2012 award year, students must agree to repay his/her award if during the first two years of the award, the student fails to make steady academic progress or maintain full time standing.

Mr. Eldredge stated this bill would change the first two years of TOPS into a loan forgiveness program.  After researching the bill it was found that only a small group of students, mostly first-semester freshmen, would be impacted by this change.  Mr. Eldredge stated this is a problematic bill because the way it is written states the students who were able to bring their grades up within two years would be again eligible for TOPS.  He stated if the students repaid what they owed, they would not lose their term count and the result would not be a cost saving but would actually cost the state money to administer a loan program.   

Ms. Amrhein stated agency staff would welcome the opportunity to discuss this bill with Representative Harrison.  The Commission members agreed that this would be a good idea.  

HB 1000 – Waddell

TOPS:
Adds OPH students to those who can use their award at proprietary and cosmetology schools.

Mr. Eldredge states this bill expands the provision previously put into law which allows the TOPS Tech award to be used at cosmetology and proprietary schools.  This bill would allow students with Opportunity, Performance and Honors awards to use their award at a cosmetology or proprietary school.  

HB 1029 – Hoffman

TOPS:
to do away with Free Enterprise as a separate course (to be included in Civics).  It would change the TOPS and TOPS Tech cores to read: (ix) Coursework in Civics and Free Enterprise (one unit combined) as provided in R.S. 274.1 or Civics (one unit, nonpublic).

Mr. Eldredge stated this bill would incorporate Free Enterprise as part of Civics instead of being two separate courses.  
SB 86 – Gautreaux

TOPS:
Beginning with the 2010-2011 academic year, caps TOPS at 90% of what would have been paid for 2010-2011.  Stipends for Performance and Honors awards are continued.
Mr. Eldredge stated this bill differs from Mr. Harrison’s HB 490 in that the 90% cap would be across the board.

SB 182 – Gautreaux, Adley, Marionneaux, Murray, Riser and 7 Representatives

TOPS:
Beginning with the 2010-2011 academic year, the National Guard book payment will increase from $150 per semester to $300 per semester and the National Guard stipends will increase from $200 to $400 per semester for the Performance Award and from $400 to $800 per semester for the Honors Award.

Ms. Amrhein stated currently there are 18 Louisiana National Guard students who are receiving the book stipend.  Ms. Amrhein confirmed the student must be active in the National Guard to be eligible for these awards.  
Mr. Long noted that he has a problem with military scholarships because the college is required to absorb the cost.  The scholarship should be paid by the military department to the university. 
SB 486 – Nevers

TOPS Tech:  Provides that beginning with the 2010-2011 school year a silver level score on the assessments of the ACT WorkKeys system may be used as an alternative to the requirement to earn a composite score of 17 on the ACT.

Mr. Eldredge explained this bill provides alternate eligibility criteria for students who have achieved a silver level score on the ACT WorkKeys.  This may be substituted for the score of 17 on the ACT.  
SB 505 – L. Jackson

GO Grant:  Establishes the program in statute and provides the basic eligibility criteria.  The Board of Regents is responsible for establishing criteria for initial and continuing eligibility, the method for determining the award amount and other program criteria not included in the statute.  The Commission is responsible for administering the program and promulgating rules to implement the statute.

Mr. Eldredge states this bill would establish the GO Grant in statute.  It establishes the basic requirements; i.e., being a Louisiana resident at the time of application, being Pell eligible or some equivalent.  This bill would not restrict the Board of Regents from adding additional requirements.  Dr. Tremblay stated with this bill the Board of Regents will establish a more definite criterion for eligibility.  The student will either be eligible or not eligible and the uncertainty each year will be eliminated.  Dr. Tremblay stated the amount of money appropriated by the Legislature to the program may change each year but eligibility will not.
 
Ms. Amrhein discussed the Health Care and Education Reconciliation Bill.  The major change for the agency is no loans will be originated under the FFELP after July 1, 2010.  Ms. Amrhein stated most of the lenders are prohibiting any further disbursements after September 30, 2010.  She stated one of the key provisions which were being touted by the proponents of this legislation was that by ending the FFEL Program and going to Direct Loans, enough money would be saved to increase the Pell Grant awards.  Ms. Amrhein noted starting with this academic year through 2013-2014, the Pell Grant will be level funded at a maximum of $5,550 per student.  She stated that since Pell will be level for the next three years, and if tuitions do increase, there will be more eligibility for GO Grant recipients.  Ms. Amrhein explained that after 2013-2014 the increase to Pell will be tied to the Consumer Price Index.  One of the encouraging components of this bill, which ties into the agency’s mission of being the first choice in college access, is that the College Access Challenge Grant will be increased.  Ms. Amrhein stated the previous appropriation was $66 million and will be increased to $150 million appropriation with the minimum award per state being $1.5 million.  Currently the Governor has recognized the Board of Regents as being the grant holder for that program.  
Ms. Amrhein stated that as the Direct Loan program moves forward, the services currently provided by guaranty agencies for borrowers; i.e., default prevention, delinquency counseling, debt management, financial literacy, etc., should continue to be provided by guaranty agencies.  She stated this may still be part of future legislation; however, no funding stream has been recognized yet.  

