Customer Views

on the

QA Program Redesign

Findings from the 
GroupWare Sessions

at the QA National Conference,

Denver, May 2000 

Prepared for Student Financial Assistance, Schools Channel
Performance and Accountability Improvement Branch 
by the American Institutes for Research, Pelavin Research Center, August 2000.

Table of Contents


Introduction
1
Suggestions and Recommendations
3
Reactions to the Basic Framework
7
Attain Quality – Assessment – Technical Assistance
11
Sustain Quality – Successful Practices
15
Advance Quality – Flexible Management Approaches
20
Reflections on the Current QA Program
24
Appendix A: Profile of GroupWare Participants



Introduction

Although the new direction for the Quality Assurance Program was unveiled at the National Quality Assurance Conference in Denver, Colorado in May 2000, staff in the Performance and Accountability Improvement Branch (PAIB) began this redesign following passage of the Higher Education Amendments of 1998.  In forging a new direction for the program redesign, the PAIB staff were guided in the past two years by the SFA core values of excellence and service.  Pursuing these values led to the notion of extending  “quality” tools and resources to all schools participating in the Title IV programs.  The program’s new direction supports the SFA goals of customer satisfaction, simplification, streamlining, and reducing the overall cost of administering and managing the Title IV programs.

A Concept Paper
 was developed that outlined how the QA Program was transforming itself to provide a variety of tools for assisting schools in attaining, sustaining, and advancing quality.  This brief paper was disseminated to all participants in advance of the Denver conference.  At the conference itself, participants were invited to react to what was proposed in the paper and provide any additional ideas and suggestions.  To collect these comments, the conference organizers used a meeting productivity tool called GroupWare.  Using wireless laptops, conference participants were led through the main components of the QA program redesign and their feedback was solicited using a series of structured questions.  Every school representative was given ample opportunity to provide feedback in one of three identical GroupWare sessions.  Well over 100 conference participants attended the sessions and literally thousands of comments were collected electronically using the GroupWare tool.  Everyone was given the chance to be heard, even those unable to come to Denver! The Concept Paper was published on the QA Program website, and readers of the paper were invited to provide feedback in a web-based GroupWare session.

Based on an analysis of the voluminous collection of comments received, this report provides some suggestions and recommendations for future courses of action for SFA to consider.  The report then proceeds to summarize customer views on the proposed QA Program redesign.  Also, at the beginning of each section of the report, we share with the reader a selection of individual comments that are both interesting and thought provoking and broadly reflect the new direction in which the program is headed.  A brief profile of those who participated in the Group Ware sessions is presented in Appendix A.

It will be obvious to anyone reading this report that many new challenges and opportunities will be waiting for the redesigned Quality Assurance Program.  SFA will need lots of energetic helpers from Title IV schools to develop and implement the new program.  The GroupWare sessions were just one small step in the redesign process.  As the program redesign gets underway in earnest, opportunities to provide this help will be plentiful.

Suggestions and Recommendations

Over 100 QA Program participants provided a great deal of information during the three GroupWare Sessions at the QA Conference in Denver in May 2000.  Based on the QA Program respondents’ input during these Sessions, the following suggestions and recommendations are offered:

1) SFA should initiate and maintain frequent and regular communication with the schools to continue the momentum created at the Conference, sustain their interest, and keep them informed as partners in this redesign process.

The schools need more detail concerning the conceptual framework being developed and fine-tuned for the QA Program redesign.  The Conceptual Framework for Redeveloping the QA Program paper and the General Session presentation at the Denver Conference provided high level (i.e., global) information to schools.  They require much more detail concerning what they will actually be implementing during both the redesigned QA Program as well as in the transition phase – particularly the upcoming 2000-2001 program year.  Additionally, once SFA is prepared to obtain further input from the schools (via reactions to an updated Concept Paper and/or focus groups), the schools will have been kept apprised of advancements in the redesign process.

2) Improve SFA’s role in the QA Program to include assistance with compliance-related issues.

