



JOINT MEETING

OF THE

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEES 
OF THE

LOUISIANA STUDENT FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE COMMISSION

AND THE
LOUISIANA TUITION TRUST AUTHORITY

MINUTES OF MEETING

DATE:

March 4, 2009
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 10:53 a.m.

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



Mr. F. Travis Lavigne, Jr.


Dr. Sandra Harper



Mr. Jimmy Long




The following member was absent:



Mr. Tony Clayton





Three members were present and this did not represent a quorum.  Mr. Lavigne temporarily appointed Ms. Elsie Burkhalter.
With four members present, there was not a quorum.

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



Mr. F. Travis Lavigne, Jr.


Mr. Jimmy Long



Dr. Sandra Harper



Ms. Barbara Baier



Mr. John Williams


Five members were present for a quorum.  Mr. Lavigne temporarily appointed Ms. Elsie Burkhalter.  

The following staff members were present: 

Ms. Melanie Amrhein


Mr. Brock Avery


Dr. Sujuan Boutte’


Ms. Devlin Clark


Ms. Michelle Darling


Mr. Kelvin Deloch


Mr. George Eldredge


Ms. Carol Fulco


Mr. Jack Hart


Ms. Gwen Johnson


Ms. Mary Jane Lange


Ms. Robyn Lively


Ms. Suzan Manuel


Mr. Jason McCann


Ms. Staci Morel


Mr. Richard Omdal


Ms. Deborah Paul


Mr. David Roberts



Ms. Alice Thibodeaux 
Members of the Public:



Ms. Jackie Lachapelle



Ms. Chris Sonnier – LAICU



Mr. Jarod Clayton



Ms. Linda Stock

Mr. Lavigne stated that the meeting would begin with item two on the agenda. It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider rulemaking to amend Section 107 to add expenses related to computer purchases and computer software to the definition of qualified higher education expenses, receive the Treasurer’s report on the rate of return achieved on funds in the START Saving Program and to amend Section 315 to add interest rates to be applied to deposits and earnings enhancements in eligible accounts for the year ending December 31, 2008.  Mr. Eldredge stated that the interest rates are not established in the rulemaking but the statute requires the interest rate to be included in the rules.  Mr. Eldredge noted that the interest rate on deposits made in 2008 was 4.65% and the interest rates for earning enhancements was 4.39%.  Mr. Eldredge explained that the START Saving Program allows students to have disbursements up to the amount of the qualified higher education expenses (QHEE), i.e., tuition, fees, books, room and board, those things which are required by the university.  Mr. Eldredge stated that some universities require the student to have a computer and if they do, this can be included in the qualified higher education expenses; however, if the school does not require it, the cost of the computer cannot be included in the QHEE.  Mr. Eldredge explained that Congress included a provision in the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2008 which allows students to use their START funds to buy computers during the calendar years 2009 and 2010.  Mr. Eldredge stated that the agency would like to have this provision in the state program as well.  Mr. Lavigne stated that this is consistent with the stimulus bill and stated that this is the student’s money for qualified expenses and the agency is simply designating those funds.  Mr. Williams made a motion for approval.  Dr. Harper seconded the motion and it carried unanimously. 

Under Introductions and Announcements, Mr. Lavigne noted that Ms. Coleman from the LAICU schools sent a letter appointing Ms. Heidi Daniels to the Commission.  Ms. Daniels was not able to attend the meeting today but will be at the next meeting. 

