EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

OVERVIEW

State Regents have endeavored to increase the number of college degree holders in Oklahoma through a variety of noteworthy initiatives, among them: Brain Gain 2010, the development and implementation of a statewide Bachelor’s degree completion program, Cooperative Alliance Agreements between state system institutions and technology centers, and its Public Agenda for Higher Education. These and other initiatives created by the State Regents has provided greater educational opportunities and increased program flexibility for both Oklahomans’ traditional age and adult students wanting to pursue a college degree.

With expanded educational opportunities come new challenges for both students and educational institutions. One of the opportunities is the ability for students to attend more than one institution at the same time. The challenges, on the other hand, are how to effectively and efficiently award financial aid to these students. 
TASK FORCE

To provide guidance and propose a direction that postsecondary institutions might move, the Council on Student Affairs assembled a task force and asked the task force to: (1) examine ways to create a quasi-real time statewide data tracking system and (2) propose ways the tracking system could be used to enhance student financial aid awarding to students enrolled in multiple institutions.

The task force examined six potential options that might be useful. Among them:

1. The National Student Clearinghouse “Student Tracker” service

2. The Electronic Data Interchange (EDI)

3. Oregon Student Assistance Commission’s Financial Aid Exchange (OFAX) system

4. Build additional module to the proposed student portal

5. Modify or expand the State Regents Unitized Data System

6. Build state owned OFAX-like system

The task force believed that the OFAX system offered the best opportunity to create a quasi-real time student data tracking financial aid system that could be used statewide by financial aid administrators as well as assist and improve the awarding of financial aid to students enrolled in more than one postsecondary institution at the same time.

An analysis of the OFAX system by the task force further revealed that:

· The technological construct of the OFAX system will be easy to operate;

· Integration of the OFAX system with a variety of different student information systems on campuses in Oklahoma is possible with minimal customization;

· The OFAX system is capable of adding Oklahoma students as a tenant, and equally as important;

· OFAX administrators were receptive to and had adequate resources for expanding the OFAX system and its services to include Oklahoma institutions.

TASK FORCE RECOMMENDATIONS

The task force recognizes the importance of increasing the number of degree holders in the state and given the direction the State Regents has moved with respects to their Public Policy Agenda, Brain Gain 2010, Cooperative Alliance Agreements between state system institutions and technology centers, and the statewide Bachelor’s degree completion program, particularly for working adults, the task force makes the following recommendations based on the charge from the Council on Student Affairs:

· Request the State Regents contract with the Oregon Student Assistance Commission (OSAC) to provide the OFAX system for Oklahoma institutions of higher education. 

Rationale:

· The costs are minimal (see Appendix B) compared to the potential value the OFAX system can provide to financial aid administrators struggling to provide financial assistance to “swirlers”.  

· Supporting institutions’ efforts in this area contributes toward increasing student retention and graduation rates

· Institutional participation will be boosted if this initiative is a State Regents’ supported initiative.  State Regents will most likely be viewed by institutional decision- makers as a neutral entity providing a service to all. 

· The State Regents would offer OFAX to a selected group of interested institutions to serve as a pilot project for not more than two years as a way to: 

· Ensure the system is as helpful as the task force understands it to be 

· Develop training modules and implementation templates for all Oklahoma institutions to use when they are ready to implement the system.

· The State Regents would ask staff to do a comprehensive examination on the impact of the OFAX system after the initial pilot phase as a way to determine the feasibility of:

· Continuing its  contact with the Oregon Student Assistance Commission and encouraging other institutions to participate;

· Creating an Oklahoma version of the OFAX system, or

· Moving in an appropriate direction based on the results of the comprehensive analysis.

Students Enrolled in Multiple Institutions:  
A Financial Aid Solution
BACKGROUND

State Regents’ (a) Public Agenda for Higher Education, (b) Brain Gain 2010, the recent development and implementation of (c) a statewide bachelor’s degree-completion program, designed specifically for working adults, and (d) Cooperative Alliance Agreements between state system institutions and technology centers are well reasoned initiatives designed to increase the number of Oklahomans holding college degrees. There is clear and compelling evidence that a college-educated citizenry improves a state’s quality of life, as degreed citizens command higher wages than persons without a college education. Moreover, a state with a higher percentage of its population holding a college diploma enjoys enhanced economic development opportunities as well as an expanded tax base.