Compliance-related assistance might include directing clients to other resources within ED (e.g., IFAP, training, customer service contacts, and so on), or coordinating technical assistance with the regional offices.  Ample technical assistance related to compliance issues is available, but the institutions need some help in locating it.

3) Develop a plan for the collection, evaluation and dissemination of effective practices.

There is a general eagerness to share effective practices among respondents.  The obstacles for doing so include no formal mechanism for requests, lack of time and resources for reporting, desire for detailed evaluation and implementation information regarding the practices that are shared, and a relatively easy method for reporting and posting effective practices.  Once the draft plan is developed, pilot-test the plan concentrating on requests for submissions of effectiveness practices for one area or issue (for example, default management).  Lessons learned during the pilot-test will help solidify the final plan for sharing effective practices.

4) Study entrance and exit counseling ideas provided by the respondents.

Twenty-three respondents provided various comments regarding this issue.  Work with ED loan program staff to offer trials for some of the counseling ideas proposed by the respondents.

5) Collect, study, and disseminate effective QA school verification plans.

The QA Program has 15 years experience with institutional verification which could be the source of a very useful collection to share among the schools interested in varying their practices.

6) Explore ways to modify the mandated annual loan limits, Work Study I-9 documentation collection, and Pell disbursements, 30-day reporting and reconciliation, and other issues recommended by respondents for alternative management approaches.

Summarize all comments related to the most often cited issues, and decide which issues warrant short-term attention from SFA or QA staff, and develop long-term action plans for all others.  Determine what is possible, desirable, and realistic.

7) Use the QA listserv to solicit volunteers to develop the ideas and suggestions provided in the GroupWare sessions.  

8) Include school people in the planning, developing and promoting of the redesigned QA Program.

9) Encourage participating QA schools to become the lead voice in promoting FAFSA changes.  

Analyze QA sample information and school reports to identify FAFSA questions most prone to error, (e.g., Worksheet A & B).  The QA schools have extensive experience in reviewing the FAFSA items as they collect both QA and verification documentation.  They are familiar with items commonly misunderstood, as well as those commonly ignored or missed.

10) SFA should develop a format for the institutions to follow to document and report on the institutional verification programs with SFA.  

Many respondents reported they derived a great deal of benefit not only from the integrated verification exemptions, but also from the development of their institutional verification program.

11) SFA should establish a mechanism designed to expedite change in regulations and law should the evidence to warrant such change become available via the outcomes from the redesigned QA Program.

Schools have long complained that what they have accomplished in the current QA Program has not made a difference vis-à-vis regulations and laws.  SFA should not wait to have documented evidence of the need for change to establish the channels necessary to make changes happen quickly.  The QA staff should begin meeting with others in OPE and SFA immediately in anticipation of QA Program outcomes that warrant change to regulations and law.

12) Standardize and streamline the data collection and reporting processes in Experimental Sites so that findings can be made available more easily and more quickly.

Several target audiences including ED and the Congress should have special interests in the results.  With the Experimental Sites’ participants heavily weighted to QA schools, the GroupWare comments make even more clear the community’s investment in putting the program’s results into action.

Reactions to the Basic Framework

“I like to see that the concept is expanding to all schools, not just QA schools.  I think that Title IV administration will only get better.  I am hopeful that the fear of doing the wrong thing or the fear of looking deeper into aid administration will diminish and the goal of doing the right thing will prevail!” 

“The three quality outcomes - Attain, Sustain, and Advance - are appropriately non-sequential and will encourage even long-time schools to keep touch with base levels of compliance while testing new ways of doing things.”

During this portion of the GroupWare session respondents were asked questions regarding what they liked the most and the least with respect to the redesigned QA Program.  SFA was interested in gauging the level of resistance to change the institutions might be experiencing – a common challenge for program staff when making sweeping changes to a long-standing program.  Awareness of resistance to change provides SFA the opportunity in subsequent communications with the institutions to assuage concerns, and hopefully temper resistance to change.

