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Comments on the Provisions of the Senate and House Reauthorization of the Higher Education Act
Pell Grant Program Part A, Section 401

Award Maximums:

We strongly support the House Pell Grant authorization levels.  Increasing Pell Grants to expand access to higher education and limit student reliance on loans should be a Congressional priority.  
18-Semester Limit:
We support the House language that more explicitly pro-rates the limit for part-time students and applies this rule only to new Pell recipients as of July 1, 2008.   We feel it unfair to retroactively penalize students, particularly those required to take several ESL or remedial classes, who may have constructed their academic program differently had this restriction been in effect at the time they began their program.

Year-Round Pell Grant Award
This issue has been a priority for many of our institutions. We thank Congress for allowing students the funds to accelerate their program and support the House inclusion of Certificate programs in this provision.
ACG/SMART Program: Part A, Section 402

We appreciate Congress’s willingness to resolve the eligibility and technical issues in this program.  We concur with NASFAA’s preference for the Senate version and their suggestion regarding assigning a 3.0 GPA when a student progresses into his/her second year due to accepted AP or IB units 
TEACH Grants: Part A, Subpart 9, Section 411
We appreciate and support the provisions in the House version that ease some of the student eligibility restrictions in this program.
Federal Family Educational Loan Program (FFELP), Part B, Section 428
Automatic Deferments for Re-entering Students

We support the Senate proposal to all an automatic in-school loan deferment when a student who has not been in attendance re-enrolls at an institution.  We believe it is reasonable for a student to expect this service and that this will eliminate some unintentional loan delinquencies and defaults. 

Grace Period for Grad PLUS Loans

We strongly support the House inclusion of a grace period for graduate and professional student PLUS loans.   This provides parity with the other FFELP programs and allows students some time to seek employment prior to going into repayment status.
Loan Forgiveness for Service in Areas of National Need

We support the House provision to provide loan forgiveness to borrowers who choose to be employed in public service occupations that are traditionally low-paying, but serve low-income populations.   It is hoped that these added benefits will encourage more college graduates to enter these fields.
Federal Family Educational Loan Program (FFELP), Part B, Section 424

Reports to Consumer Reporting Agencies and Institutions of Higher Education
We support the Senate’s expanding the credit reporting requirement.
Federal Family Educational Loan Program (FFELP), Part B, Section 431

Loan Forgiveness for Volunteer Mentoring

Although we appreciate the intention behind this provision, we feel that it will be difficult to administer and are not certain why it is restricted to community college students.  If enacted, we recommend extending this benefit to students in all segments and modeling it after the Americorps program, which provides students an option for obtaining loan forgiveness for work.

Federal Family Educational Loan Program (FFELP), Part B, Section 435

Definition of Eligible Institution:  Participation Rate Index

We strongly recommend deleting the provision changing the cohort default rate calculation timeframe from two years to three years until such time that it can be demonstrated that the Cohort Default Rate does what it purports to do; namely, identify poorly administered institutions.  We believe that loan default is an indicator of student behavior rather than institutional behavior, particularly at institutions where relatively few students borrow federal student loans, and concur with NASFAA’s request for a study of the impact of this revision.    If the formula change is adopted, we request that this section be revised to exempt institutions that meet the  low participation rate exemption, that could be certified on the FISAP,  from inclusion in the calculation of a cohort default rate instead of requiring these institutions to submit a lengthy appeal to show that they meet this requirement.   
Federal Family Educational Loan Program (FFELP), Part B, Section 437

Disability Loan Discharge and Cancellation Rights

We support the House recommendation to allow disability certifications from the Veterans Administration to meet disability deferment documentation requirements for federal student loans.  This relieves unnecessary paperwork burden for institutions and for disabled students.  This is a timely provision since it is likely that this population will increase due to our current national involvement in military actions. 
Federal Work-Study Programs, Part C, Section 445(d)

FWS Wages Paid in the Event of Major Disaster

We agree with the intent of House in this provision, but feel that paying wages for work that is not done creates administrative difficulties and may conflict with labor regulations.  We suggest that this section be revised to allow affected institutions to transfer unspent FWS funds into the SEOG program and disburse the funds as grants, which appears to be the intent of the House.   In order to accomplish that, we also suggest that, for funds disbursed under this provision, the requirements that the SEOG disbursement and matching requirements be waived and that eligibility be extended to graduate students.