The State Regents also recognize that in order to increase the number of college degree holders in the state, attention must also focus on: (1) improving student preparation for college, (2) increasing awareness related to the value of a college degree, (3) encouraging and promoting strategic use of various scholarship opportunities, (4) improving college enrollment management practices, and (5) identifying accountability measures that clearly promote retention and timely graduation of college students. 

Equally as important, the State Regents recognize the importance of encouraging partnerships among higher education institutions and business/industry as a way to promote pre-career opportunities for potential college graduates, thereby fueling the college graduation pipeline.

FOCUS OF THE REPORT
To help state system institutions increase the number of college graduates, improve student retention, enhance enrollment management strategies, and to examine Oklahoma’s state-based financial aid and scholarship programs including institutional tuition waivers, the State Regents engaged the services of Noel-Levitz, a nationally recognized consulting firm specializing in enrollment management, marketing and student recruitment/retention, to conduct the aforementioned analyses. In addition, Noel-Levitz was also asked to organize and deliver a two-day statewide workshop on “best practices” in college marketing, student recruitment and retention, and the strategic use of financial aid. This two-day workshop served as a professional development opportunity for enrollment managers and other college officials involved in the recruitment and retention of students. The workshop also served as a catalyst to build momentum for future financial aid research and evaluation in the state.  Noel-Levitz was asked to deliver a report including recommendations after the analyses were completed.                         

COUNCIL ON STUDENT AFFAIRS (COSA)
To continue the momentum generated by the Noel-Levitz two-day workshop and to address a timely student financial aid challenge, the Council on Student Affairs assembled a task force comprised of Council members, State Regents staff, and financial aid administrators from each of the three tiers in the state system, private institutions, and a representative from Oklahoma’s Technology Centers. Specifically, the task force was asked to examine ways to enhance the process for awarding financial aid to students attending multiple institutions.

It is of value to note that in its final report, Noel-Levitz recommended the creation of a quasi real-time statewide student data tracking system. This recommendation was of great importance to financial aid administrators who are charged with the labor intensive, non-standardized and often inadequately resourced process of awarding financial aid to the growing number of Oklahoma students enrolled in multiple institutions simultaneously. 
STUDENTS ATTENDING MULTIPLE INSTITUTIONS 
(SWIRLING) – A NATIONAL PERSPECTIVE
The number of students attending more than one higher education institution concurrently is increasing nationally. The National Center for Education Statistics reports that, “among 1995-96 post-secondary students, more traditional students, such as younger students and those who attended full time, were more likely to attend multiple institutions than their older or part-time counterparts” (National Center for Education Statistics, February 2006). The New York Times reports that about 60 percent of students graduating from college attended more than one institution. According to the New York Times, “this nomadic path to a degree has risen steadily over the last two decades” (New York Times, April 2006).

The emergence of this new postsecondary pathway, termed “swirling”, as a way to emphasize the churning and fluctuation present in these students’ educational trajectories, has also been noted by higher education policy makers and researchers. Today, students may “swirl upward” from a  two-year to a four-year school, “float laterally” from one two-year school to another two-year school, or “spin downward” from a four-year to a two-year school.

“Swirling” is particularly attractive for the growing number of non-traditional-aged students, adults who are attending college later in life, students on tight budgets or students with other work or financial obligations. Other reasons often cited for “swirling” include students wanting to pick up courses at a second or third institution because the courses they need at their “home” institution were full; a college may offer a unique class; or the student prefers a particular professor.  Also, the portability of college course credits and articulation agreements in place among and between different types of postsecondary institutions further encourages students to enroll in multiple institutions at the same time.

STATE PERSPECTIVE
Fall 2003 Unitized Data System (UDS) revealed that close to 6,000 students enrolled in the state system could be characterized as “swirlers.” However, this number is expected to increase as students avail themselves of the unique opportunities afforded them by the flexibility of attending multiple institutions of postsecondary education in the state.