In what you have read or heard about the program redesign, what do you like the MOST?

Many respondents felt that elimination of the QA sample and the need to re-verify the sampled students meant more time was available for value-added activities (e.g., a deeper evaluation of their data).  Generally, respondents were enthused that the benefits of participation in the QA program will be shared among the broader community of schools and that the proposed tools seem more user-focused and tailored for individual school environments.  The most common responses to this question were as follows:

· Fifty-six (56) respondents stated that not being required to select a sample is what they liked best about the redesign.  

· Fourteen (14) responded that they liked the fact that ED plans to include all Title IV participants in the new QA Program.

· Twelve (12) responded that they appreciated having more time to focus on the management assessment activities and other aspects of the program.

· Ten (10) responded that they like the prospect of having more time to fully evaluate their annual measurement data.

·  Eight (8) indicated that they looked forward to sharing best practices.  

In what you have read or heard about the program redesign, what do you like LEAST? 

The Concept Paper described the basic framework for the new program direction.  Not unexpectedly, most schools decided not to rush to judgment on what they liked least about the proposed redesigned program until more details about the new program become available.  Many respondents felt they lacked the information needed to answer this question confidently.  Deliberately, the Concept Paper did not address in detail transition phase activities, as these were the subject of separate discussions during the conference (and afterwards using “Dear Partner” letters).  During the GroupWare session, several schools used this question to express their uncertainty about what they ought to be doing during the transitional phase between the “old” and the “new” program.

The most common responses were as follows:

· Thirty respondents (30) stated that they don’t yet have enough information to determine what they like the least.

· Eight (8) responded that the uncertainty of what they will actually be doing is what they like the least.

· Eight (8) responded they did not like the elimination of the sample.

· Eight (8) responded that they were concerned about the inclusion of all Title IV institutions.

· Several respondents also indicated that they didn’t like the lack of information regarding what they will be doing in the upcoming year/transition phase.

What things would you like to hear more about?

Because the Concept Paper provided an overview of the basic framework of the redesigned program, the QA staff anticipated that there would be many aspects of the new direction that school partners in the program would like to have more information about.  The responses to this question are being used to plan subsequent communications with QA schools.  Although the responses to this question were wide ranging in their specifics, they generally fell into one of two categories – those related to transitional phase activities (e.g., “What will schools need to do, and when?”) and those requesting more details about the tools being developed.

In the redesigned program, what outcomes do you think are important?

Some program outcomes suggested by schools closely reflect the goals of SFA (e.g., customer satisfaction and simplification).  Additionally, most of those who responded to this question also felt that providing institutional flexibility is important, as is the sharing information about effective practices.  With regard to institutional flexibility, some respondents stressed the value of program participation in terms of it giving them the ability to provide input on how they process aid and the flexibility it gives them to modify procedures as determined by the analysis of data.  The most common responses were as follows:

· Sixteen (16) respondents stated that flexibility in the process of implementing the QA Program was an important outcome.

· Fourteen (14) responded that better service to students is an important outcome.

· Ten (10) respondents said that simplifying the process was important.

· Seven (7) respondents stated that including methods of sharing information among schools is a critical outcome.

Attain Quality – Assessment – 
Technical Assistance

“In the area of compliance, we need most help in learning how to comply efficiently.  It seems that we spend a lot of time on trying to figure out what we need to do and then how can we do it.  It would be helpful to have “best practices” when new regulations come into force.  It would also be helpful to have more system support provided by SFA versus each school inventing the wheel.”

“Better tools to research compliance questions on campus, namely a more powerful search engine on IFAP with links to examples of how the regulation is best put in to practice.”

Respondents were asked about areas of compliance they would like assistance with and the type of help they want.  Although the majority of respondents provided specific areas that they want help with, several respondents provided feedback about the general need for assistance with all areas of compliance.

What areas of compliance do you need the most help with?