Under New Business, Item # 1, it was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider and act upon requests for exception to the TOPS regulatory provisions that require 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 the request submitted by Adonis (5746).  Mr. Eldredge stated that this one is a little different in that it is the student’s uncle that passed away.  The student lived in the same household with the uncle and this was considered to be an immediate member of the family.  Mr. Eldredge stated that the other exceptions are basically circumstances that have been brought before the Commission before.  Ms. Baier posed the question in Adonis’ case as to why the professor did not allow her to take her exam at a later date.  Mr. Eldredge stated that he could not answer.  Ms. Baier also expressed concern about the exception for the student taking care of the grandfather with Alzheimers.  She stated that this type of exception is coming up very frequently and her concern is that students have heard that this can get them an exception.  Ms. Amrhein stated that this was a concern a couple of years ago and the Commission authorized the agency to prepare a more thorough questionnaire that the student must complete and have signed by someone else stating that the student is in the caregiver role in these instances to determine the validity.  Mr. Eldredge also noted that the agency does require documentation showing there is a medical problem.  Mr. Lavigne commended the staff on an excellent job.  Staff also recommended approval of requests submitted by Michael (2408), Elizabeth (3342), Sarah (8954), Joseph (7251), Kiara (1883), Jacob (1799), Danielle (9063), Julianne (7985), D’Arcie (9505).  There were no recommendations for denial.  
 It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider rulemaking to amend Sections 301, 805, 1901 and 1903 of the Scholarship and Grant program rules to provide the regulatory framework necessary to allow students who qualify for the TOPS Tech award to use their award at an eligible Cosmetology or Proprietary school.  Mr. Lavigne asked Mr. Eldredge if this is in response to an Act that was passed in 2008?  Mr. Eldredge stated yes, Act 754.  Mr. Eldredge explained the rules were amended shortly after the act to include the eligible Cosmetology and Proprietary schools and the definition of eligible schools; however, the agency did not have sufficient information on how these schools operated.  Dr. Bell, Scholarship and Grant Division Administrator, developed a survey that was sent to approximately 95 schools.  Mr. Eldredge stated that 26 schools gave responses and based on those responses it appears that the Cosmetology and Proprietary schools will have to be handled differently than the other schools since many of them do not have semesters or quarters.  Mr. Eldredge explained that to accommodate these schools, the staff proposes to allow them to bill four times a year.  Mr. Eldredge stated that the systems used by these schools to keep track of hours and grades is not consistent and many schools do not have a way to convert grades to a 4.0 system.  Mr. Eldredge explained that staff proposes to amend the requirement to earn at least 24 credit hours during the academic year for these types of schools because there is not a mechanism in place to keep track of them.  Instead, the students will be held to the school’s Satisfactory Academic Progress (SAP) policy for Title IV aid.   Mr. Lavigne noted that the schools have to be accredited and approved by the Board of Regents.  Mr. Eldredge stated that Proprietary schools must be approved by the Board of Regents and Cosmetology schools must be approved by the State Board of Cosmetology.  Ms. Amrhein stated that the agency will use the TOPS Tech weighted average that is used for Our Lady of the Lake College as the award amount.  Dr. Harper asked whether allowing students to meet the standards for the Federal government’s definition of satisfactory academic progress would be more lenient than for other programs?  Ms. Amrhein stated that it could be more lenient or it could be the same.  The individual schools determine satisfactory academic progress and most schools are looking at a 2.0 grade point average.  
It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider the internal audit report pertaining to internal policies and procedures relevant to LOSFA’s Information Technology Employee System access and management’s response to the report.  Mr. Deloch, Audit Division Manager, stated that the purpose of this audit was to ensure that the policies and procedures established by the Division were applicable to the requirements that have been set.  Mr. Deloch stated there was one finding that was disclosed during the audit.  The finding was that the agency’s authentication/password policy was inadequate.  Mr. Deloch noted that an observation was also made that termination of a former employee’s system access was not performed timely.  Management agreed with the finding and on February 11, 2009 implemented a policy for both the network and AS400 to meet the requirements.  Mr. Deloch stated that after reviewing the new policy it was agreed that it was satisfactory to resolve the finding.  

Mr. Taylor entered during the presentation of item number four on the agenda.

