This Week in Washington

Senate – Reauthorization Bill Complete

In a vote that has been a long time coming, the Senate unanimously passed the Higher Education Reauthorization Bill on Tuesday.  The Higher Education Act has been operating under three temporary extensions and annual appropriations over the past three years.

The bill is a slightly amended version of the bill the Senate HELP committee wrote last year under Sen. Enzi’s (R-WY) chairmanship and was finalized this year on a bi-partisan effort led by Sen. Kennedy (D-MA), this year’s chairman.

The bill accomplishes a number of items – below is a brief review.

· Requires colleges to establish codes of conduct to prohibit financial aid employees from receiving anything of value in exchange for promoting a lender. 

· Restricts guaranty agencies and lenders from offering schools any premiums, payments, prizes, and tuition payments. 

· Requires the Department of Education to establish protocols for limiting and restoring access to the National Student Loan Data System, a database that contains personal financial information about student borrowers and their families and is used by students, schools, lenders, and guarantee agencies. 

· Calls for the Department of Education and the IRS to coordinate and automate the process for filling out the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). The FAFSA itself would also become easier and less time-consuming to fill out. 

· Requires schools and lenders to provide students with uncomplicated, detailed information about college tuition and fees. 

· Fire Safety Regulations/Reporting but does not require reporting of false alarms or fraternity houses not included in on-campus housing to be reported. (exact language attached)

· Academic Freedom language – very limited – stating a sense of the Congress that colleges should facilitate the free and open exchange of ideas and students should be treated fair and equally.

· In the General Provisions, Section 106, Drug and Alcohol Prevention - inserts that institutions will determine the number of drug and alcohol-related incidents and fatalities that occur on the institution’s property or as party of any institution’s activities and are reported to the institution.  The institution has to determine the number and type of sanctions described in the above that are imposed by the institutions as a result of those drug and alcohol-related incidents reported above.

· The Cost of College previsions discussed from previous years is included in the bill but with no sanctions.

· Prohibits the creation of any type of federal student database or tracking mechanisms – student unit record systems, this does not impact state databases.

· Includes academic competitiveness grants

· Cancellation of loans for public service professions:  teachers in Head Start, PreK or child care that is regulated by the state, full time faculty at Tribal colleges or University, librarians with master’s degree in library science and employed by elementary and secondary schools eligible for Title I assistance, public librarians that serves a geographic area that contains 1 or more schools eligible for title 1 assistance, full time speech therapists with master’s degrees and working with Title 1 schools.

· Section VIII, entitled Miscellaneous – Part M – Student Safety and Campus Emergency Management – establishes grants to award for establishing a state of the art emergency communications system for each campus part of its system, develop emergency procedures the institution shall follow to inform in a timely manner, students, employees and others on a campus in the event of an emergency or dangerous situation, methods to improve safety as in security assessments or security training, and establishing a hotline.  The provision also allows for the Secretary of Education, the Attorney General and the Secretary of Homeland Security to establish model policies, procedures and practices and disseminate that information.

The rules for the debate allowed six amendments from each side of the aisle, below are the list of amendments that were passed:

Dorgan (D-SD) Directs the Secretary of Education to create non-profit student loan clearinghouses for federal and private student loans and update the clearinghouse listings on the agency’s website every 90 days.

DeMint (R-SC) Requires a General Accounting Office study on the best practices of collecting employment and data on graduates.

Coburn (R-OK) Prohibits colleges and universities from using federal funds for lobbying activities.

Warner (R-VA) Calls for a grant program to improve the digital and wireless infrastructure for minority institutions.

Akaka (D-HI) Classifies Native Hawaiians as an underserved population in graduate studies for the Ronald E. McNair postbaccalaureate achievement program.

Burr (R-NC) Creates a study group to simplify the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).  A report would be due within a year.

Burr (R-NC)  Requires schools of education to annually report programs and progress in addressing teacher shortages as well as training of graduates to teach urban and rural diversified populations.

Durbin (D-IL)  Provides loan repayment forgiveness for prosecutors, public defenders, and legal aid professionals.

Amendments offered but not included in the final bill, the Reid and Dodd amendments were the two the Consortium along with a number of higher ed groups and universities frantically worked and made calls on during the days of the bill being on the floor:

Reid (D-NV) Would have required colleges and universities to purchase systems and equipment to deter illegal file sharing.  The amendment would also require the annual publication of the 25 colleges and universities with the most notices of copyright violations because of illegal file sharing. (Withdrawn)

Brown (D-OH) Would have created a new federal supplemental loan program to compete with private nonfederal funds. (Failed 53-38)

Dodd (D-CT)  Would apply the same codes of conduct governing relationships with schools and federal lenders to private nonfederal lenders.  (May be introduced at a later time)

A great deal of time has been spent on the Fire Safety language provision by a number of members with the Consortium.  The staff in Sen. Lautenburg’s and Cong. Pascrell’s offices worked very hard with us in the end to tone down the language.  As you will see from the attached language, it does not include the off campus fraternity and sorority houses.  They expect the House Reauthorization bill will include that provision and it will be negotiated out in conference.  We will continue to work with them through the fall on this language.

House Passes Education Funding Bill

The House of Representatives passed the 2008 appropriations bill for the Department of Education by a vote of 276-140.  The bill increases the Pell Grant scholarship by $390 to $4,700, more funding for college access programs like TRIO and GEAR UP, a $2 billion increase for No Child Left Behind, and a provision restricting the Secretary of Education from issuing regulations for the accreditation of colleges and universities before Congress finishes reauthorizing the Higher Education Act. 

Senate Passes Student Loan Budget Reconciliation

On July 20, the Senate voted to increase the maximum Pell Grant to $5,100 in 2008 and to $5,400 by 2011, cap loan repayments for borrowers at no more than 15 percent of their income, and provide loan forgiveness for students who work in public service jobs.  The bill would also cut $18 billion in subsidies to lenders and guarantors by increasing fees lenders pay to 1 percent of each loan, reduce insurance paid to lenders on guaranteed defaulted loans, and reduce the amount guarantors can keep from collections.  During debate on the bill, the Senate voted down an amendment by Sen. Ben Nelson (D-NE) and Sen. Richard Burr (R-NC) entitled the “Higher Education Access Act” which would have cut lender subsidies by only $15.6 billion.  The bill now goes to conference with the House version, which passed on July 11.  