Well over half the respondents indicated that they need the most help with three areas of compliance in particular – refunds and repayments; reconciliation issues in the Direct loan and Pell grant programs; and the compliance requirements for distance learning coursework.

Several respondents mentioned assistance with Satisfactory Academic Progress and help with Cash Management issues.  Schools identified numerous other compliance areas they need help with, but none was mentioned by more than just one or two respondents.

The tally of individual responses was as follows:

· Twenty-six (26) respondents indicated that they would like assistance with refunds/repayments.

· Eleven (11) respondents want assistance with reconciliation issues in the Direct Loan and Pell Grant programs.

· Ten (10) respondents want assistance with the distance learning/web-based coursework compliance requirements.

· Five (5) respondents would like assistance with Satisfactory Academic Progress.

· Five (5) respondents would like assistance with the Management Assessment task.

What kind of help do you need?

A principal tenet of Attaining Quality is providing schools with the tools and resources needed to succeed.  However, when asked what kind of help they need with compliance areas, relatively few respondents were able to articulate the specific form of help needed.  Among those schools that responded to this question, two strong themes emerged – more streamlining and simplification of the regulations and more training and technical support (particularly the provision of quick and easy access to information) related to compliance issues.  The tally of individual responses was grouped as follows:

· Ten (10) respondents indicated they would like a website/opportunities for sharing help with compliance issues.

· Seven (7) respondents wanted more training related to compliance issues.

· Six (6) respondents would like regulatory simplification.

· Three (3) respondents would like more accessible technical support.

Do you view any compliance areas less important in delivering funds and services to students?  If so, which ones and why?

During the GroupWare session, it was explained to respondents that this question did not mean to imply that any area of compliance was any more or less important than another.  Rather, respondents were asked to identify areas of compliance that they felt impeded the accurate and effective delivery of aid to students and their ability to better serve students.  With these clarifying remarks, the tally of responses was grouped as follows:

· Eighteen (18) respondents indicated that they consider all compliance areas of equal importance.

· Sixteen (16) respondents considered the drug questions related to eligibility as less important.

· Seven (7) respondents thought that voter registration was less important.

· Seven (7) respondents thought the disbursement-related compliance issues are less important.

· Six (6) respondents thought student consumer information compliance is less important.

· Six (6) respondents thought the selective service compliance issue is less important.

In addition, several schools indicated that several compliance areas covered by Experimental Sites were less important, including exit/entrance interviews and 30-day delay.  Some respondents expressed the view that these areas are less important because they have “no impact” (other than having a negative impact on students and being an administrative burden).

How can SFA help your school evaluate itself?

Many ideas about how SFA could help schools evaluate themselves were provided.  Most of the suggestions fell into three categories – automated tools, information sharing, and help in analyzing evaluation results.  Schools are particularly interested in accessing good, easy-to-use, web-based evaluation tools that link to the regulations and that provide examples of effective practices.  A few schools stressed the need for tools that can be tailored to individual school circumstances and that work in conjunction with accreditation or re-certification to avoid duplication of work.

Also, if such tools were made available, many schools recognized the need for help in analyzing and interpreting the evaluation results.  Several respondents mentioned that SFA could play a role in increasing the sharing of evaluation information among schools.  Responses fell into the following main categories:

· Fourteen (17) respondents wanted more self-evaluation tools provided by the Department (e.g., CPS data).

· Ten (10) respondents would like more assistance in analyzing their evaluation results.

· Eight (8) respondents would like more help from SFA in the use of the Management Assessment task in the QAP Workbook.

· Six (6) respondents felt that increased sharing among the institutions would be helpful.

· Five (5) respondents would like more training.

· Five (5) respondents would like SFA to provide state or regional school comparisons with respect to evaluation results.

Sustain Quality – Successful Practices

“The Department shares the most common review problems, but spends little or no time on successes. The QA Program should take the lead.”

“Successful practices are not always as successful as they appear. Before they are promoted, one must really evaluate them and screen them for full compliance.”

