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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. All participants will be in a listen only mode for today’s conference.


After the presentation we will conduct a question and answer session. To ask a question please press star 1. Today’s conference is being recorded. If you have any objections you may disconnect at this time.


I would now like to turn the call over to Press Secretary of US Department of Education Justin Hamilton.

Justin Hamilton:
Thank you operator, and thank you everyone for joining the call today. Today we’re making an important announcement furthering the transparency of college costs and unraveling the mystery of higher education financing with the release of the administration model financial aid worksheet also known as the Shopping Sheet.


We’re joined today by Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, the Director of the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau Rich Cordray. Both of them will be on the record. Secretary Duncan will give brief opening remarks followed by Director Cordray.


They are both joined by policy folks from both agencies. I’ll quickly run through them but these policy folks are not to be quoted. They’re on background and can be attributed to department or department officials or CFPB officials.


They are Undersecretary of Education Martha Kanter, Acting Assistant Secretary of Education David Bergeron, Senior Policy Advisor for the Office of the Undersecretary Ajita Talwalker and Rohit Chopra from the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau.


With that – oh, one reminder -- all materials distributed to you in advance of this call are embargoed until 12:01 am Eastern Time tomorrow and can be in print in tomorrow morning’s papers.


With that, I’ll turn it over to Secretary Duncan.

Arne Duncan:
Thanks to all of you for taking the time to join us on this call about making college costs more transparent for students and their families and just before I begin I want to thank Rich and his team at CFPB for just being extraordinary partners.


And our work together to protect the interest of students and taxpayers is so important. They have been thought partners, they’ve been great, great friends, and we would not have gotten to this point on a whole host of other issues were it not for their tremendous commitment.


So Rich, thanks for the real leadership that you’re providing there. As all of you know, postsecondary education is the ticket to economic success in America.


But while it’s more important to have a degree or certificate or an industry recognized credential, unfortunately, it has also never been more expensive.

And all of us, Congress, state, schools, parents and students, all share responsibility for making college affordable and keeping the middle class dream alive.


And the Obama administration is working every day to try and do its part. We’re helping students better manage their debt after graduation with programs like income based repayment, loan consolidations and public service loan forgiveness.


And we’ve proposed to double the number of work study jobs and to make the American Opportunity Tax Credit -- AOTC -- permanent which will provide $2,500 annually for middle class families trying to pay for college.


We’re also calling for new incentives for states and institutions to keep college costs from escalating. And, we’re working to arm parents and students with the critical information they need to make smart educational decisions so that they can know before they owe.


So many students I meet across the country feel like the first time they really understood how much debt they were in was when the first bill arrived.  And clearly, that’s far too late, and it’s simply not fair.


Each year, colleges and universities send prospective students and their parents financial aid award letters, intended to lay it out how much it will cost to attend school.


But these letters all look different, contain different information and often do a poor job of making clear how much a student will receive in aid and grant and scholarships.


And, how much they will have to take out in the form of student loans. This not only makes trying to figure out how much college will actually cost extremely difficult, it makes comparison shopping which we think is so important.  It makes that almost impossible.


And that’s why the Obama administration is proud to announce that we’re releasing a model financial aid award letter which we call, “the Shopping Sheet.”

It’s an easy-to-use form that standardizes the information parents and students need to make smart educational choices and makes the true cost of higher education much more transparent.


Thanks in large part to President Obama’s commitment to unraveling the mystery involved in college costs, we’ve seen a tremendous movement at schools around the country toward adopting many of these same transparency principles embodied in the Shopping Sheet.


The Shopping Sheet builds in that movement by getting current and prospective students critical information, including how much one year of school will cost, financial aid options to pay this cost with a clear differentiation between grant and scholarships which obviously do not have to be repaid and loans which do, the net cost after grants and scholarships are taken into account, final information about student results, basic information including comparative info about default rates, graduation rates and median debt levels for the school.


And, potential monthly payment for the federal student loans the typical student would owe after graduation. The release of the Shopping Sheet gives schools the opportunity to put the principles of transparency into action.


That’s why tomorrow in an open letter to every college president in America, I will call on all institutions of higher education to voluntarily adopt the Shopping Sheet.


The schools interested in adopting the Shopping Sheet may contact our Department of Education at shoppingsheet@ed.gov, again shoppingsheet@ed.gov, for additional information. And this is information student and parents obviously need and want now.

We must unravel the mystery of higher education so the students can invest wisely and make the best, most informed decision possible about where to enroll.