While swirling brings considerable flexibility to a student’s pursuit of a college degree it also creates complex challenges for financial aid administrators. Approximately 2000 of the 6000 “swirlers” are already receiving financial aid and that number represents a significant commitment of administrative resources by the institutions providing those aid awards. Institutions wishing to support their shared students’ efforts toward obtaining a degree by offering the normal complement of financial aid awards to “swirling” students have historically faced unique challenges.  
The U.S. Department of Education, for example,  requires additional steps in the financial aid awarding process for “swirlers”, including very close and precise communication between institutions regarding each individual student’s institutional costs, aid awarded, enrollment status and Title IV aid-prescribed academic progress status.  These U.S. Department of Education requirements, combined with students’ normal and acceptable tendencies to make changes to enrollment status affect costs, awards, and possibly even academic progress at either institution. Those conditions cause institutions to handle most of  the aid awarding process for “swirlers”  on a manual, case-by-case basis.  Financial aid staff and resources dedicated to these labor-intensive processes are typically above and beyond those needed to serve mainstream students.   If financial aid administrative resources are stretched, which is often the case, institutions are forced to prioritize services to their mainstream students. To better support students, particularly adult students, and their financial aid needs, financial aid administrators who wish to serve the “swirlers”, must obtain a state-wide, low-cost platform capable of standardizing or easing the financial aid awarding steps for these students. It is an important step toward increasing student retention and graduation rates. 
WORK OF THE TASK FORCE

To help enhance the likelihood that all students attending more than one postsecondary education institution at the same time be retained and graduate, the Council of Student Affairs asked a task force to: (1) examine ways to create a quasi-real time statewide student data tracking system and (2) propose ways the tracking system could be used to enhance student financial aid awarding to students enrolled in multiple institutions.
To assist the task force, State Regents staff researched and identified six potential options that might be useful to consider. Those options included:

1. The National Student Clearinghouse “Student Tracker” service

2. The Electronic Data Interchange (EDI)

3. Oregon Student Assistance Commission’s Financial Aid Exchange (OFAX) system

4. Build additional module to the proposed student portal

5. Modify or expand the State Regents Unitized Data System

6. Build state owned OFAX-like system

After considerable discussion and examining additional information on each of the six options, the task force chose to focus specific time and attention on the Oregon Financial Aid Exchange (OFAX) student management system. The task force believed that the OFAX system offered the best opportunity to create a quasi-real time student data tracking financial aid system that could be used statewide by financial aid administrators as well as assist and improve the awarding of financial aid to students enrolled in more than one postsecondary institution at the same time.

An analysis of the OFAX system by the task force further revealed that: 

· The technological construct of the OFAX system will be easy to operate;
· Integration of the OFAX system with a variety of different student information systems on campuses in Oklahoma is possible with minimal customization;
· The OFAX system is capable of adding Oklahoma students as a tenant, and equally as important;
· OFAX administrators were receptive to and had adequate resources for expanding the OFAX system and its services to include Oklahoma institutions.

TASK FORCE RECOMMENDATIONS

The task force recognizes the importance of increasing the number of degree holders in the state and given the direction the State Regents has moved with respects to their Public Policy Agenda, Brain Gain 2010, Cooperative Alliance Agreements between state system institutions and technology centers, and the statewide Bachelor’s degree completion program, particularly for working adults, the task force makes the following recommendations based on the charge from the Council on Student Affairs:
· Request the State Regents contract with the Oregon Student Assistance Commission (OSAC) to provide the OFAX system for Oklahoma institutions of higher education. 

Rationale:

· The costs are minimal (see Appendix B) compared to the potential value the OFAX system can provide to financial aid administrators struggling to provide financial assistance to “swirlers”.  
· Supporting institutions’ efforts in this area contributes toward increasing student retention and graduation rates
· Institutional participation will be boosted if this initiative is a State Regents’ supported initiative.  State Regents will most likely be viewed by institutional decision- makers as a neutral entity providing a service to all. 
· The State Regents would offer OFAX to a selected group of interested institutions to serve as a pilot project for not more than two years as a way to: 
· Ensure the system is as helpful as the task force understands it to be 

· Develop training modules and implementation templates for all Oklahoma institutions to use when they are ready to implement the system.
· The State Regents would ask staff to do a comprehensive examination on the impact of the OFAX system after the initial pilot phase as a way to determine the feasibility of:
· Continuing its  contact with the Oregon Student Assistance Commission and encouraging other institutions to participate;
· Creating an Oklahoma version of the OFAX system, or

· Moving in an appropriate direction based on the results of the comprehensive analysis.
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APPENDIX  B
APPENDIX B
June 7, 2006

Dr. Brett S. Campbell

Provost, Student Affairs

Tulsa Community College

6111 East Skelly Drive

Tulsa, OK 74135-6198

Dear Brett:

Thank you for both your interest in our Oregon Financial Aid Exchange program (OFAX) and for your patience in waiting for us to respond to your request for price quotes.  I am only now able to return to this issue and give you some definitive pricing.