“Most schools have a best practice that another may wish to use. Often, we do not think that what we are doing is that different or innovative, so we do not take the time to share it with others. That is why I think some examples initially are important to show that even a small thing you are doing in an office can be a best practice.”

During this portion of the GroupWare Session, respondents were asked to share their thoughts regarding the collection, evaluation, and dissemination of  “successful “  (hereafter referred to as “effective”) practices.
  Most respondents were eager to learn about and adopt effective practices, but many indicated that the time and resources required to share an effective practice may prohibit them from doing so.  In addition, several respondents reported a reluctance to share an effective practice based on the following two reasons: 

· Not wanting to share proprietary information that influences their institution’s recruiting efforts; and 

· Fear that sharing an effective practice may disclose the fact that their institution did not follow the strict interpretation of a regulation.

Respondents seemed to be in general agreement that not enough sharing has occurred in the QA Program among participating schools, as well as with those in positions to use this type of information to make changes that would benefit the overall financial aid community.  A few respondents suggested that more sharing would occur if there were more (perhaps formalized) requests from ED for such contributions:

In the financial aid community, how are you apprised of "successful" practices?

Response rates to all the questions dealing with “successful” practices were high, indicating a strong latent interest in this part of the program redesigned targeted at Sustaining Quality.  Most respondents seem to learn of effective practices from multiple sources, the most common being professional conferences or association meetings, networking among colleagues, and surfing web-sites.  Responses to this question were grouped into the following major categories:

· Sixty-five (65) respondents indicated they hear about effective practices while attending conferences and association meetings.

· Forty-seven (47) respondents learned of effective practices by networking with colleagues.

· Thirty-five (35) respondents learned of effective practices via the listserv/websites.

· Thirteen (13) respondents read about effective practices in various publications (e.g., FA Handbook, NASFAA Transcript, association newsletters, etc).
· Eight (8) respondents learned that practices were effective via feedback from students/parents and professional organizations.

How should SFA collect and evaluate information about successful practices?

When asked how SFA should collect information about effective practices, the overwhelming choice was by using the QA Program web site.  Others suggested that the Mid-Year and Year-End reports provided a vehicle for collecting this information.  Few respondents offered specific suggestions about how effective practices could be evaluated.  Several schools suggested that a peer group of institutions could assess and evaluate practices that were submitted.  A few schools suggested that effective practices should be evaluated against a set of pre-determined criteria.  Respondents suggested the following main methods for collecting information regarding effective practices:

· Websites -- forty-four (44) respondents

· Mid- and End-of-Year Reports -- twelve (12) respondent

· Publications – five (5) respondents

How should SFA disseminate and make information available about successful practices?

As with the collection of information on effective practices, respondents indicated overwhelmingly that the web should be used to disseminate information about them.  Two other dissemination methods were commonly mentioned – conference presentations and award ceremonies, and publications (e.g., using newsletters or an annual compilation of effective practices).  One respondent suggested that information dissemination about effective practices should be one of the primary functions of SFA.  Another respondent suggested creating a mentoring program in which top schools are honored and then enlisted to teach at-risk schools.  Most responses to this question fell into one of the following three categories:

· Seventy-seven (77) suggested disseminating information via website/listserv.

· Twenty-one (21) respondents suggested disseminating information at conferences.

· Nineteen (19) respondents suggested using various publications to disseminate information about effective practices, including newsletters (annual, quarterly, etc.) and an annual compilation of successful practices.

What would motivate you to (a) share and (b) adopt a successful practice?

The following general themes emerged from the responses to this question:

Ease of Reporting:  Many respondents suggested a format or protocol for reporting an effective practice should be designed.  The protocol might include information such as the type and size of the school, “proof” of effectiveness, and methods and costs of implementation.  This protocol would help ease the burden of reporting the practice, and schools would be much more inclined to share an effective practice.  Schools suggested effective practices be included in the Mid- and End-of-Year Reports or shared via the QA Website.

