Critical Stakeholder Concerns
June 23, 2006

· Strategic Plan
· There is no current five-year strategic plan during this critical period in the Commission’s history.  
· The last plan was approved in 2000 and it expired in 2005.

· Strategic plans have historically been developed in consultation with Commission stakeholders and facilitated by CSAC staff.

· Uniform Policies on Advisory Committees 
· CSAC staff has disregarded the Uniform Policies on Advisory Committees document officially adopted by the Commission in 2001.  Staff has substituted unofficial policies that violate the Uniform Policies document which states that committee representatives representing the segmental system offices serve an unlimited term. 
· Staff was directed by the Commissioners at the February 2006 meeting to adhere to the official Uniform Policies document, but failed to do so:

· An example of this substitution is that CSAC staff disregarded this policy and instituted term limits without disclosing this change.  They presented these appointments to the Commission with the term ending dates included.  The Commission, unaware of this change, approved the appointments and inadvertently violated their own policy by including a term end date for these appointees. 

· One of these members subsequently received a letter stating that their appointment had expired and the Commission PEN committee was forced to hold a special meeting to approve reappointment.  

· Following this, two other segmental members received letters terminating their appointments and were therefore not eligible to participate in a CSAC Grant Advisory Committee (GAC) meeting.  Another special PEN committee had to be called to approve their appointments before the GAC meeting.
· Reimbursement of expenses to attend Commission meetings for the Chair of Advisory Committees is covered under the Uniform Policies document.  In 2006, CSAC staff changed this policy and advised the Chair that expenses could only be paid if the Executive Director of the Commission provided a written purpose for that individual to attend the meeting.
· Public Participation, Meeting Notices and Agenda Items
· During the past three years, the number of amended meeting notices for Commission meetings has increased to the point that members of the public, members of Advisory Committees and other constituents are not certain when the meetings will be held and must make late travel arrangements to attend.  This confusion also results in higher air fares and cancelled obligations for attendees.

· Information about the agenda items for the Commission meetings is not distributed in a timely manner.  This means that if there is an issue we would like to address, it is often impossible to get the discussion formulated and get the input from the field prepared in a professional format.  Documentation from staff is sent out too late to be included in any response.
· CSAC staff has limited the Commissioners’ access to the financial aid community by working to significantly reduce the number of meetings of the Commission’s advisory committees.

· CSAC staff has managed its resources in a manner that has limited the resources available for these official committees to meet.

· For example: CSAC staff now pays the expenses for the Advisory and Enhancement workgroup to meet.  This work group provides a valuable service to the Commission, but has an informal appointment process.  There are no recordings of the meetings and the group is not charged by the Commission with official responsibilities.

· CSAC staff has repeatedly claimed that it lacks a budget to hold more advisory committee meetings and could not spare staff resources for advisory meetings, but instead re-directed resources to the unofficial workgroups.

· We are mutually concerned that the Commissioners and the Commission staff do not involve their constituents in the decision-making process before policy is set.  In the past, the Loan Advisory Committee and the Grant Advisory Committee have been asked for input and involved in the process.  Because we work directly with the students and have an institutional perspective, financial aid administrators can provide insight into issues that might provide a different point of view on a policy or alleviate implementation problems before it is presented to the Commissioners for consideration and approval.
· Example:  CSAC Policy Memo GPB 2006-01 dated June 8, 2006 regarding Cal Grant A Program Clarification.  This memo has raised concern from the aid community, was not approved by the Commission, nor was it vetted by the Grant Advisory Committee.  This memo changes the way students are deemed eligible and clearly affects their transfer status from community college to a 4-year college.

· Example:  CSAC mismanaged the writing and submission of regulations created to implement the State Nursing Assumption Program of Loans for Education (SNAPLE) Regulations.  Regulations were published so late that when the 45 day comment period had ended, CSAC staff informed the Commissioners that if they included any public comment or made any substantive changes another 10 day comment period would be required and they would be unable to make awards for the 05-06 award year.  This is not only unacceptable procedure for stakeholders; it does not comply with statute.
· Example:  The Transfer Entitlement Letter

· Letters were sent to students advising them (after they had been paid by schools) that they were not eligible for Cal Grant.

· Neither notification nor input was sought from schools before the letters were sent.

· Schools are still awaiting resolution of the students who were affected.

· Underground Regulations (please see attachment from Office of Administrative Law)

· Statute requires that policies and procedures necessary to implement the Cal Grant Program must go through the regulatory process.
· CSAC staff skips the regulatory process and issues unilaterally-developed directives and policies.
· For example: We believe that statute requires that the Institutional Participation Agreement go through the regulatory process but is instead being replaced with “underground regulations.”  The CSAC staff proposal to include in the IPA, a requirement for campuses to verify high school graduation or equivalency rises as an additional example of an underground regulation.  
· Additional concerns regarding the process used
· Information was sent to our CEOs, Business Offices and Financial Aid Offices on May 23, 2006 with regard to the Institutional Participation Agreement (IPA).  
· Institutions had less than 30 days to review, discuss and provide input on this document.