Everybody wants to get a great education but they also want value for their investment as well and that’s simply a basic thing they should be able to do.


And the Shopping Sheet, we think, is a very positive step in the right direction. Thanks and now I’ll turn the call over to Rich.

Rich Cordray:
Thank you, Mr. Secretary, it’s Rich Cordray from the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, I also have some brief prepared remarks.


The cost of higher education has skyrocketed. Being able to afford a college degree is difficult and borrowing for school is a reality of life.


Country outstanding student loan debt has now crossed the one trillion dollar mark. Student loans have eclipsed credit cards as the leading source of U.S. household debt outside of mortgages.


This is a major issue for students, recent graduates and their families. Based on a report Secretary Duncan and I sent to Congress a few days ago the private student loan burden on families is particularly troublesome.


There are now more than $8.1 billion in defaulted private loans and even more are in delinquency. The bottom line is that no consumer should take on a large amount of debt without understanding the costs and the risks up front.


Too often, students receive financial aid award letters that are laden with jargon, use inconsistent terms and calculations and make it unnecessarily difficult to compare different financial aid awards side by side.


At the consumer bureau, we’ve heard from many student loan borrowers who say that they simply do not understand what they signed up for. Many of them chose private student loans before exhausting their cheaper federal loan options which would have offered them more protections if they run into trouble.


Some resorted to other high-priced loans like credit cards. All too often borrowers got in way over their heads. Students need to know how much their loans are ultimately going to cost when all the interest and fees and other costs are factored into the equation.


We’re standing up for a simple and sensible concept as the Secretary said, students should know before they owe. The financial aid Shopping Sheet gives college bound students what they’ve been craving, real numbers and a format that makes sense of a huge financial undertaking that too often is confusing and daunting to borrowers.


This form which presents a model of what financial aid award letters should be would provide a uniform way to inform potential students of their true college costs before they commit to a school.


The form lays out what is a loan and what is a scholarship. It lays out the total cost of attendance including tuition, fees and other expenses. It details options for federal aid.


The form can help students understand how much debt they may have after graduation and what their monthly payment could look like. And in doing all of this it enables prospective students to compare one college offer to another.


The financial aid Shopping Sheet is a simple common sense form and we’re very proud to say that it is a result of a strong collaborative effort with the US Department of Education.


In April President Obama signed an executive order requiring colleges that accept tuition assistance and GI bill money to provide military students with the financial aid Shopping Sheet.


Then in June universities representing more than a million students committed themselves to providing this essential financial information to all of their incoming students.


This momentum is very promising, so we urge all universities and higher education institutions to embrace transparency by adopting the financial aid Shopping Sheet and fully expect that they will do so.


At the consumer bureau our goal across the various consumer finance markets is to give people confidence and greater peace of mind that the financial world is not full of hidden tricks and traps that will ruin their lives.


We want information to be clear and easy to understand so that consumers can make informed financial decisions that best serve themselves and their families. Thank you.

Justin Hamilton:
Thank you, Director Cordray. Operator, we’re ready for questions.

Coordinator:
Thank you. If you would like to ask a question please press star 1. To withdraw your question press star 2. Our first question comes from Karen Rubin with News and Photo Features.
Karen Rubin:
Thank you. I’m just curious, what kind of reaction are you getting from the schools? Just looking at the forms it seems that frankly it could be expensive and cumbersome for the colleges.


Do you expect them to actually impose higher application fees to cover the cost? And also this is voluntary, what kind of pressure do you expect to be able to bring to bear to get the colleges to accept?

Arne Duncan:
On the first question we don’t think this is cumbersome at all, it’s one page, it’s very, very simple. What are your costs, what are the grants and scholarships, what will you pay net cost?


You know work options, loan options and then other options. It’s actually very, very simple and as folks standardize, obviously I think actually costs could go down rather than everybody reinventing the wheel, just one basic way to do it.


There’s been tremendous support from universities as Rich talked about, many have signed on to the principals behind this, the metrics a while back.


And you know universities want to do the right thing, this is just frankly not rocket science.  This is what I call I triumph of common sense. Folks should be able to make apples-to-apples comparisons.


And so we think folks will come in very quickly on this. It is voluntary so there will be you know clearly no sanctions for those who don’t. I think the obvious question that a young person, a family might ask if someone isn’t willing just to be transparent around cost and grants and scholarships, I think the question you have to ask is why.


And I think the overwhelming majority, if not all universities will do the right thing, will participate with us in this.

Karen Rubin:
Thank you but just to clarify, perhaps I don’t understand because you said that this is basically standardized. Aren’t these calculations individual for each student being invited to come?