Evaluation Standards:  Respondents indicated that they would be willing to both share and adopt effective practices if they knew that the practice would be objectively evaluated by SFA and the proven results shared as part of the effective practice.  Several respondents also reported that they would like recognition from ED that what they are doing is an effective practice.
Is there anything that would cause you not to share one of your successful practices?

Many schools seem eager to share information about effective practices and more would do so if the burden entailed in sharing this information could be minimized.  Some schools were more reticent about sharing for the reasons indicated below:

· Twenty-eight (28) respondents indicated that nothing would keep them from sharing information about effective practices with other institutions.

· Twenty-five (25) respondents reported that difficulties with the process of sharing (e.g., limited resources, the time needed to document, etc.) would prohibit them from sharing.

· Thirteen (13) respondents indicated that fear of the Department of Education (i.e., fear that their school wasn’t following the strict interpretation of regulations) would prevent them from sharing.

· Seven (7) respondents indicated they would be unwilling to share “secrets” that influence their institution’s recruiting.

Advance Quality – 
Flexible Management Approaches

“More flexibility in exit counseling in terms of targeting particular students (i.e., those who graduate as opposed to those who do not).

“The timing of entrance counseling needs to be more flexible.  Should be done before the student is committed to the loan.”

“Entrance and exit should be done in the 2nd and 3rd year instead of 1st and 4th – students have too much on their minds as freshman and seniors to really pay attention.”

“To allow the schools a flexibility to determine the student’s grade level borrowing limits as long as the cumulative limit is followed.”

“I would like to see some flexibility in the administration of Work Study.  The citizenship edits along with the I-9 requirements are very labor intensive.”

“I firmly believe, to grow the QA Program, you will need to include all of the nine large experiments as a benefit to being in the QA Program.”

In the toolbox of the redesigned program, the proposed tools for Advancing Quality are designed to test areas of regulation by measuring and evaluating effectiveness in meeting desired outcomes.  The data reported to SFA by schools embarked on advancing quality initiatives will shape future regulation and legislation.  Additionally, schools experiencing difficulty in meeting the desired outcome of a regulation could use such an initiative to test different ways to achieve the desired outcome.

The current statutory language in section 487A(a)(3) only provides regulatory flexibility in verification of student financial aid data.  Unless the language is amended, QA institutions may seek other flexibilities by participating in the Experimental Sites Program (section 487A(b)).  Regulatory flexibility for testing comprehensive systems related to the processing and disbursing of aid, and entrance and exit interviews must be sought under the Experimental Sites authority until the statute is amended to grant regulatory flexibility for these areas in the QA Program.  Statutory waivers have not been granted in the areas of need analysis requirements, award rules or grant and loan maximum amounts in the Experimental Sites Program.

What regulatory flexibility or alternate management approach would you like to see for processing and disbursing aid, and entrance and exit interviews?

Many respondents proposed various changes in entrance and exit counseling.  Almost half the suggested changes relate to a suggested modification of the process (e.g., using electronic methods, directing the confirmation to the lender not the school, have lenders send exit interview packages, and so on).  A few suggestions concerned the timing of counseling.  Several schools suggested that low default schools should get more relief (e.g., by allowing them to do counseling at their discretion).

Over 100 wide ranging comments were suggested in areas that could be considered as processing and disbursing aid.  Top among these were comments related to return of Title IV funds, requiring electronic signatures, an end to Selective Service, drug convictions, and INS determinations.  Several schools called for the implementation of an IRS database match.

Many program-specific comments were received.  Suggestions related to the loan programs that were made by several schools included allowing grade level loan flexibility as long as cumulative limits are followed and the elimination of 30-day hold for freshmen.  Suggestions related to Campus-based programs made by several schools included the requirements for I-9 documents and the elimination of FISAP.  With regard to the Pell Grant program, several schools’ comments were direct at RFMS improvements.  

