



JOINT MEETING

OF THE

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEES 
OF THE

LOUISIANA STUDENT FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE COMMISSION

AND THE
LOUISIANA TUITION TRUST AUTHORITY

MINUTES OF MEETING
DATE:
September 15, 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 10:39 a.m.

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



Mr. F. Travis Lavigne, Jr.


Dr. Sandra Harper



Mr. Jimmy Long

Also present were Commission Members:


Dr. Toya Barnes-Teamer



Dr. Michael Gargano



Mr. Walter Guidry



Ms. Arlene Hoag



Mr. Winfred Sibille


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



Mr. F. Travis Lavigne, Jr.


Ms. Barbara Baier



Dr. Sandra Harper



Mr. Jimmy Long

The following member was absent:



Mr. John Williams


Also present were Authority Members:



Dr. Toya Barnes-Teamer



Dr. Michael Gargano



Mr. Walter Guidry



Ms. Arlene Hoag



Senator Eric LaFleur



Mr. Winfred Sibille


Four members were present which did represent a quorum.  Mr. Lavigne temporarily
 appointed Senator LaFleur and Mr. Sibille.  

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


The minutes of the August 12, 2010 Joint Executive Committee meeting were presented for review and approval.  Mr. Long made a motion for approval.  Dr. Harper 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.  Mr. Roberts stated there were 15 total events conducted for August, 2010 with a total attendance of 1,544.  He noted that a START media tour was conducted in Lake Charles, which included television and radio spots.  

Mr. Guidry stated that he saw one of the television appearances and heard the radio interviews and commented on how well they were presented and received.  He noted that he received calls with questions about the START Program and how to open an account.  

Mr. Roberts stated the Professional School Counselor Workshops begin on September 23, 2010.  The agency website gives location information for the workshops.  Mr. Roberts invited all members to attend one in their area.  


Mr. Roberts stated that the East Baton Rouge Parish School District hosts a Business Luncheon Series each year.  The speaker focuses on how the business community can partner with the school districts to improve the success of Louisiana children.  Superintendent Dilworth, East Baton Rouge Parish School District, will be this month’s keynote speaker.  Mr. Roberts stated that he has been asked to emcee this event which will be held on September 28, 2010.  


Mr. Hart presented the Federal Fund and Agency Operating Fund financial statements for the period ending July 31, 2010.  He stated that at the end of July 2010, the agency had a $5.7 million reserve in the operating fund and $9.9 million in the federal fund.  He reported that the operating statement of the federal fund for the month of July shows the agency had a loss of $19,000; however, a profit for the year of $1,035,141.  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 losses.  Mr. Hart stated the agency’s reserve ratio is .64% 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 July 2010.  Mr. Hart noted the agency’s increase in net assets before interfund transfers is $5,000 for the month and $1.4 million for the year.  He explained that interfund transfers are expenditures of self generated funds that are used to pay State General Fund deficiencies in the agency’s operations.  
Ms. Amrhein presented the Board of Regents Reports for FY 2010-2011 Operating Budget.  She explained that this report is requested of all higher education agencies by the Board of Regents.  She explained this report compares the actual 2009-2010 expenditures to the amount budgeted for 2009-10 and the amount budgeted for current year and identifies what the differences are.  Ms. Amrhein stated that most of the agency’s differences fall within the TOPS program because of the difference in tuition amounts that is expected to be paid out this year. 
Dr. Harper asked if the loss in the federal fund is due to the FFELP being discontinued?  Mr. Hart stated the agency will not return to profitability in the federal fund unless the federal government makes other revenue funding available.  He explained that what the agency receives from reinsurance from the Department of Education is less than what the agency pays out in claims.  

Dr. Harper asked how this will affect the agency on a long-term basis?  Mr. Hart stated that it is unknown what the affects will be.





Ms. Amrhein explained that the federal fund is used to pay claims from lenders.  The “pool” of funds is reduced due to the consolidation of loans under the Direct Loan Program.  

Dr. Boutte’ presented the START Activity Report for period ending August 31, 2010.  Dr. Boutte’ discussed the number of START accounts opened, closed, deposits, disbursements and refunds.  Dr. Boutte’ stated that more refunds (unqualified disbursements not used for higher education expenses) are being seen due to the current state of the economy.  

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 activity comparison for 2010 and the 5 year average for August 2005 through 2009.

Mr. Lavigne stated there has been much discussion regarding GO Grant and Early Start because of the potential for budget cuts next year.  He stated that he has received a number of calls regarding these programs.  

