THE SECRETARY OF EDUCATION
WAIVER FOR EXPENSES TO EXCEED $500,000

FOR A SINGLE CONFERENCE

Requested by:  James W. Runcie, Chief Operating Officer

Office:  Federal Student Aid

Conference Title:  FSA Training Conference for Financial Aid Professionals

Conference Date:  December 3-6, 2013
Conference Location:  Las Vegas, NV

Estimated Total Cost:  The total cost of the 2013 FSA Training Conference is estimated to be approximately $970,000 which is in line with 2012 costs and a 53% reduction in conference costs since 2008.  This conference will serve an estimated 6,500 financial aid professionals representing approximately 2,000 schools.

Conference Purpose and Objectives:  FSA’s Training Conference is one component of a larger comprehensive training program for schools participating in the Higher Education Act Title IV programs.  FSA provides a variety of training opportunities to the higher education community, including webinars and online training; staff presentations at state, regional, and national conferences; training workshops conducted at FSA’s Regional Training Facilities across the U.S. and in Puerto Rico; and face-to-face training at events such as the FSA Training Conference.

Exceptional Circumstances:  FSA has conducted its annual Training Conference for the past 14 years.  In 2012, 5,670 attendees from 2,088 schools were represented at our conference.  These schools were responsible for packaging and disbursing $110 billion in aid (on average, over $52 million per school).  The schools attending our 2012 conference disbursed approximately 77% of all aid awarded.  This investment in training and technical assistance helps ensure program integrity and reduces waste, fraud, abuse and mismanagement in the Title IV programs.

· School financial aid professionals are responsible for administering Title IV programs on their campuses.  They are required to abide by the rules and regulations of the programs they administer.  Unfortunately, constantly changing program rules and high turnover rates with the financial aid community require continuous training to ensure personnel understand the complexities of these programs.  Last year, 24% of respondents at our conference reported being in their position less than 2 years and over 50% reported being in their position less than 5 years.

· Although we have alternative means for providing training and technical assistance such as webinars and online courses, they are not always the most effective methods to ensure comprehension and retention of complicated subject matter.  As a result, face-to-face, hands-on training is critical.  The complexity of subjects like Gainful Employment, PLUS Loans, Negotiated Rulemaking, Parent 1/Parent 2, 150% Subsidized Loan Limit, the Shopping Sheet, IT Security, Return to Title IV, Pell Grant Lifetime Eligibility Limits and the transition to 100% Direct Lending, as well as annual system changes to the FAFSA, COD and NSLDS are compelling reasons to fulfill the demand for face-to-face training.
· Since the transition to 100% Direct Lending, the technical assistance and training from the guaranty agencies has been diminishing. This creates a level of risk that did not previously exist and places more burden on the Department for additional training, not less.

· Over the past several years, FSA has maintained significant controls to ensure conference costs are appropriate and necessary.  Since 2008, FSA has achieved a 53% reduction in overall conference costs by, among other things, consolidating 4 individual conferences into a single conference, conducted the conference during off-peak periods of year where we can realize discounts and better pricing value to the government, negotiated rebates on sleeping rooms which resulted in substantial credits in hotel costs and eliminated non-essential conference offerings.  This year, conference cost per attendee is estimated to be the lowest in history based on anticipated attendance at this location.
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