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To:  Greg Woods 
 Chief Operating Officer, U.S. Department of Education 
 
From:  Dennis Obergfell, President of the National Association for State Student Grant and Aid Programs 

- NASSGAP 
 
Re:  Comments on The Performance Plan for Student Financial Assistance for FY 2000-2004 
 
Date:  October 19, 1999 
 
 
On behalf of NASSGAP, I appreciate receiving a copy of The Performance Plan for Student Financial 
Assistance for FY 2000-20004, and the invitation to offer comments on the Plan.  The goals of the Plan are 
quite impressive, and it is obvious that a considerable amount of hard work has been done in assembling it.  
However, the fact that there is no* reference to state grant agencies in the Plan is a profound 
disappointment to NASSGAP.  As I wrote in my letter to you dated August 20, 1999, state grant agencies 
annually award over 3.5 billion in financial aid to students.   States use the FAFSA as the application for 
their need-based grant programs, most receive LEAP funds and an increasing number of states have been 
invited to participate in the GEAR UP program.     
 
In addition, states are often the first point of contact with students who are searching for information on all 
types of financial aid.  Many state grant agencies conduct workshops for high school guidance counselors 
on state and federal aid and in how to complete the FAFSA.  The recent FAFSA reprintings, and 
subsequent delivery delays, have directly affected states hoping to use them in such workshops.  Some 
states send FAFSAs to high school seniors, conduct hands-on workshops to help students and parents 
complete FAFSAs, and send letters to students informing them of errors they made on their FAFSAs with 
instructions on how to fix their mistakes. State grant programs are completely dependent on the federal 
application process but in turn, states provide thousands of students and schools with guidance about the 
federal application process.  In short, we are partners. That said, it is a mystery as to why the Department 
failed to recognize the role state grant agencies play in providing financial aid to students when it 
developed the initial draft of The Performance Plan for Student Financial Assistance.  In fact, with LEAP, 
GEAR UP, the Robert C. Byrd Honors Scholarship, the partially defunct Paul Douglas Teachers 
Scholarship**, and the important role the FAFSA (including its data elements, processing procedures, 
record layout, etc.), plays insofar as state grant programs are concerned, a case could be made for a General 
Manager for State Grant Agencies. 
 
Under the Plan's section titled Performance Measures and Objectives, the plan lauds itself for letting 
customers be your judge and declares that "Using a Customer Service Task Force, we asked our customers 
before we devised our plan".  The Customer Service Task Force did not consult state grant agencies.  Joe 
McCormick, who has since left the Department, acknowledged this oversight at NASSGAP's Spring 
Conference in June of this year and apologized for it.  Yet four months later, the first draft of The 
Performance Plan for Student Financial Assistance still ignores state grant and scholarship agencies.  Why? 
 
NASSGAP believes this oversight can and should be remedied. In addition to the suggestion of appointing 
a General Manager as mentioned above, below is a sample of indicators that might also apply to state grant 
agencies.  They are similar to ones provided to students, schools and financial partners as outlined in the 
Plan.  Given a little time, we might suggest others. 
 
A sample of indicators of success in adapting Department products and schedule to meet the 
differing needs of various states would include: 



 
• Assigning each state a contact point that will be a part of a Customer Service Team with the know-how 

and authority to solve problems with one call.  If the Department, as outlined in the Plan, is willing to 
assign each school a contact point, doing the same for 50 states should be doable. 
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• Establishing a Partnership Council Teams with state partners to ensure delivery of quality customer 

service and address other common concerns. 
 
Indicators of success in adapting Department products and schedule to meet the differing needs of 
various state grant agency segments: 
 
• Post the schedule of SFA publications needed by state grant agencies on the Department's web site, 

and request public feedback. 
 
Indicators of success in resolving administrative issues involving program eligibility more quickly 
Create a rapid response team to identify and to address serious administrative problem. 
 
• Involve state grant agency partners in the design of everything that affect them. 
 
• Continuously ask the Department's state grant agency partners two questions: "Are we doing a better 

job as your partner?" and "What can we do next year to improve even more?" 
 
In summary, NASSGAP agrees with letting customers be the judge, and that state grant agencies, as 
customers, work as important partners with the Department in the delivery of student financial aid.  
However, NASSGAP believes the Department has failed to recognize this obvious partnership, and as such 
should include states in the next draft of The Performance Plan for Student Financial Assistance.   
Accordingly, NASSGAP members stand ready to assist the Department in this regard.  Again, thanks for 
the invitation to comment.  It has not gone unnoticed. 
 
Contacts: 
 
NASSGAP President 
Dennis Obergfell 
Interim Executive Director 
State Student Assistance Commission of Indiana 
150 W. market Street 
Indianapolis, IN 
Telephone (317) 232-2097 
Fax (317) 232-3260 
 
NASSGAP President-elect 
Cheryl Maplethorpe 
Director, Financial Aid Division 
Minnesota Higher Education Services Office 
1450 Energy Park Rd 
Suite 350  
St. Paul, Minnesota 55108-5227 
Telephone (651) 642-0533 
Fax (651) 642-0675  
 
NASSGAP Past President 
Mr. Ron Gambill 
Executive Director 



Tennessee Student Assistance Corporation 
404 James Robertson Parkway, Suite 1950, Parkway Towers 
Nashville, Tennessee 37243-0820 
Telephone (615) 741-1346 
Fax (615) 741-6101  
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* The sole exception to the lack of state agencies being referenced in the Plan is ambiguously described 
under the General Manager for Students, Appendix A, page ii.  The Department has listed one of the 
indicators of success in simplifying the application process is to work with at least five states and college 
consortia so data from college applications can be electronically applied to fill out FAFSA on the Web by 
June 2000. One state has suggested this language likely refers to the XAP Mentor Program.  If so, most 
states are unfamiliar with this initiative. 
 
** I recognize that comments about the administration of Douglas Teacher Scholarship Program are 
somewhat beyond the scope of your request for comments on the Plan.  However, the Department's 
handling of this program, or lack of it, illustrates the potential value an assigned state agency contact point,  
(similar to the contact points the Plan recommends for students, schools, and financial partners), could be 
for state grant agencies and the Department.  
 