Dr. Boutte’ presented GO Grant and Early Start updates as of August 12, 2010.  Dr. Boutte’ explained that this report includes year-end numbers for GO and Early Start.  She stated that remaining funds for GO Grant was $1.9 million; however, Early Start had a deficit of $61,000.  Fortunately this year, the surplus in GO Grant was able to be used for Early Start.  She explained that steps have been taken in both programs to address the popularity of the programs.  Dr. Boutte’ explained that qualifications for Early Start have become more stream lined rather than broad.  She stated the requirements for deadlines and submitting grades this year must be more stringent due to the financial situation.  No additional funds are anticipated for GO Grant for the current academic year.  
Dr. Boutte’ stated in working with the Board of Regents, the methodology for determining award amounts for GO Grant will remain the same each year based on the appropriated budget and the estimated number of students for that year.

  Sen. LaFleur asked for explanation of the GO Grant and asked if a student could receive GO in addition to TOPS?  Dr. Boutte’ explained that GO Grant is the state’s need-based aid program and that a student could receive GO in addition to TOPS.  

Ms. Amrhein explained that a student must be eligible for a Pell Grant to receive a GO Grant.  Sen. LaFleur asked if this money can be used for expenditures other than tuition; i.e., living expenses?  Ms. Amrhein stated that it could.  
Ms. Amrhein explained that the level of funding has remained the same as last year at $26 million; however, with the new cohort of students the anticipated number is 30,000 as opposed to 22,000.  She stated the eligibility methodology had to be revised to accommodate the number of students.  The methodology currently in place, which will fund all eligible students, gives a maximum award of $900 per year.    

Mr. Lavigne stated there has been criticism regarding technical school students receiving very few GO Grants.  He explained that the cost of attendance is low because the tuition is low; therefore, there is no education cost gap.  Dr. Boutte’ stated with the change in methodology, the projected number of technical school students with remaining financial need will be greater.


Sen. LaFleur asked that in anticipation of a dramatic increase in tuition at the technical schools next year, would these students either have to pay out-of- pocket or use GO Grant or TOPS funds if eligible?  Dr. Boutte’ stated the expenses would be out-of pocket or the student would have to take out a student loan if the school participated in the loan program.  

Dr. Harper stated the rationale seems to be that if more students qualify for GO and the state’s appropriation remains the same, the amount awarded to each student will continue to decrease.

Sen. LaFleur stated that this appropriation would have to be increased by legislature to fund the students with need that want to attend a technical college and those who can afford to go would not be affected.  Ms. Amrhein stated that currently there is a maximum GO Grant award of $2,000 for a full-time student that would qualify.  However, to fund students at that level, the program would need approximately $50 million.  Ms. Amrhein stated the award amount was brought in line with the $26 million appropriation.

Sen. LaFleur asked what the percentage of students who receive TOPS Tech awards is?  Dr. Boutte’ stated it is 2.24%.  Sen. LaFleur asked what the approximate percentage of students who attend technical schools receive the Pell Grant?  Mr. Lavigne stated it ranges from 30-33%.  


Ms. Amrhein presented the TOPS Payment Summary by school and award level for academic year 2009-10 as of August 27, 2010.  She stated this is the final report for TOPS payments for the 2009-10 academic year.  She stated approximately 42,000 students were awarded with a total of $129.9 million paid.  

Mr. Sibille asked if the agency has the TOPS Payment Summaries for the past 5 years?  Ms. Amrhein stated the reports are kept and will be forwarded to him.    

Ms. Amrhein presented the Quarterly GO Grant report submitted to the Joint Legislative Committee on the Budget on August 23, 2010.  She stated this is a requirement in House Bill (HB) 1.  This is the fourth and final report for the current year.  Ms. Amrhein explained that beginning this year, the Board of Regents will submit this report.  She explained LOSFA will supply the data and work with the Board of Regents in the transition.

Ms. Amrhein presented the Chairman’s letter to Regents regarding State Financial Aid Policy.  At the last meeting a discussion was held on this Board’s responsibility in conjunction with that of the Board of Regents and on the planning for what should happen with student financial aid in the state.  The Executive Committee asked the LASFAC/LATTA Chairman to write a letter to the Chairman of the Louisiana Board of Regents.  Ms. Amrhein stated the letter asks the Board of Regents to utilize the expertise and experience of the members of the Commission and staff in future discussions and strategies involving financial aid policy.  

