



JOINT MEETING

OF THE

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEES 
OF THE

LOUISIANA STUDENT FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE COMMISSION

AND THE
LOUISIANA TUITION TRUST AUTHORITY

MINUTES OF MEETING

DATE:
November 17, 2009
TIME

1:00 p.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 1:09 p.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



Ms. Elsie Burkhalter



Mr. Brock Dubois



Dr. Michael Gargano



Mr. Walter Guidry



Dr. Larry Tremblay



Mr. Joseph Wiley

Three members were present and this did not represent a quorum.  Mr. Lavigne temporarily appointed Dr. Gargano, Mr. Wiley, Ms. Burkhalter and Dr. Barnes-Teamer, effecting a quorum.


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



Mr. F. Travis Lavigne, Jr.



Dr. Sandra Harper



Mr. Jimmy Long



Mr. John Williams

The following member was absent:


Ms. Barbara Baier


Also present were Authority Members:



Dr. Toya Barnes-Teamer



Ms. Elsie Burkhalter



Mr. Brock Dubois



Dr. Michael Gargano



Mr. Walter Guidry



Dr. Larry Tremblay



Mr. Joseph Wiley

Four members were present for a quorum.  Mr. Lavigne also temporarily appointed Mr. 

Dubois and Dr. Tremblay.

The following staff members were present: 
  
Ms. Melanie Amrhein

Mr. Brock Avery

Dr. John Bell

Dr. Sujuan Boutte’

Mr. Chris Cavell

Ms. Devlin Clark

Mr. Kelvin Deloch

Mr. George Eldredge


Ms. Carol Fulco

Mr. Jack Hart


Mr. Byron Henderson


Ms. Mary Jane Lange

Ms. Robyn Lively


Ms. Suzan Manuel


Mr. Jason McCann

Mr. Richard Omdal

Mr. David Roberts


Ms. Alice Thibodeaux



Mr. Gus Wales


Under Introductions and Announcements, Mr. Lavigne introduced and welcomed back Dr. Toya Barnes-Teamer.  Dr. Barnes-Teamer is the Vice President of the Division of Student Success at Dillard University and represents the Louisiana Association of Independent Colleges and Universities (LAICU).  Dr. Barnes-Teamer stated she was glad to again serve on the two governing boards.  



The minutes of the October 20, 2009 Joint Executive Committee meeting were presented for review and approval.  Mr. Long made a motion for approval.  Dr. Gargano seconded the motion and it carried unanimously. 

Under Program Updates, Mr. Roberts presented the School and Lender Services (SLS) and the Public Information and Communication (PIC) reports.  Mr. Roberts stated the highlight of the October SLS report was the TOPS Retention presentation conducted at University of Louisiana – Lafayette.  He stated that over 2500 students were reached in a two day period.  Mr. Roberts discussed the presentations conducted in October by the PIC staff.  Mr. Roberts thanked Mr. Guidry and Ms. Burkhalter for attending LOSFA workshops.


Mr. Guidry noted that the session he attended at McNeese University was well attended and well received.


Ms. Burkhalter stated that she attended a TOPS presentation in St. Tammany Parish and commented on how well it was conducted.      

Mr. Hart presented the Federal Fund and Agency Operating Fund financial statements for the period ending September 30, 2009.  He stated that at the end of September the agency had a $5.4 million reserve in the operating fund and $8.9 million in the federal fund.  Mr. Hart stated the agency’s reserve ratio .65% 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 September and the end of the federal fiscal year, September 30, 2009.  

Dr. Boutte’ presented the START Activity Report for period ending October 31, 2009.  She explained the report shows that 678 accounts were opened in October 2008 and 311 accounts in October 2009.  The difference being a large number of Gear Up Rewards for Success accounts opened in October 2008 which were not opened in October 2009.    