Several comments were received related to the Experimental Sites program.  Most commenters wanted to see the results of experiments used to change regulations and school practices.  Others wanted to see the Experimental Sites authority used to test new requirements  (e.g., under Return of Title IV, exempt students who have only loans they will be repaying).

The full tally of responses to this question is as follows:

· Thirty (30) respondents proposed changes in entrance and counseling.  They break down in this way:

· Twelve (12) responses modify the process;

· Six (6) responses in the “other” category;

· Four (4) responses target counseling on student groups most susceptible to default; and

· Three (3) responses modify timing.

· More than one hundred (100) comments were suggested in areas that deal with the processing and disbursing of aid.  The comments break down in this way:

· Twelve (12) comments related to return to Title IV;

· Eight (8) responses related to electronic signatures;

· Seven (7) responses related to Selective service, drug convictions, INS determinations, and similar requirements;

· Six (6) responses related to implementation of an IRS database match;

· Five (5) responses related to Cash management; and

· Five (5) responses related to FAFSA.

· Twenty-six (26) program-specific suggestions

· Thirteen (13) respondents made comments related to Experimental Sites

What additional areas would you like to see schools have the flexibility to use an alternate management approach or experiment?

The suggestions in response to this question covered the gamut of Title IV regulations, but, mostly, more flexibility was sought with respect to loan maximums, SAP, and refunds and repayments.  The most prevalent responses were as follows:

· Twenty-one (21) respondents suggested more flexibility with respect to loan maximums.

· Thirteen (13) respondents suggested more flexibility with SAP.

· Eleven (11) respondents suggested more flexibility with refunds and repayments.

· Nine (9) respondents would like more flexibility in disbursing funds.

· Six (6) respondents would like more flexibility with electronic signatures.

· Five (5) respondents would like more flexibility with entrance/exit interviews.

Reflections on the Current QA Program

“Even though it is going away, we have come to love the sample and have used it for many other "tests" of what our population is doing.  It has turned out to be very reliable and we will continue to pull such a sample for testing each year those internal things in which we are interested.  For example, we are going to test disbursements - an area outside of our authority, but not our responsibility.  Our comptroller is interested in this.”

“I think the idea of establishing teams to problem solve is perhaps the most beneficial overall precept of the program.  We transferred this concept to our software implementation and it worked pretty well.”

“Exemption from federal verification has allowed us to tailor and fine tune our verification to truly address the areas in the FAFSA that students do incorrectly (i.e. untaxed income) -- the inclusion of listing more specific examples on the worksheet has reduced the mistakes.” 

“Data driven models -- I like the draft framework -- nice thing about is that my institution can be at all three levels at once.  I think that schools not currently in QA may think we are an elite group that does everything right -- how little they know.  We are constantly improving and want to, but change in law and regulation strain our abilities at times, just like it does for non-QA schools.  So what I'm trying to say is that the proposed framework provides a level playing field for all.”

The final set of questions during the GroupWare Session asked respondents to reflect on the current QA Program and share their thoughts regarding the benefits of QAP participation and verification exemptions offered to QAP participants.  Respondents were also asked to report their ideas for what should be incorporated into the redesigned QA Program.  These questions were important in that they provided the schools with the opportunity to report what they liked the most about the current Program, what they would like to see maintained in the redesigned program, and what new ideas they have for the redesign framework.

Which QA program activities have most benefited your school?

When asked about which QA Program activities have most benefited their school, the responses were loud and clear.  Half of all respondents reported that exemption from Federal verification allowed them to tailor and fine tune their own institutional verification procedures to address more closely those areas of the aid application process that students do incorrectly.  An almost equal number reported benefiting from the management assessment task.  One respondent was especially effusive: “When we finally have time to actually complete a full management assessment, the outcomes have been fantastic and beneficial to our total office success.” Substantial support also was expressed for the annual measurement activity and, to a lesser extent, the QA Program’s team building activity.  The tally of responses to this question was as follows:

· Fifty (50) respondents reported the institutional verification program.