Arne Duncan:
By each school that’s correct, but there should be a simple format so that if I am looking at five different universities I can look across those five universities and just figure out how much grant am I getting from one? How much are scholarships? How much work study? And so you want to be able to look across those three or four or five universities and make a common sense decisions.


The lack of transparency historically made that virtually impossible for a young person or their family to make an informed choice. And that’s all we’re looking for here is to empower young people and their families to make informed choices.

Justin Hamilton:
Operator we’ll move on to the next question and just one quick note for everyone on the call, please limit follow-up questions, we’d like to get to as many people as possible and be respectful of their time.


So please do respect the time of your colleagues on this call as well.

Coordinator:
Libby Nelson with Inside Higher Ed, your line is open.

Libby Nelson:
Hi, yes, thank you for taking my question. I’m wondering if you support the efforts in Congress by Sen. Franken or possibly other bills that have yet to be introduced to mandate this for all colleges.


And if that’s something you plan to push as legislators.

Arne Duncan:
Well I think we’ll see where that goes but I think again we’ve had so many conversations with university presidents, there’s tremendous interest in this. So we’ll move as far as we can on a voluntary basis and see where we net out.


But this one I’m not frankly anticipating a huge amount of resistance, and in fact, many universities have been asking for this. You know they want people coming to their universities who know what they’re buying and what they’re investing.


And so I’ve not felt a lot of opposition to this whatsoever.

Coordinator:
Once again, to ask a question please press star 1. Kathleen Pender with San Francisco Chronicle, your line is open.

Kathleen Pender:
Yeah, I was wondering, couldn’t the Department of Education just make this mandatory for schools receiving federal financial aid?

Arne Duncan:
I don’t think - my understanding is that we can’t do that, but probably Congress would have to do that.

Coordinator:
Rob Manning with Oregon Public Broadcasting your line is open.

Rob Manning:
Yes, I have two quick questions, one is similar to a question that was already asked. I know that Sen. Wyden from Oregon has worked on a bill that he calls the right to know before you go act and I wonder if this - you know -- this proposal basically makes that bill irrelevant.


And the other is I’m just wondering if there are particular incentives for universities to sign on to this.

Arne Duncan:
So I don’t think it makes the bill irrelevant, again this is all voluntary, asked of universities so anything Congress passed would potentially make it mandatory.

So what was the other question, I apologize.

Rob Manning:
It was whether there are particular incentives that you’re going to offer.

Arne Duncan:
Yes, we’re not really offering incentives other than I think millions of young people and their families are going to be looking for this information.


I think there’s a huge sort of felt incentive or incentive for the university to participate because if they’re not I think parents and students like myself will be very wary of why they’re not participating.


And what are they potentially trying to hide? So I don’t think this is one where we necessarily have to provide a ton of carrots. I think transparency in the marketplace is good for everyone.


Universities are going to want to do this out of their own felt interest and because it’s absolutely the right thing to do.


And again we’ve had dozens and dozens of conversations with university presidents who are actually very excited about this and they’re helping to lead this movement.

Coordinator:
Once again, if you would like to ask a question, please press star 1. Amy Scott with Marketplace your line is open.

Amy Scott:
Hi, can you hear me okay?

Arne Duncan:
Yes.

Amy Scott:
Great, you mentioned that a number of universities had signed on in principal to these ideas, I believe it was last month.


Do you have an exact number and have they committed to using a version of this Shopping Sheet?

Arne Duncan:
We don’t have exact numbers, Rich can elaborate but we started with about ten universities that together represented over 1.5 million students and like 5 percent of the total population.


So we didn’t actually have the sheet in place at that point, we had the metrics and they all signed on to the metrics and tried to put this together.


We’ve also had over 1,000 public comments on this and our teams have gone back and forth. Rich, anything to add there?

Rich Cordray:
Not really, it’s just that the 10 institutions, some of them represented larger university systems like SUNY in New York which itself has close to half a million students. So it was also a diverse collection which represented interest across the spectrum of colleges and universities including community colleges.


So we’re confident that the same reaction will be had across the board.

Arne Duncan:
If I can just quick point of information to add, is we already have over 1,500 institutions who have signed on to the VA’s principals of transparency, preserving veteran communities.


And this is a natural next step for that group obviously.

Coordinator:
Will Huntsberry with Raleigh Public Record, your line is open. Please check your mute button.
Will Huntsberry:
Yes, so this was a lot for transparency it sounds like for students but where does the nation need to go to help the middle class afford to be able to go to college?