· Confusion has arisen in the process of verification and analysis of Cal Grant applicants that has previously been a shared responsibility between institutions and the Commission.  These data elements include: verification of California residency; graduation from high school; and resolving conflicting information.  These items are broadly mentioned as “verification” and “confirmation” in the IPA which causes concern because the terms are not defined as required by the regulatory process.
· Another example is verification of high school graduation.  Based on federal regulation, schools can use the self-reported information on the FAFSA for federal aid as proof of high school graduation unless they find conflicting information that requires resolution.  CSAC staff has admitted that they do not routinely review high school graduation because they do not have the staff nor the resources. Neither do the schools!  Now that the CAHSEE (California High School Exit Examination) is required for graduation, it would seem logical that one State agency could better verify this with another State agency rather than shifting the workload to the schools develop a procedure that would require students to submit multiple “proof of graduation” to multiple schools.

· We are formally requesting a regulatory process to remedy this violation.  
· Inconsistent/Incorrect Information

· Information provided by CSAC staff is, at times, misleading.  CSAC staff recently stated:

“In June 2003, upon recommendation of the Grant Advisory Committee (GAC), the Commission staff issued a Grant Operations Memo (GOM 2003-05), without approval by the Commission or its Executive Director, entitled “Clarification of Specific Articles in New Institutional Participation Agreement (IPA)” that states the following in part:…..(May 26, 2006 GAC meeting.)”
This statement is grossly misleading:
        First, the statement “without the approval of the Commission or it Executive Director” implies that the fact that it was not approved creates some sort of violation when in fact Operations Memos have never been approved by the Commission.
        Second, the statement implies that this memo was written and distributed to the financial aid community without the knowledge of the Commission or its Executive Director, when in fact, a transcript of the Grant Advisory Committees May 29, 2003 meeting records a robust discussion among GAC members with the current CSAC Executive Director.  Further, the (then) Chair of the Grant Advisory Committee, Mary Robinson (CSU Chancellor’s Office), reported this discussion to the Commission at its June 19, 2003 meeting.  
        Third, GAC “recommendations” mean (by definition) that the GAC has formally adopted a recommendation – with a motion, second to the motion, discussion and vote. There is no record in the transcript of such action by the GAC.  Instead, there is a record of a discussion between GAC members and staff, and (as indicated above) reported and discussed at the Commission meeting held subsequent to that GAC meeting.
        Fourth, the memo referred to was written in response to requests for clarification from the financial aid community regarding ambiguities in the current Institutional Participation Agreement (IPA).  This memo was written by CSAC legal counsel, a member of the Commission’s senior management team.    
        It is of grave concern to the financial aid community that CSAC staff would present such misleading statements while staff was attempting to reverse the Commission’s previous position regarding its own interpretation of the IPA.
· CSAC staff stated:  The Commission would issue a new Policy/Operations Memo to all Cal Grant participating institutions reaffirming the need to verify high school graduation prior to making any payments to Cal Grant recipients.
        The term “reaffirming” implies that the Commission currently has such a policy in place and staff is recommending that it be re-affirmed.
        Two weeks prior to presenting this statement in its materials for the June 23, 2006 Commission meeting, CSAC staff informed the GAC that it would recommend to the Commission that it should rescind its Grant Operations Memo (GOM 2003-05) which clearly documents that the Commission not only does not have the recommended policy currently in place to “re-affirm.” but actually has a directive that is substantially different from what is being recommended by CSAC staff.
The interpretation of the IPA and misleading information being provided to the Commissioners has legal implications for the institutions that participate in the Cal Grant Programs, as well as serves to undermine the financial aid communities’ trust and confidence in CSAC staff.
· Cal Grant Advances

· There is also an issue with regard to Cal Grant Advances.  An internal audit found that CSAC was not handling advances according to statute and CSAC staff proposed a change.  There was no supporting evidence to substantiate a change was needed and when data was requested by GAC, Staff withdrew its recommendation to change the current methodology.   Additionally:
· Statute in SB 1644 provides that the Commission may determine that an advance payment is essential to ensure that funds provided are available at the time students enroll.  Yet, no regulations exist to implement this provision.

· Outreach Campaign
· With regard to the Cal Grant Outreach Campaign, there is no vehicle for stakeholder input.  Collateral materials were developed without input from the financial aid community for the 2006-07 DARE campaign.  In addition, the campaign must be year-round to have the optimum impact.

· Had the Cash for College Advisory Committee been consulted, some materials such as mouse trap boy and hot sauce posters could have been improved.  It was only after the materials had been printed that the Cash for College Advisory Committee was shown the materials. 

· Additional staff is needed to assist with distribution of workshop materials.  
· The Spanish translation is too formal—a focus group could be formed to ensure a more family-friendly focus.  
· The Cash for College Advisory Group has no input on spending priorities.
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