Ms. Amrhein discussed the hopes of agency management regarding current staff are to avoid a lay-off plan through attrition and by transitioning some employees to other duties.  She stated that Mr. Hart, Assistant Executive Director for Finance and Administration, is currently working on an extensive forecast for the next 5 – 10 years and will be presented to the Commission upon completion.   

Mr. Lavigne discussed the response to Senator Adley’s request regarding the TOPS Advanced Course Study.  The response has been submitted to Senator Nevers and Representative Badon.  Ms. Amrhein commended Mr. Omdal for going “above and beyond” on all projects given to him.


Ms. Amrhein presented the approved minutes of the Advisory Committee that were adopted at the March 5, 2010 meeting for the Executive Committee to receive.  Mr. Williams made a motion to approve.  Dr. Barnes-Teamer seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

Under New Business, it was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider and act upon 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 Brady (3603), Amanda (5580), Ty (2000), Christopher (0337) and Kyle (5778).  There were no recommendations for denial.  Mr. Williams made a motion to approve.  Mr. Guidry seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.  


Dr. Tremblay asked if an appeal process to the Commission is in place for a student who has been denied an exception by agency staff?  Mr. Eldredge explained the Commission has authorized agency staff to make decisions on the students who have an objective basis, i.e., illness, military commitment, etc.  The students who have subjective exceptional circumstances are brought to the Commission where agency staff has recommended approval or if a denial is recommended for a reason which has not been stated in Rule.  Mr. Eldredge noted the Commission has authorized agency staff to make decisions on several circumstances which are not considered exceptional circumstances.  He explained that since reasons for denial are based in Rule, a formal appeal is authorized.  However, in past years students have requested their case be heard by the Commission after they have been denied and have been allowed to do so.  Mr. Eldredge stated the staff’s recommendations have been overturned on occasion.   

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee receive the Treasurer’s Report on the Rate of Return achieved on funds in the START Saving Program and consider rulemaking to amend Section 315 to add interest rates to be applied to deposits and earning enhancements in eligible accounts for the year ending December 31, 2009.  Mr. Lavigne stated the calculated interest rate for deposits was 3.22% and for Earning Enhancements was 3.08%.  Mr. Long made a motion to approve.  Dr. Gargano seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider the Civil Service letter reporting on its drop-in review of the agency’s Human Resources Division on January 27, 2010.  Mr. Lavinge stated the rule violation cited was LOSFA did not conduct a timely regular planning session for one appointment.  The documentation violation was an employment application for one applicant was not dated by the applicant.  Ms. Amrhein noted that Mr. McCann, Human Resources Divison Director, responded to the review disputing the alleged rule violation and acknowledging the documentation violation.  Mr. Sibille made a motion to approve.  Mr. Williams seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider a contract with Cherbonnier Mayer and Associates to provide data processing consulting services to assist the agency in the programming of IBM System i applications.  

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider a contract with ThoughtSpan Technology, LLC to provide data processing support to the agency for support of its START Saving Program Administration software.


It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider a contract with Methods Technology Solutions, Inc. to provide technical assistance to LOSFA for programming the new Scholarship and Grant Program application.  Mr. Lavigne noted that one contract does exceed $50,000 and asked if this contract has to be submitted to the Office of Contractual Review(OCR)?  Mr. Eldredge stated the contract will go to OCR but has been approved as a sole source.  Mr. Lavigne stated that Items 6, 7 and 8 will be taken en globo.  Dr. Tremblay made a motion for approval.  Mr. Guidry seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider rulemaking to amend Sections 1009, 1011, 1013, and 1015 and to delete Section 1017 of the Scholarship and Grant Program rules to clarify the responsibilities of high schools and colleges and universities with respect to TOPS-Tech Early Start.  Dr. Barnes-Teamer made a motion to approve.  Mr. Williams seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider the Internal Audit Report pertaining to loans PUT to the U.S. Department of Education.  Ms. Amrhein explained that lenders have been allowed under the Ensuring Continued Access to Student Loans Act (ECASLA) to sell their loans to the Department for the past two years to enable them to have capital to make new student loans.  Once a loan is purchased by the Department, the guaranty agency ceases to have any obligations, responsibilities, or rights for that loan.  The guaranty agency must update the National Student Loan Data System (NSLDS) to report that the Department is now the holder of the loan and no additional fees may be billed.  Ms. Amrhein stated she requested an internal audit to ensure the agency could account for these loans.  The internal audit report showed no findings but offered suggestions for enhancement.  Mr. Sibille made a motion to approve.   Mr. Long seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee adopt the monetary amount that will constitute the weighted average award amount for TOPS recipients who attend institutions that are members of the Louisiana Association of Independent Colleges and Universitites (LAICU) during academic year 2010-2011.  Mr. Lavigne stated there is a substantial change in the weighted average as compared to last year.  He stated for academic year 2009-2010 the award amount was $2,770 and for academic year 2010-2011, the award is $3,030.  Dr. Barnes-Teamer made a motion to approve.  Mr. Guidry seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

There being no further business, Mr. Long made a motion to adjourn at 12:04 p.m.  Mr. Sibille seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.






APPROVED:







F. Travis Lavigne, Jr.






Chairman 
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