Federal Perkins Loans, Part E
We support the provisions to facilitate the transfer of collections to the Department of Education by institutions, the increase in the Perkins loan limits, the reduction of the number of months required for loan rehabilitation from 12 months to 9 month to create parity with the other federal loan programs and the inclusion of additional deferment provisions.  In addition, we strongly support additional funding for this program, particularly in light of the potential reduced availability of other types of educational loans. 
Need Analysis, Part F, Section 480 & General Provisions, Part F, Section 483 & 448

Use of IRS Data 

While we look forward to the automatic population of the FAFSA with IRS data, we are not convinced that using prior-prior year data will make the system more fair nor will it make it more simple for families to understand the relationship between their income and their financial aid eligibility.  We concur with the Senate that a study of the impact of this proposal and an evaluation of the possible consequences is needed before this provision should be enacted. 

Reduction of FAFSA Data Elements

While we support a simplified FAFSA, we cannot support the House proposal to eliminate 50% of the current questions without any study of which questions should be eliminated or the resulting impact on calculating a meaningful Expected Family Contribution (EFC).  

General Provisions, Part F, Section 483
EZ FAFSA
We strongly concur that families who qualify for the automatic zero EFC (Expected Family Contribution) under the current federal need analysis system should not have to complete unnecessary and often confusing questions on the FAFSA form. These families have already been acknowledged as needy by another federal or state agency or meet  low income standards and are eligible to file a 1040EZ or 1040A.   An EZ FAFSA form will increase access to higher education and federal financial aid for these families.  However, we do not agree with the House bill that families that meet the current Simplified Needs Test (SNT) should also be included, because this group included families that may file the standard 1040 form.  These families may have significant assets and are able to take advantage of deductions that, while generate a low Adjusted Gross Income (AGI), may understate the families’ actual financial circumstances. 
Consideration of Regional Cost of Living in the Need Analysis Formula

CASFAA also strongly requests that the Congress undertake the task of revising the federal need analysis formula to take into account regional economic differences.   It is not reasonable to equate the cost of living in San Francisco with that of North Dakota.  We do not believe that a system can be fair and equitable without some allowance to reflect the impact of the cost of living on actual available income.

General Provisions Part F, Section 483

Electronic Version of the FAFSA
We support the Senate proposal to increase the skip logic and user-friendliness of the electronic FAFSA

Charges to Students and Parents for Use of Forms Prohibited
CASFAA strongly supports this provision.  We often hear of students who think they are on the federal website but, mistakenly, are on a commercial site that offers completion of the FAFSA for a charge of up to $80.00.  Obvious and simply worded disclosures that these commercial sites are not the USED site and that the FAFSA is available without charge is a clear benefit to students.

Elimination of Paper Version of the FAFSA

Because CASFAA institutions enroll high numbers of immigrant and very low-income students, we are concerned about the elimination of the option of a paper FAFSA for families.  It is not realistic to assume that all families have access or can afford computers and internet capability.  To do so, imposes a large barrier to higher education access for some families.   We strongly support the Senate proposal to conduct a study regarding the impact of the digital divide and the restriction to electronic financial aid applications.

General Provisions Part F, Section 482

Model Institutional Financial Aid Offer Form

We request that the House recede on this issue.  The specifications in the proposed model award letter will result in a very lengthy and, to many students, confusing award letter.  We strongly feel that institutions need to design their award letters to meet the needs of their own student populations. 

General Provisions, Part F, Section 484

Ability to Benefit

We thank the Senate for including a provision that reflects the results of the California Community College Experimental Site project.   The results of that experiment clearly reflect that a student who fails an Ability to Benefit test but has passed college level courses clearly has shown that they meet the statutory requirement of being “able to benefit from” college instruction.
General Provisions, Part F, Section 485 and Title X
Entrance Counseling Required
CASFAA strongly recommends that the ability for lenders and guarantee agencies to provide in-person loan counseling to students be reinstated.   We understand the concern over inducements and conflicts of interest, but consider loan counseling an important benefit to students, not institutions.  The federal loan programs have become extremely complex and lenders and guaranty agencies are the experts in the field.  They are much better equipped to provide updated, detailed and accurate information to students on repayment options, combined interests rates and deferment provisions.  Due to the specificity of information that is now required and the array of benefits among lenders, it is much less confusing for students to be able to talk directly to their own lender about their loans rather than receive a compendium of information that does not pertain to them.
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