I mean they see how much it’s going to cost but a lot of people are going to see that it costs too much.

Arne Duncan:
So a couple things, again it’s interesting to me that we have I think absolutely the best system of higher education in the world. We have over 6,000 institutions of higher education.


Two-year, for profit, non-profit, public, private, whatever it might be, but we haven’t -- there’s been a huge rivalry called inefficiency in the marketplace.


There hasn’t been enough ability to choose and I really do believe amongst those 6,000 choices that every family regardless of their financial situation can find a place where they can get a great education and get value for their resources.


They just haven’t had the ability to make those choices and to comparison shop so I think rather than scaring folks off I think this will really help folks understand what is possible and you might have five schools you look at.


And you know two might be too pricy and you know one or two might not have a strong major like you want but one hopefully will have that right fit of having a great major and being kind of location you want.


And have a good financial aid package for you, and so I think there’s a real opportunity here for the marketplace to play. Obviously the sheet itself is a huge transparency play.


There are other things I talked about earlier of trying to make the AOTC permanent that will help to keep college affordable. And then finally, we’ve proposed to Congress, the President has talked about this -- a billion dollar race to the top for higher education.


That would incentivize three things, one it would incentivize states to continue to invest, secondly it would incentivize universities to keep their tuition down in tough economic times.


Some have done an amazing job of that; others haven’t. And then third, to make sure universities are building cultures not just around access but around completion.


So this is one piece of the puzzle, by no means does this solve everything by itself but we think there’s been a critically important piece of the puzzle that’s been missing for far too long.

Coordinator:
Alex Alper with Reuters.

Alex Alper:
Hi, yes, this is Alex Alper from Reuters. I just wanted to see if you could list the 10 institutions that you said had signed on in principal to the bits of information included in the sheet.


And secondly, I was wondering, I know when other financial regulators propose a rule, there’s a requirement that you also sort of list out kind of what the costs will be to the industry.


So I was wondering if you guys had quantified you know what, if any, costs this would you know mean for colleges that do decide to comply.

Arne Duncan:
So again, on the cost issue to be clear every university is already sending this information out to students each year, it’s just not in a clear way that is easily comparable.


So if folks standardize rather than doing their own thing, ultimately, I think this could be a cost savings. I don’t have the list of the ten universities that - in front of me.


We can get that to you offline, it was UNC, University of Texas system but I’m not going to remember them all off the top of my head, so we’ll come back to you with that original list of 10 and we did a press release on that a couple weeks ago.


We’ll give you that one directly.

Coordinator:
Once again to ask a question, please press star 1. Mark Kantrowitz with Fast Web your line is open.

Mark Kantrowitz:
Hi, are you planning on releasing an electronic data format as part of the MyData open data initiative so that this would feed into comparison tools and affordability tools?

Arne Duncan:
Great question Mark.

Ajita Talwalker:
Hey Mark, this is Ajita, we’re happy to answer that. So we - this publication in the final format is just the first step. The follow-up strategy that we have is to work with software developers, precisely to get at exactly what you’re saying.


To allow for a machine readable format and open data format that would allow different organizations or firms to develop that kind of college comparison tool to help students further utilize the standardization and the format in a way that allows them to make better choices.

Mark Kantrowitz:
Excellent work.

Justin Hamilton:
Operator, I think we have time for one more question.
Coordinator:
Once again, if you would like to ask a question, please press star 1. Kathleen Pender with San Francisco Chronicle.

Kathleen Pender:
Yes, one more question, does this new sheet have any new information in it?  Or, is it just a reorganization of information that students already get on their financial aid award letter?

Ajita Talwalker:
So I think you know the thing to note is that there’s a great amount of variation between different financial aid award letters.


So what this final format represents is essentially all of the essential elements that we believe and that the stakeholder feedback has told us is important for students to be able to make that decision.


So it allows for an apples-to-apples comparison across institutions with the central elements that we believe should be on the financial aid form.


I would say it also clearly identifies information, places that a student can go to get additional information. So the contact information for the financial aid office, information on the studentaid.gov website that allows students to look at their repayment options.


The kinds of - it points beyond just things that the award letter to other information resources that are important.

Justin Hamilton:
Thank you very much everyone for joining the call today, if you have any follow up questions you can write us at press@ed.gov, that’s press@ed.gov and we’d be happy to work through with you any additional follow up you may have as you’re working through this story.


Appreciate your time and we’ll be in touch soon.

Coordinator:
Thank you for participating in today’s conference, you may disconnect at this time.

END