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

Dr. Boutte’ presented the report of the total Gear Up accounts for which parent’s adjusted gross income (AGI) has been verified as of December 31, 2008.  She explained that Gear Up accounts can be opened for students between 7th and 12th grade.  LOSFA has a partnership with Gear Up which focuses on reaching middle school students to provide information regarding academic preparedness and financial preparedness for college.  Dr. Boutte’ noted that one of the facets of the partnership includes LOSFA conducting College Knowledge outreach events at Gear Up schools.  Another facet of the partnership involves the START Saving Program.  She explained that if Gear Up students meet certain requirements, money is deposited into a START account for the student for future college expenses.  
Dr. Boutte’ noted that Gear Up scholarships can vary in amount from $1,000, $500 and $250.  Students can earn scholarships in multiple years with the limit being $3,000.  She explained the student must be a United States citizen, a Louisiana resident and must have a grade point average of 2.0 or higher.  After this criteria is established the student earns competitive points based on the following:  first semester or current grade point average (25 points), citizenship (15 points), school attendance (20 points), parental interest and support (10 points), involvement in school and community (10 points) and eligibility for free or reduced lunch (20 points).  Dr. Boutte’ explained that 100 points is the highest a student can earn; therefore, the student who earns the highest number of points is the student who is awarded the scholarship.  The award slots are assigned to Gear Up schools based on the Gear Up population.  Dr. Boutte’ stated that LOSFA does not decide the eligibility requirements to receive GEAR Up; however, the agency does open the START accounts for the students that have been selected.  
Dr. Boutte’ noted that the highest percentage of the students receiving this scholarship have parents that earn $29,999.99 or less per year.  The next highest percentage includes parents that earn between $30,000.00 and $44,999.99 per year.  She explained this is one of the ways the agency is trying to reach students in lower income levels with START.  
Dr. Boutte’ discussed the START total accounts for which the owner’s adjusted gross income (AGI) has been verified as of December 31, 2008.  Dr. Tremblay added that the contributions made to START accounts by Gear Up are federal dollars not state dollars.  The earnings enhancements are the state match.  

Ms. Amrhein presented a TOPS payment summary by award level for Academic Year 2009-10 as of November 6, 2009.  She stated the actual billings to date are $64,669,788.33.  The report also shows that 36 out of 38 schools have billed for TOPS for the current semester.  Ms. Amrhein stated the two schools that have not billed are Grambling University and Rochester Institute.  She stated that Rochester Institute is a special school for the hearing impaired and the agency only receives bills for one or two students a year.  Ms. Amrhein noted recent legislation which allows the TOPS Tech award to be used at certain proprietary and cosmetology schools, and that the agency has received bills from 10 of these schools.  

Mr. Lavigne asked when the legislation was passed with allows TOPS Tech to be used at these schools?  Mr. Eldredge stated it was the 2008 session.


Dr. Boutte’ presented the GO Grant and Early Start updates.  She noted that Early Start numbers have not changed much from last month due to the portal being closed on October 13, 2009.  Dr. Boutte’ stated of the $5.5 million dollar appropriation for Early Start, the program is currently at $2.6 million dollars.

Dr. Boutte’ explained the changes in the GO Grant calculations showing the average Education Cost Gap (ECG) vs. Average Payment Amount.  She noted that since funds were limited for GO Grant awards, the calculation was changed based on the student’s actual ECG and that number is now the award, limited to $1,000 for full-time, $500 for half-time and $250 for less than half-time per semester.  The report shows the difference in the average ECG and the average payment amount based on all bills received.  Dr. Boutte’ stated that several schools have not billed for GO Grant; however, the schools have been advised of their allocations and know the amount they can bill.      


Ms. Amrhein discussed the loan volume reports.  She reported that October numbers are down, which is not unusual.  Some of the loans originated for the academic year are canceled due to students applying for loans and not attending school, etc.  Ms. Amrhein noted that even with the monthly loan volume down, the agency is still at 117% above projections. 

Ms. Amrhein stated the state fiscal year loan volume reports shows the agency has originated $266 million dollars so far for SFY 2009-10, which exceeds the total from 2005-06 – 2007-08.   


Ms. Amrhein presented an update concerning Louisiana Public Facilities Authority (LPFA).  She explained that approximately two years ago the lender who purchased the agency’s rehabilitated defaulted loans, Sallie Mae, pulled out of that market.  Ms. Amrhein explained that to rehabilitate a defaulted loan, the borrower has to make nine monthly, on-time payments.  At that time, the agency can sell the loan to a lender which brings it out of default and puts the borrower back into a good repayment status.  When Sallie Mae discontinued purchasing these loans, LPFA agreed to do so for the agency.  LPFA has notified the agency that it will no longer be able to purchase the agency’s rehabilitated defaulted loans after December 31, 2009.  Ms. Amrhein noted that the agency has begun to look for other potential buyers in the market.

Ms. Amrhein discussed the report submitted quarterly to the Joint Legislative Committee on the Budget (JLCB) on the GO Grant Program.  This report is for the current fiscal year and includes payment summaries, distribution by school and the payment report to date.  Ms. Amrhein stated the change in methodology for this year has also been sent to the JLCB addressing the limited funding appropriated.   