Mr. Deloch stated in reference to the observation, management is going to automate the LAN request process at the end of the third quarter.  At the time of implementation, the Audit Division will conduct a review to ensure the process is working as expected.  Ms. Amrhein noted that the agency has always had password policies in effect; however, in response to the finding these policies have been strengthened.  Mr. Lavigne stated that the Executive Committee of the Commission now has a quorum with Mr. Taylor in attendance.  Mr. Taylor made a motion for approval.  Mr. Long seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

  It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider the internal audit report pertaining to LOSFA September 2008 annual ED (Department of Education) Form 2000 report.  Mr. Deloch stated the purpose of this review is to ensure that the Form 2000 was accurately prepared by the agency and accepted by the United States Department of Education.  During the course of the review there were three line items that Audit recommended to be changed.  Mr. Deloch stated those were line item AR 21 – claims paid, AR 51 – accounts receivable, and AR 54 – accounts payable.  Management agreed to Audit’s recommendation for those changes and Fiscal made the appropriate changes.  Mr. Deloch stated that on February 20, 2009 the Department of Education accepted and approved the ED Form 2000 report.  Mr. Deloch asked that the Executive Committee receive the report and close the audit.  Mr. Long made a motion for approval.  Ms. Baier seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.  

Mr. Lavigne stated that since Mr. Taylor arrived and there is now a quorum, the Committee would go back to item number one on the agenda.  Mr. Lavigne stated that all of the exceptions were recommended for approval, have been reviewed by the staff extensively, and there were no requests for denial.  Mr. Taylor made a motion for approval.  Ms. Burkhalter seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.  
Mr. Taylor asked what the procedures are for informing students that have not met the requirements and need to request an exception.  Ms. Amrhein explained that when a student is canceled, a letter is sent to the student informing them that their award has been canceled.  The letter explains the procedure, how to get the forms to request an exception and the deadline date for the request.  Mr. Eldredge added that when a student receives their award letter it is accompanied by an “Awards Recipient Rights and Responsibilities” which is a summary of all the requirements. It very specifically informs them of what to do and the consequences of being canceled when the requirements are not met and what to do to request an exception.  Mr. Eldredge explained that this information is also available online and is provided to the high schools.  Ms. Amrhein added that every fall our Public Information and Communications Division and School and Lender Services representatives make presentations at the schools for the TOPS recipients.  
Mr. Taylor asked if the students that were in jeopardy of losing their award could be given a 30 day notice.  Dr. Harper stated that it would be more beneficial to the student to notify them at the end of the semester in which they did not earn 12 credit hours.  Ms. Amrhein asked Mr. Taylor whether he was asking that the student be notified 30 days prior to the deadline to request an exception or for notice before cancellation. He said the former.

 Dr. Boutte’ stated the agency has tried several different ways in getting this information to the students.  Another possibility, Dr. Boutte’ stated is text messaging and she is looking into ways to possibly get telephone numbers from the students.  Another proactive way to inform the students is being implemented.  Dr. Boutte’ explained that after the fall semester grades are in and it is determined that the student either did not have the grade point average or the number of credit hours earned to retain their award, a letter is mailed informing the student that if the requirements are not met in the spring semester they will lose their award after that time.  Ms. Amrhein stated that she does think it is a good idea to send an additional letter to the students after the initial letter has been sent.  Dr. Boutte’ stated that making contact with the student’s advisors is a good way to convey the information and an “Advisor Cheat Sheet” has been created to send to the advisors.  Dr. Harper asked if anywhere on the documentation it stated that the ultimate responsibility of knowing the requirements is the student’s?  Mr. Eldredge stated that it is documented.  

Mr. Lavigne stated for clarification that he did appoint Mr. Taylor ad hoc to the Executive Committee of the Commission, thus effecting a quorum.  


Mr. Lavigne went back to item three on the agenda which was discussed at length but not yet approved.  Mr. Williams made a motion for approval.  Ms. Burkhalter seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.


Mr. Lavigne stated that an Ad Hoc Committee is needed to review legislation that could potentially affect the role of the Commission of the agency.  Mr. Lavigne asked Mr. Eldredge if the Ad Hoc Committees of the Commission and Authority could be combined because in most cases if legislation affects one it affects the other as well.  Mr. Eldredge stated that as an Ad Hoc Committee it could be set up as the Chair determines.  Mr. Lavigne stated that Ms. Baier, Mr. Long and he are on the Authority Legislative Ad Hoc Committee and asked what other member would like to be on this committee.  Mr. Lavigne explained that if legislation is presented the committee would convene to review and make recommendations.  Ms. Burkhalter stated that she would like to serve on this committee.  Mr. Williams also stated that he would serve on this committee.  


