Testimony of Robert E. Oakes, AICCU’s Vice President of External Relations, representing the California Education Roundtable in front of the California State Senate’s Higher Education Committee. June 10, 2009.

The Roundtable presents this proposal today in response to the Governor’s proposal to initially “decentralize” Cal Grant administration – that was offered before he proposed the total elimination of Cal Grants. The Committee needs to know that, in good times or bad, we remain committed to improving student access. This proposal does that; it also, coincidentally, makes administration of the 54-year-old Cal Grant program more efficient and cost effective for the state.

1. The support of the Education Roundtable for its collaboratively created proposal for decentralization of Cal Grant would not change, even if the state had a budget surplus. Simply put, decentralization is the right thing to do. . . for taxpayers, for state government, for the segments of higher education, and — most importantly — for students and their families. 

a. The merit of decentralization should be separate and apart from budget discussions. Often, doing the right thing results in improved service and a better use of taxpayer dollars. The members of the Education Roundtable have explored decentralization and conclude that it is the right thing to do. The budget savings are, to quote Mary Poppins, a spoon full of sugar to help the medicine go down.

2. Fundamental to the proposal is the assumption that an independent state agency would continue to administer the Cal Grant program, including the distribution of grant funds, the auditing of institutions for compliance, and the collection of data for assessment and budget projection purposes. Placing this function under any office that is not focused on the interests of access to higher education is a non-starter.

a. The Roundtable does not support abolishing an independent commission/agency for higher education.

b. We reject dividing the funds among the segments before they are distributed to students. The focus must be on students, not institutions. Directing resources closer to the student must be the goal of any decentralization plan. 

i. Those things that are targeted toward individual students should be administered by the college(s) they are considering attending. 

ii. Those things that address students globally, such as state-wide outreach efforts like the Education Roundtable’s successful collaborative website (CaliforniaColleges.edu), as well as outreach campaigns to educate students and families about the availability of Cal Grants, should remain at the state level. 

iii. This statewide coordination will assure that the broadest range of students and their families know about higher education opportunities.

3. The Roundtable’s decentralization proposal simplifies the college admissions process.

a. It should reduce state administrative costs.

b. Some costs will be shifted to, and absorbed by, the 4-year institutions; that’s okay because it serves students better as financial aid packages are, ultimately, a natural part of the college’s admission and financial aid responsibilities.

4. You have before you a two-page summary of the Roundtable’s proposal. Additionally, you have two schematics that demonstrate how Cal Grants are now administered, and how they would be administered under the Roundtable’s proposal. It doesn’t require a college degree to see that one is much simpler than the other. In that simple elegance is administrative cost savings for the state, and improved service delivery for the students.

5. This proposal is the result of the segments of higher education in this state coming together and, in the spirit of service to students, figuring out a system that improves the delivery of a public service in the most efficient, least confusing way possible.

a. That collaboration is further demonstrated by the willingness of the 4-year segments to forego new awards of the Competitive Cal Grant program and redirecting those awards to the Community Colleges. This will save the state money while encouraging students to pursue either transfer or work-force development skills.

b. In short, the members of the Roundtable are putting their money where their mouth is in supporting this proposal.

c. You might hear (or have heard) that one member of the Education Roundtable has not “signed-on” to this proposal, suggesting that the Roundtable was not unified. In fact, the one segment that did not participate was the K-12, and the only reason for that is b/c this issue is one the impacts those students only after they decide to apply for aid to attend college. In short, it isn’t an issue that impacts K-12 education.

6. The federal government successfully administers the Pell Grant program in much the same way the Roundtable is proposing that California administer its aid program. At a time when government efficiency and student aid are priorities of the federal government, the state should mirror that national effort to maximize the benefit to taxpayers. The Roundtable supports that effort because it is the most efficient way to serve California’s college students and their families.

7. Finally, Dean Kulju from the CSU Chancellor’s Office is here today to answer any questions about the details of the proposal.