Ms. Amrhein presented the response to request for information from Federal Student Aid (USDE).  Ms. Amrhein explained a request was made by the USDE to meet with all guaranty agencies to discuss their financial situation.  USDE requested certain specific information and scheduled a phone call between staff at LOSFA and staff at USDE.  The requested information was forwarded to USDE on October 21, 2009.  The conference call with the Department was held on October 28, 2009, during which the staff described the agency’s structure, outreach efforts, in-house aversions and collection duties, and future collection efforts on the local level, even if under the direct loan program.  Ms. Amrhein explained the Department was particularly interested in the financial and operational condition of the agency.  The agency’s financial statements were provided which indicate a strong, stable operation.  Future initiatives were discussed and ways for the agency to posture itself for the future to remain financially stable.  She stated that one of the managers from the USDE on the conference call was the person responsible for reviewing the agency’s efforts under the management plan in effect for the past three years.  Ms. Amrhein stated that the manager was very complimentary of how far the agency has come and did indicate there should be no reason to keep the agency on the management plan after December 2009.    

Ms. Amrhein discussed a Dear Guaranty Agency letter dated November 9, 2009.  She stated that Federal Student Aid is implementing monthly monitoring of all guaranty agencies and have provided the agencies with a format to follow.  This will begin in December 2009.  


Dr. Tremblay commended the staff for being released from the management plan.  He asked what the current status is regarding the direct loan program?  Ms. Amrhein stated that January should be the month that more information is available.  She stated a letter from the Secretary of Education has been sent to all of the college presidents encouraging them to make the necessary changes to transition to direct lending regardless of the outcome of the federal legislation.   

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 Melissa (2794), Andria (1522) and Chantelle (7257).  There were no recommendations for denial.  Mr. Wiley made a motion to approve.  Dr. Tremblay seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.  

Mr. Lavigne asked what type of documents are received when a student requests an exception?  Mr. Eldredge explained the documentation requested depends on the circumstance of the request for exception.  The student’s grades are received either through a transcript or through the agency’s database; medical professional documentation, if needed, etc.  Mr. Lavigne asked if the transcript has any impact on the exception?  Mr. Eldredge stated that grades are definitely a factor; i.e., if a student who has previously had good grades and suddenly their grades begin to decline, that’s usually an indicator that a problem exists.  Mr. Eldredge stated the objective circumstance exceptions which the Commission approved the agency staff to make either meet the circumstances or they do not.

Dr. Tremblay asked if students requesting exceptions come in person to LOSFA or is the decision made strictly on received correspondence?  Mr. Eldredge explained the exception is based on documentation and corroborating evidence.  Dr. Tremblay asked if the student is allowed to appeal his case in person to dispute a denial for exception?  Mr. Eldredge stated they are not; however, a detailed letter is sent to the student explaining the decision and the basis of that decision, and some students then provide the necessary documentation to support an exception.  


Dr. Harper asked what percentage of the exceptions is brought before the Commission?  Mr. Eldredge stated approximated 35 – 40% of the exceptional circumstances cases.  

Mr. Wiley asked in reference to the three exceptions included in this month’s packet, what is the reason these were chosen for approval by the Commission?  Mr. Eldredge explained that ten objective circumstances are in rule which allow the agency staff to grant exceptions.  Some examples of these are:  pregnancy, maternity, substance abuse rehabilitation, physical rehabilitation, temporary disability, religious obligation, and military obligation.  Mr. Eldredge stated these are clear cut issues and the majority of the exceptions received are in this category.  The exceptions brought to the Commission are subjective rather than objective.  These cases require the student to demonstrate that circumstances beyond the immediate control of the student prevented the student from meeting the TOPS continuation requirements.   


It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider authorizing the Executive Director to execute a contract with Information Builders, Inc. (IBI), to provide LOSFA with consulting services to assist LOSFA in the upgrade of IBI’s proprietary WebFOCUS software and to provide custom reports from data that will be accessed through the new scholarship and grant application.  Mr. Williams made a motion for approval.  Ms. Burkhalter seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

Mr. Wiley asked about contract verbiage regarding remedy provisions.  Mr. Eldredge discussed the provision which states if there is a dispute on a contract which is entered under the Office of Contractual Review (OCR) provision, the person disputing the contract has to go before OCR for dispute resolution.  Mr. Eldredge stated this is boiler plate language and essentially an arbitration provision.  