Mr. Taylor stated that as he understands students are allowed to use their TOPS award during the summer if they are graduating at the end of the summer semester.  Mr. Taylor noted that he thought it would be beneficial to the students to have the opportunity to use their TOPS award during the summer regardless of when they are graduating.  Mr. Eldredge stated that students are allowed to use their TOPS award in the summer if that is the only time they can take a particular class, or a class requirement, such as field trips, are only offered in the summer.  Mr. Eldredge noted that students in technical programs are allowed to take summer courses.  Also, the Commission made exceptions for students that were impacted by hurricanes Katrina and Rita.  Mr. Eldredge stated that this is a policy issue and depends on what the Commission decides.  Ms. Amrhein stated that TOPS is awarded for eight semesters and the reason for the rule regarding summer semesters was to protect the student because once one semester is used, the student cannot get it back.  This rule was not meant to be punitive in any way.  Ms. Amrhein suggested taking this issue to the Advisory Committee to gauge how the schools feel on this subject.  Ms. Amrhein stated that the Advisory Committee has a meeting on March 5, 2009 and this item is on the agenda.  

The minutes of the February 4 Joint Executive Committee meeting were presented for review and approval.  Dr. Harper made a motion for approval.  Mr. Taylor seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

Under Program Updates Ms. Amrhein stated the agency’s new program, College Knowledge, which is funded through the College Access federal grant.  Dr. Boutte’ discussed the program and gave the members a copy of the information that the students and parents receive.  Dr. Boutte’ explained that this program is geared at stressing the importance of obtaining some form of post secondary education and the benefits of planning early for college.  Dr. Boutte’ presented the folders that are being given out at the seminars and explained that they were designed to appeal to that age group.  She noted that an interactive website has been developed and is part of LOSFA’s site.  Dr. Boutte’ explained that a calculator is available at the site to project the student’s college expenses.  The site includes academic aid and financial planning links.  Dr. Boutte’ also pointed out current college student profiles on the website and the advantages they offer to prospective students.  
Mr. Taylor thanked Ms. Amrhein for going to Southern University for College Goal Sunday and stated that the agency has done a wonderful job of reaching the students. 
           Ms. Amrhein stated that the START updates are numbers from the end of January.  Ms. Amrhein stated the rate earned on deposits for year end was 4.65% and the rate earned on earning enhancements was 4.39%.  Ms. Amrhein noted that the breakdown by START investment options has not changed much since last month.  Ms. Amrhein also discussed the reports showing the breakdown of START accounts opened by parish and the average balance in the accounts for each parish.  

Dr. Boutte’ presented the GO Grant update of February 26, 2009.  She explained that the deadline to bill for the GO Grant is March 20, 2009 and after that date a determination will be made as to what can be paid.  Dr. Boutte’ stated that students will be able to get their GO Grant because the Board of Regents worked with the System’s Presidents to be able to put that money up front.  Dr. Boutte’ discussed the expenditures by school type and stated that the remaining budget for GO Grant after February 26, 2009 is 10.9 million.  
Dr. Harper noted that there was discussion at the last meeting as to budget cuts and how this may affect the agency’s programs.  She asked if it was known how the GO Grant would be affected.  Ms. Amrhein stated that the agency has not received any word from the budget officials and it is yet to be determined.  Mr. Lavigne stated that he and Ms. Amrhein attended a meeting with the Commissioner of Administration’s staff in which budget issues were discussed.  Mr. Lavigne noted that he felt the Commissioner’s staff understood that if the agency is required to cut 32 million dollars it would have to come out of the GO Grant funding or the TOPS program or some out of both.  Mr. Lavigne stated that an unusual comment was made during this meeting in talking regarding positions that are funded with federal funds.  The Administration’s staff stated that the issue is about reducing the size of the government, not how they are funded.  Mr. Lavigne pointed out that many of the federally funded employees are those that generate revenue.  Both Ms. Amrhein and Mr. Lavigne noted that not many of Administration staff members understand what our agency is and does or the complexities which exist.