· Forty-four (44) respondents reported the Management Assessment activity as being most beneficial.

· Thirty-four (34) respondents reported the Annual Measurement activity (with 12 specifically mentioning the findings resulting from this activity).

· Eleven (11) respondents reported the team building activity.

· Eight (8) respondents reported the general QA philosophy and approach.

· Seven (7) respondents reported Experimental Sites.

What do you suggest should be incorporated into the new framework?

While recognizing the benefits that QA program activities had brought to their schools, relatively few respondents were confident enough to suggest which features of the “old” program should be incorporated into the “new” one.  Among those who did respond, retention of the Management Assessment/Enhancement activity was a clear favorite.  An almost equal number of respondents wanted to retain the regulatory flexibility associated with institutional verification.  A few schools asked for the sample to be retained, but on a less-than-annual basis.  Others suggested retaining the Recognition and Awards Program and the program’s emphasis on team building.  The most prominent response categories were as follows:

· Thirteen (13) respondents reported the Management Assessment/Enhancement Activity.

· Eleven (11) respondents want flexibility.

· Six (6) respondents want less reporting.

· Six (6) respondents want more tools (e.g., analysis, evaluation, assessment, etc.)

· Five (5) respondents reported institutional verification.

Which verification exemptions have most helped your school?

QA schools are exempt from selected sections of the verification regulations (specifically, Subpart E (Verification of Student Aid Application Information), Sections 668.53(a)(1) through (4); 668.54(a)(2), (3), and (5); 668.56; 668.57; and 668.60(a).  These sections deal with policies and procedures, the selection of applications for verification, items to be verified, and acceptable documentation.  However, most respondents did not fully understand this question and, as result, the responses are difficult to interpret.  The majority of respondents reported that the ability to select their own population to verify most helped their schools.  Some schools also reported that verifying a lower percentage of their aid population than that required under the Secretary’s edits helped their schools, although a few schools indicated that they still continue to perform 100 percent verification.  Most other responses suggested that the respondent had misconstrued the question.  Among those who interpreted the question correctly, the following two response categories emerged:

· Thirty (30) respondents reported the ability to select their own population to verify.

· Six (6) respondents reported a lower percentage of students to verify.

Appendix A

Profile of GroupWare Participants

 
Profile of GroupWare Participants

Type of school represented:

· Eighty three (83) respondents represented public 4-year institutions 

· Twenty one (21) respondents represented private 4-year institutions 

· Eight (8) respondents represented community colleges/2-year institutions

· Five (5) respondents represented proprietary institutions

· Four (4) respondents provided answers categorized as “Other”

Participants’ Position or Role:

· Forty one (41) respondents were QA Coordinators

· Twenty five (25) respondents were Directors

· Twenty five (25) respondents were Assistant/Associate Directors

· Fourteen (14) respondents were the Assistant/Associate Director AND the QA Coordinator

· Four (4) respondents were Counselors/Officers

· Two (2) respondents were QA Analysts

· Twelve (12) respondents were categorized as “Other” which included: Payroll/accounting agent; Programmer; and Non-SFA administrator

Source of information about the redesign:

· Eighty-two (82) respondents had read the Concept Paper.

· Thirty-four (34) respondents had attended the General Session.

· Eleven (11) respondents reported through contacts with PAIB/Regional staff.

· Five (5) respondents heard about it from previous QAP conferences/software training workshops.

· Seven (7) respondents had answers that were classified as “other”

� Student Financial Assistance, Schools Channel. “Conceptual Framework for Redeveloping the Quality Assurance Program,” Performance and Accountability Improvement Branch, Washington, D.C.  May, 2000.


� By now, however, the “Dear Partner” letters sent to QA Program partners have addressed directly what schools will be doing in the transitional phase.


� There appears to have been some confusion concerning whether this question pertained to complying with Title IV requirements or the requirements of the QAP methodology.


� Schools may be intimated by the word ”successful,” possibly interpreting it to mean innovative rather than simply “what works well.”
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