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider authorizing the Executive Director to execute a contract with Cherbonnier Mayer and Associates to provide data processing consulting services to assist the agency in the support and programming of IBM System i applications.  Dr. Gargano made a motion for approval.  Mr. Williams seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider authorizing the Executive Director to amend the contract with Methods Technology Solutions, Inc., to increase the total amount payable from $891,077.20 to $1,041,077.20.  Mr. Eldredge stated that normally when a contract is a result of a request for proposal, an increase is not requested later.  He explained that the contractor is not being asked to perform new types of work but additional work of the same kind.  Mr. Eldredge noted the original proposal stated the agency IT staff was projected to do some of the work; however, the staff has been extremely busy with new programming, etc.  He noted that if this increase is not approved, the agency will be delayed in the implementation of new software to process TOPS awards and other scholarship and grant programs administered by the agency.  Mr. Wiley made a motion for approval.  Dr. Harper seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

Mr. Wiley asked about the agency staff’s ability to write programs.  Ms. Amrhein stated the programs the agency is currently using were built by in-house staff and have worked well for the past ten years.  She stated there have been instances with the programs which have caused concern and this is the reason to implement a more sophisticated system.  

Mr. Wiley asked if any studies have been conducted comparing the cost effectiveness of contracting these services out as opposed to being done in-house?  Dr. Boutte’ stated a comparison is done before a project has begun to determine if the level of programming expertise required can be achieved in-house or if it would be more cost effective to contract it out.  She explained this is the reason for having the hourly contracts.  If it is determined the expertise is greater than the agency can provide, the work will be contracted out.  
Mr. Wiley asked the size of the IT staff?  Ms. Thibodeaux, IT Director, stated there are a total of sixteen employees of which three support the TOPS application and other scholarship and grant programs, one supports the START Saving Program, three employees support the loan systems, two web developers and a network staff.  Mr. Wiley suggested conducting reviews frequently to determine the cost effectiveness of state employees performing these duties as opposed to consultants.    

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider authorizing the Executive Director to explore business opportunities with other guarantors, government agencies, colleges, universities, and other entities to expand the agency’s ability to provide outreach, loan servicing, default collections, and/or other student financial aid related services to the state’s colleges and universities.  Ms. Amrhein stated she wants to ensure that she is fulfilling the Commission’s wishes and directives as the future of the student loan industry is uncertain.  She noted that she is asking to explore different options; however, no action will be taken until approved by the Commission.  Dr. Gargano made a motion for approval.  Mr. Long seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee review the audit report from the Louisiana Property Assistance Agency (LPAA) and the agency’s response.  Ms. Amrhein stated the auditor was extremely complimentary on the agency’s property control.  Ms. Amrhein noted the agency has only one employee, Ms. Linda Roquemore, responsible for property control and she does a great job.  

Mr. Hart explained the auditor went back from 2006 to present.  There were two findings.  The first is that fifteen assets were not entered in the asset management system within 60 days of acquisition.  Mr. Hart stated that Ms. Roquemore has implemented new procedures to ensure that property is entered into the asset management system and the agency’s property control system within 60 days.  The second finding is out of 159 assets reviewed, one could not be located and the agency had not notified LPAA of the loss.  Mr. Dubois made a motion to receive the report.  Dr. Tremblay seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.  

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider the agency’s budget request for state fiscal year 2010-2011.  Ms. Lange, Fiscal Officer, explained that if the pending BA-7 for $5.5 million is approved the additional increase is $8 million dollars.  Ms. Lange explained the increase for GO Grant from the existing operating budget frozen as of September 18, 2009 was $5 million dollars; however, when the BA-7 is approved it is continuation level so there will be no increase.  She stated based on workload for Early Start an increase of $3.4 million was needed to bring it to $7.4 million; however, the $1.5 million dollar BA-7 has not been approved.  Ms. Lange stated a $1.6 million increase is expected over existing.  Mr. Lavigne stated the increase being requested is not for additional employees but for additional revenue to fund the program.  Ms. Lange stated a $4.5 million dollar increase has been requested to bring the TOPS budget to $134.6 million.  This is based on a projection of 43,341 total students awarded TOPS.  Ms. Amrhein noted this also takes into account a 5% tuition increase for next year.  Dr. Barnes-Teamer made a motion for approval.  Dr. Harper seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.  

It was proposed that the Joint Executive Committee consider the adoption of meeting dates for the period January through June, 2010.  The proposed dates are January 21, February 18, March 16, April 6, May 4 and June 3.  Mr. Williams made a motion for approval.  Dr. Tremblay seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.  

There being no further business, Ms. Burkhalter made a motion to adjourn at 2:32 p.m.  Mr. Guidry seconded the motion and it carried unanimously.

Ms. Amrhein noted that the agency will be presenting a Financial Aid review to the Post Secondary Education Review Commission (PERC) in December.





APPROVED:







F. Travis Lavigne, Jr.






Chairman 
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