Ms. Amrhein presented the FY 2008 Cohort Default Rates for Guaranty Agencies.  The national cohort default rate in 2007 was 6.6% and did go up to 7%.  The agency cohort default rate decreased from 10% for FY 2007 to 8.8% for FY 2008.  Ms. Amrhein stated 2008 was the last year for a two year cohort rate and will increase to a 3 year cohort rate for 2009.  Ms. Amrhein stated these numbers will dramatically increase.


Dr. Harper asked Ms. Amrhein to define “dramatically increase”.  Ms. Amrhein stated the cohort default rates could increase by 10 percentage points.

Ms. Amrhein noted that the cohort default rates for the Direct Loan Program have historically tracked a little less than FFELP.  

Sen. LaFleur asked what is meant by the federal government by-passing banks and associated bank fees in order to “make money cheaper” for students?  Ms. Amrhein explained that the federal government will no longer pay the special interest allowances to the lenders.  She stated there was a threshold in which the banks would participate in the program and if it was below the threshold, the federal government would make a special allowance payment.  Sen. LaFleur asked what is the special allowance payment?  Ms. Amrhein stated it is a percentage that the lenders received from the Department of Education for the administration of the program.  Ms. Amrhein explained the money that the federal government was going to save in moving the loans from the lenders and guaranty agencies to the Department of Education was intended to further support the Pell program.  She stated based on the latest calculations on the federal Pell Grant program; however, the money will be used to cover the shortfall and not to increase the actual award amounts.  Pell Grant amounts are stable and not projected to increase over the next 3 years.  

Mr. Guidry asked if “borrowers in repayment” listed in the report of cohort default rates represent actual students or schools?  Ms. Amrhein explained that borrowers in repayment status are students who have left school and are not in a grace period, forbearance or deferment status.  

Ms. Amrhein presented the approved minutes of the Advisory Committee that were adopted at the August 9, 2010 meeting for the Executive Committee to receive.  Sen. LaFleur made a motion to approve.  Dr. Harper seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.


Under Old Business, it was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider publication of final rule to amend Section 703 and 803 of the Scholarship and Grant Program rules to add courses as equivalents to courses in the TOPS core curriculum.  Dr. Barnes-Teamer made a motion to approve.  Dr. Harper seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider publication of final rule to change the Rockefeller Wildlife Scholarship Program from a loan forgiveness program to a scholarship program, to increase award amounts, and to change the eligibility requirements.  Mr. Guidry made a motion to approve.  Ms. Baier 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 Nicholas (2489), Clyde (1780), Courtland (6948), Haley (5147), Ayanna (9332), Jason (9846), Ashley (8744), Clay (5574), Heather (5727) and Kenya (5901).  There were no recommendations for denial.  Mr. Long made a motion to approve.  Mr. Sibille seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.
Mr. Guidry asked why there were more requests for exceptions this month?  Mr. Eldredge stated this is a timing issue.  He explained that most students lose their award due to not earning their 24 credit hours during the academic year and are notified at the end of May or early June.  These students have 6 months to request an exception and this is the time of year the agency receives the most requests.
Dr. Harper asked for the average number of students who lose their TOPS award and do not meet the requirements for an exception?  Ms. Amrhein stated approximately 18% of students lose their award for not obtaining the credit hours.  
Mr. Eldredge stated approximately 1,000 requests for exceptions were received last year and over 90% were granted.  He explained that less than 100 of the requests were based on subjective exceptional circumstances.  There are 10 objective reasons for exceptions that include maternity, military service, illness, exceptional education opportunities, and transfers to selective enrollment programs.  Mr. Eldredge stated the majority of students submit their application based on one of the 10 objective reasons and supply the supporting documentation.  Mr. Eldredge stated all of the subjective cases, which rules do not allow the agency to act on, are brought to the Commission for approval.    