From my understanding of your April 4th letter, here are the specifics:

Part I, OFAX for Oklahoma

Assumptions:

1) This would entail our creating a version of OFAX for Oklahoma that mirrors what we have in Oregon.

2) We would utilize the same format and site as the current OFAX program, but Oklahoma institutions would see only their state information when they logged on to the site.  (Conveniently, the OFAX acronym could stay the same!)

3) Oklahoma institutions would have the chance to agree mutually on the definitions of fields, but no new templates for information exchange would be required.

Cost structure for Part I:

1) Setup fee for Oklahoma version of OFAX (one-time charge, payable when agreement to proceed is reached) = $6,000

2) OFAX fee for FY 2006-07 (July 1 – June 30) = $10,000

3) OFAX fee for FY 2007-08 = $12,000

4) OFAX fee for FY 2008-09 = $14,000

Training costs are included in the above quote, with the exception of travel expenses, should you require our staff members to travel to Oklahoma.  We would invoice you for direct travel expenses only, as required by your needs.

I understand that this is a lot of information to digest, so please know that my staff and I stand ready to assist you and the rest of your team with further details or clarification.  Whatever you decide, we have enjoyed getting to know you and your fellow Oklahomans and we know it would be enjoyable to work with you on these projects in the future.  Best wishes to you in your decision-making and for much future success in the great state of Oklahoma!

Sincerely,

Dennis R. Johnson

Executive Director

Cc:  
Ms. Mary Mowdy


Dr. Kermit McMurry


Mr. Charlie Bruce

APPENDIX C

APPENDIX C
Proposal for Partnership between Oregon Postsecondary Institutions and OSAC
Issue for discussion:

Postsecondary institutions are experiencing administrative difficulties in the delivery of financial aid for students attending multiple institutions and wishing to have all credits count toward their financial aid eligibility.
Many community colleges and Oregon University System schools have entered into co-admission agreements, which allow and encourage students to simultaneously attend both institutions. Delivering financial aid to these students creates an administrative burden because enrollment data is often stored at the institution delivering the instruction. This makes the combining of co-enrolled students a manual process for most institutions.

Since distance education is quickly becoming a popular method of instruction for students, this issue is growing rapidly.

Proposal:

Institutions are seeking a method to store and track information in a timely, accurate and consistent manner to serve the needs of the institution as it relates to:

· Admissions

· Registrar

· Business Office

· Financial Aid

Is there a role for the Oregon Student Assistance Commission in providing this service?
With the technological improvements that OSAC has recently made, is it possible that the OSAC could serve as the clearinghouse for Oregon schools to coordinate the flow of information and funds between schools?

Could the OSAC provide one clearinghouse/platform that provides standard procedures and access to agree upon data that participating schools could go to that would address the issues relating to each of the institutional offices at a school?

Examples that the clearinghouse would address for institutional access:

· Student’s enrollment at all schools
· Student’s attendance at all schools

· Withdrawal records at all schools for monitoring satisfactory academic progress and calculating refunds

· Cost of education in developing an appropriate student budget

· Reporting of grades for academic satisfactory academic progress determination
· Determination of classes toward appropriate degree or certificate

· Coordination of information so only one institution processes aid for student

Issues that have been raised:

· Identity of students taking distance education courses
· Obtaining signatures of student for registering for classes and releasing financial aid (electronic signature/PIN number?)

· Transferability of credits between schools:

· Semester vs. quarter based

· 300 or 400 level coursework not eligible for a community college student

Two potential models:

1. A database managed by a central entity (OSAC) and accessible by school that would             address all of the above issues for:
a. Oregon schools only, or
b. All schools choosing to participate, providing one school is a Oregon school
2.  A database and electronic interface to the database that would allow both students and   schools to access the database (e.g. using web-based technology) to sign up for classes, award aid, track enrollment, deliver funds, track/report the information necessary to administer the educational offering to ensure compliance with federal regulations, etc.
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