February 20, 2009

The Honorable Darrell Steinberg

The Honorable Dennis Hollingsworth

Senate President Pro Tempore

Senate Republican Leader

State Capitol, Room 205


State Capitol, Room 5064

Sacramento, California  95814

Sacramento, California  95814

The Honorable Karen Bass


The Honorable Michael Villines

Speaker of the Assembly


Assembly Republican Leader

State Capitol, Room 219


State Capitol, Room 3104

Sacramento, California  95814

Sacramento, California  95814

Dear Senate Pro Tempore Steinberg, Assembly Speaker Bass, Senate Minority Leader Hollingsworth, and Assembly Minority Leader Villines:


On behalf of the Association of Independent California Colleges and Universities (AICCU), California Community Colleges, California State University, University of California, and the California Postsecondary Education Commission (CPEC), we request your support for the effort to decentralize the administration of the Cal Grant program.  While not specifically addressing the Governor's proposal in this regard, this joint letter presents our general concept of a decentralized application/award process for this Program that will reap benefits for the students of this state.


Even before the adoption of the Cal Grant Entitlement in Senate Bill 1644 in 2000, the issue of the feasibility and desirability of decentralizing the Cal Grant Program was a topic of discussion and study by California Postsecondary Education Commission and the Legislative Analyst.  After conducting thorough reviews, both agencies concluded that decentralization would reduce administrative costs and serve students more efficiently.    At the time of these studies, the California Student Aid Commission that administers the Cal Grant Program agreed to pursue further exploration of ways that a decentralized model could be implemented in collaboration with all stakeholders.  The Commission has exerted little effort in this regard in recent years.   


The Commission has raised arguments opposing the Governor’s proposal or the latest review by the Legislative Analyst’s Office with respect to decentralization of the Cal Grant Program.   We disagree with those arguments.   Implementation of a decentralized approach to the administration of the Cal Grant Program will require discussions and collaboration among all the stakeholders to determine the exact structure of a new delivery model over the next several months.  The time and effort spent in those discussions and the state investment in restructuring this Program will yield benefits in the budget year and for years to come.  The complexity of the current fragmented Cal Grant delivery system prevents students from being appropriately identified and well-served and it diminishes the effectiveness of the current allocation of state resources for this Program.


Decentralization builds on a simple principle: students apply for college admission to higher educational institutions through colleges and their financial aid applications and awards are coordinated at the campus level.  An ideal proposal for the 

restructuring of the Cal Grant delivery system would decentralize its administration to better coordinate this form of financial support with other sources of student aid, much like the model of the federal Pell Grant Program.  The current rules and funding for this Program would remain unchanged; only the delivery system would be transformed.  While students would benefit from better coordination of, and easier access to, all their sources of aid, state goals for the Cal Grant Program would be preserved.



The current distribution system for Cal Grants requires students to take extra steps to gain a Cal Grant using a system that has remained relatively static -- despite our technological advances -- since the 1950s.  The duplication of steps confuses students and their families because they do not understand the reason that they need to communicate with asState agency about this source of financial aid but contact a college or university about all other forms of financial assistance.  Evidence suggests that this duplication and confusion disadvantages the most vulnerable students whose families have less experience interacting with a bureaucracy.  These students are likely not to complete all the forms required by the Commission in order to receive a Cal Grant.   Only the Cal Grant Program at this time requires a student to interact extensively with an agency other than his/her campus financial aid office.


Students will be the beneficiaries of decentralization.  The student’s information from the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and high school would be sent to only one destination (the campus) and all related processes and communication would be between the student and the campus financial aid office. No longer would the student be burdened by needing to communicate with a state agency that frequently has been unable to handle student inquiries in an accurate or timely manner.   This additional requirement is especially onerous for low-income, underserved, and underrepresented students. The institution’s financial aid office would serve as a single point of contact for students for all matters related to federal, state, and institutional aid programs by simplifying and streamlining the process.   

 
Each component of the higher education system in this state is committed to increasing enrollments of low-income and underrepresented students, as evidenced by our joint support for programs such as Student Friendly Services (the combined college information and search site), GEAR UP, and the California Student Opportunity and Access Program (Cal-SOAP) as well as our own systemwide and institutional outreach efforts.  Our support for decentralization of the Cal Grant Program is concomitant with our joint efforts to increase student awareness of educational and financial aid opportunities rather than an intention to lessen our attention to this need.


We are united in stating that the current state costs of administering the Cal Grant Program would be significantly reduced in a decentralized model.  We recognize that there may be one-time transition costs and a need for capacity building, especially within the community college financial aid offices, to assure better coordination of all aid sources for the students with the most financial need. Decentralization will not impose additional net costs on the state. In fact, it holds the opportunity for net savings that could be redirected into additional Cal Grants or other services beneficial to students.


Considerable discussion needs to occur to determine the best model for decentralization of the Cal Grant Program, including the location and functions of a State agency to maintain the Program’s core.  We are committed to engaging in the planning and implementation discussions to address the challenges of decentralization of the Cal Grant Program’s delivery system through the spring in a way that will ensure better coordination of financial aid resources and a reduction in net state administrative costs. We hope that the final budget adopted for the coming year will offer this opportunity to improve services for students in California.

Sincerely,

Jonathan A. Brown




Karen Humphrey

President





Appointed Executive Director

Association of Independent 



California Postsecondary Education

California Colleges and Universities


Commission

Charles B. Reed

Jack Scott

   
       Mark G. Yudof

Chancellor


Chancellor


       President

California State University
California Community Colleges    University of California

cc:
Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger


Members of the California Legislature


Department of Finance Director Michael Genest


California Student Aid Commission Executive Director Diana Fuentes-Michel


Legislative Analyst Mac Taylor


Secretary of Education Glen Thomas
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