Mr. Hart reviewed the financial statements.  He discussed the assets of the operating fund and federal fund.  Mr. Hart stated in the month of January the agency did transfer the balance that was remaining appropriated in the State General Fund for the Federal Default Fee to the Federal Fund which was over seven hundred thousand dollars.  Mr. Hart also stated the agency has approximately 4.6 million dollars to continue paying the one percent default fee on loans that the agency guarantees.  Mr. Hart stated that the agency’s Reserve Ratio is up to 0.66% which is well over the minimum.  He also stated that the agency had a surplus for the month of one hundred and forty two thousand dollars in the Operating Fund.  Ms. Amrhein added that the 4.6 million dollars should allow the agency to continue paying the default fee through the 2009 – 2010 academic year.  

Dr. Boutte’ discussed the quarterly survey that www.savingforcollege.com publishes which ranks 529 plans in terms of their performance.  Dr. Boutte’ explained the portfolios for each 529 plan are compared by performance in seven different categories, which are the breakdown in equities and are based on one year, three years and five years performance basis.  She stated that Louisiana’s START Saving Program did very well, achieving an extremely well to excellent rating in each of the categories.  Dr. Boutte’ stated for the one year performance rating START ranked in fourteenth place, for the three year performance rating START ranked in second place, and the five year performance START is number one.  Dr. Boutte’ commended Ms. Fulco, Director of the START Saving Program, and her staff for a job well done.  

Ms. Amrhein discussed the agency’s loan volume report for February.  She stated that this time of year there are more cancellations due to students that have academic year loans but do not attend in the spring.

Ms. Amrhein discussed a news article that was published after she and Mr. Lavingne attended a board meeting of the Louisiana Public Facilities Authority (LPFA) in which the agency recognized the LPFA and their student lending arm for working so well with the agency on Lender of Last Resort and for purchasing the agency’s rehabilitated loans.  Ms. Amrhein presented the LPFA a plaque in recognition of this.  The LPFA had this article printed explaining the relationship with the agency and the fact that they will purchase up to twelve million dollars in defaulted student loans from the agency.  

The next update Ms. Amrhein discussed was the cohort default rates that are released in September of every year.  She noted that the United States Department of Education gives a draft in February of what they anticipate the rate will be.  Ms. Amrhein explained that the rate did climb significantly for the past year from 7.12% in 2006 to 10.05% for 2007.  Ms. Amrhein stated that the agency has not been in the double digits in cohort default rates in over ten years.  She explained that  the increase is due in part to the effects of the hurricanes and the dislocation of borrowers that cannot be found.  Ms. Amrhein stated the agency is researching to determine that the numbers are correct.  


Ms. Amrhein presented a letter received from Wells Fargo which is one of the agency’s lenders.  Ms. Amrhein stated that Wells Fargo will begin selling eligible Federal Stafford and Federal PLUS Loans to the Department of Education.  She stated that this represents approximately eight hundred and fifty thousand dollars in loans guaranteed by the agency.


Ms. Amrhein presented two updates related to President Obama’s budget.  Ms. Amrhein stated the President’s recommendations include taking the subsidies that are used in the Federal Family Education Loan program (FFEL) to lenders and moving all borrowers to the Direct Loan Program under the Department of Education.  She stated that the President recommends using the subsidies to support other programs like the Pell Grant, work study and Perkins loans.  Ms. Amrhein explained that this does not come as a surprise since this was in Mr. Obama’s platform.  She stressed that the agency is working diligently with the National Association to ensure that everyone in Washington knows what the FFEL program has contributed and that the public/private partnership which has been developed over the last forty years has been successful.       

There being no further business, Ms. Burkhalter made a motion to adjourn at 12:15 p.m.  Mr. Long seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.  
APPROVED:







F. Travis Lavigne, Jr.






Chairman
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