Dr. Barnes-Teamer asked if the agency is projecting to see more requests from students who are on course but due to school policies, budget cuts, loss of faculty, and consolidation of programs may not meet the requirements?  Mr. Eldredge stated there are two situations.  The first is the student is sent a letter stating the 24 credit hour requirement and then the student does not register for 24 hours.  The second is a mistake made by the school that hinders the student from completing their 24 hours.  Mr. Eldredge stated that staff has received more exceptions due to problems at the schools over the last two years.  
Dr. Gargano stated there will immediately be complete elimination of schools and colleges if the 38% state budget reductions become a reality.  He explained this will force many students to either find alternative degree programs or attempt to transfer to other universities that may have that program.  The problem in transferring is that the student may not get the courses as needed because they are no longer in a sequence.  He stated the consequence to the student is that they may not be able to complete their degree program in the four years or to meet the 24 credit hour requirement.  Dr. Gargano noted how this would be counter-productive to hold the student responsible in these types of situations or for students to lose awards due to the economic conditions of the state.  He suggested examining worse-case-scenarios and how that will be mitigated for the student.  Mr. Eldredge stated that in the event this should happen, the Commission has the authority to help those students preserve their awards until their situation can be rectified.  
Mr. Sibille asked if reports are available showing the percentage of students who remain in school after losing TOPS?  Mr. Eldredge stated pursuant to Act 1202, the Board of Regents is required to maintain these statistics and report them to the legislature on an annual basis.  Ms. Amrhein stated the most recent report shows that 77% of students remain in school after losing their TOPS award.    

Sen. LaFleur stated that if some of the universities lose their programs or colleges, these students will either attend a different university or the vocational and technical colleges in Louisiana.  He stated that a plan will need to be formulated to present to the legislature if grants are not increased and more students are attending the vocational and technical schools.  
Dr. Gargano explained that the four year campuses will be reconfigured to accommodate the students and programs which are left if the 38% budget cuts are enacted.  He stated the current problem is the community colleges are filled to capacity.  Dr. Gargano explained that the problem will be that students may drop out of college if their programs are dropped if they cannot find a local school to attend.  He noted that when students are eliminated at the four year level; there is no other option for the upper division students.  

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider a budget adjustment for fiscal year 2010-2011.  Mr. Lavigne stated this is a result of the National College Access Challenge Grant (CACG) being transferred from the Board of Regents to LOSFA.  Ms. Amrhein stated this is a “carry over” budget adjustment for year two CACG funds that are remaining.  She stated a subsequent BA-7 will be forthcoming for the full grant for year 3 which is actually the transfer point for the grant to be transferred to LOSFA.  Ms. Amrhein stated the subsequent BA-7 will be for approximately $2.2 million.  Sen. LaFleur made a motion to approve.  Mr. Long seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.
 
It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider authorizing the Executive Director to continue the Request for Proposals (RFP) process seeking a vendor to provide an operating system to support an ePortal for Louisiana students.  Mr. Lavigne stated the ePortal is critical to high school students in the state and is also part of the legislative mandate for a 5-year plan.  Ms. Amrhein stated that staff anticipates the costs of a highly integrated web-based portal will exceed $100,000 per fiscal year which mandates the agency to do either an Invitation to Bid (ITB) or a RFP to solicit vendors.  Mr. Lavigne asked why the decision has been made to use a RFP rather than continuing with how the Board of Regents was funding it?  Mr. Eldredge stated that the Board of Regents has been operating without a contract.  He stated that he has advised the Executive Director that to comply with state law, the agency must comply with the state purchasing guidelines which allow the use of either the ITB or the RFP.  Because there are vendors with different web-based portal options, the RFP process will allow assessment of a wider variety of options and costs.
Dr. Gargano asked what the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education’s (BESE) stance is on the ePortal since it will be mostly serving their students?  Ms. Amrhein stated that BESE wants to assess the options and what the vendors can offer.  Ms. Amrhein stated that BESE is supportive of the ePortal concept.  
Ms. Baier made a motion to approve.  Mr. Guidry seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.  

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider rulemaking to amend Section 505 of the Scholarship and Grant Program rules to modify the TOPS application deadlines.  Ms. Amrhein stated LOSFA has been diligent in educating and encouraging students to file their applications early.  The primary reason for the deadline initially was to ensure the schools had the student’s anticipated TOPS award information so this could be reflected before fee bills were mailed.  Ms. Amrhein stated there have been issues with deadlines since the inception of TOPS.  Ms. Amrhein explained staff agrees that the current deadline penalizes the students who must wait a year for their award if their application is not received by July 1 of the graduation year.  She stated the current deadline will cost the state more money due to tuition increases which in turn increase TOPS awards.  She stated legislative support has been given regarding this rule change as well as support from students and parents.  


Mr. Long commented on the importance of this issue and voiced his support.  Sen. LaFleur made a motion to approve.  Mr. Long seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

Ms. Amrhein stated that the LOSFA Executive Strategic Planning meeting was a success.
 

There being no further business, Dr. Gargano made a motion to adjourn at 12:03 p.m.  Dr. Toya Barnes-Teamer seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.
APPROVED:







F. Travis Lavigne, Jr.






Chairman 
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