FY 2012 Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program 
Summary of Public Comments with Responses

Introduction

The Department of Education (Department) received 95 comments from individuals representing potential applicants (institutions of higher education);  individuals who have served in varying capacities within the McNair Program or other similar programs at currently-funded institutions; former and current McNair Program participants; and individuals from the general public with an interest in the McNair Program.  The commenters addressed several broad areas with the majority of comments expressing concern regarding the proposed cost per student; the overall funding strategy planned for the competition; the number of awards to be made; the competitive preference priorities’ impact on the future direction of the McNair Program; the perceived decrease in the level of consideration given to prior experience through the introduction of the competitive preference priorities; and the proposed McNair Program objectives.  In most instances, the commenters offered impassioned arguments in their appeals for consideration of their expressed concerns regarding the aforementioned topical areas.
In addition, a number of miscellaneous comments were received that did not fall within a specific category.  Included among them were letters of support and letters urging the continuation of the McNair Program at its current level; comments requesting clarification of the language in the McNair Program objective regarding the provision of research and scholarly activities so that it is consistent with the legislation whenever it appears throughout the application; and comments requesting the correction of the scoring information of the sub-categories of Competitive Preference Priority #1 to correct the scoring for those sub-categories to add to the correct total for that priority (up to six points).  The Department acknowledges the general support for the McNair Program and has made the appropriate edits to the other areas of the package for which specific responses do not appear in this document.
Below is a summary of the major comments and concerns expressed by the majority of the commenters and the Department’s responses to those comments and concerns including whether subsequent changes have been made to the Notice Inviting Applications and/or the application package for new awards for the fiscal year (FY) 2012.
Reduction in Cost Per Student

Comments:  The majority of the commenters expressed concern about the reduction of the cost per student from $9,000 to $8,800 noting that currently funded grantees already spend more than the current $9,000 per student to maintain the high academic and research standards necessary to introduce scholars to the rigors of the experiences which they will encounter as they continue their doctoral pursuits.  The commenters further contend that the reduction will adversely impact the efficiency of adequately preparing the McNair scholars to be accepted into and succeed in graduate studies. These commenters believe that the lower cost per student will have a detrimental effect on the participants in the McNair Program and recommended that the Department reconsider the proposed reduction in cost per student.
Response:  The Department believes that the McNair Program is vital and instrumental in achieving the Administration’s 2020 college attainment goal of having the highest proportion of college graduates in the world.  While the Secretary is sensitive to the adjustments that projects may need to make in terms of service delivery to reduce the cost per student, we are now living within a new normal in education and, while such adjustments may appear severe, they are necessary in this austere financial climate.  As such, it is crucial for applicants to pursue strategies that encourage greater levels of productivity and innovation to deliver high-quality services to increased numbers of students at a reduced cost.  Although current grantees are encouraged to maintain their currently approved student service numbers, they may choose to adjust their number of participants, within the parameters of the funding strategy, to assure that all participants receive access to the full cadre of services demanded by the legislation and/or defined by the applicant as permissible and necessary for the success of the participant.
Change:  None recommended.
Reduction in Funding Level and Number of Awards

Comment:  The majority of the commenters recommended that the Department reconsider the planned $10 million reduction in the funding level for the McNair Program for the FY 2012 competition, which ultimately impacts the number of new awards that will be made.   Several of the commenters argued that the decrease in funding is in direct contradiction to the Department’s stated position regarding fulfilling the purpose of the McNair Program by increasing the number of low-income, first generation students that complete undergraduate education and enter and complete graduate school.  They do not believe that the Department has provided a valid rationale for the decision to reduce funding for McNair by $10 million from the FY 2011 funding level.  The commenters believe that the Administration has not acknowledged the successes of the McNair program nationwide in contributing to graduating students attaining bachelors’ degrees and providing them with assistance in enrolling in graduate studies.  They further note that if the Department kept the number of awards to 200, this would have a positive impact on the Nation meeting its goal as there are many eligible students in the pipeline to participate in McNair projects.

Response:  Prior to making final funding decisions for FY 2012, the Department gave considerable thought to the impact of reduced funding for the McNair Program.  Although the funding level for the FY 2012 McNair Program competition is less than the amount allotted to the program in FY 2011, we believe that it is likely that currently funded applicants and potential new applicants will address the productivity priority.  It is our expectation that applicants will provide discussions in their applications on the use of innovative strategies and leveraging to reduce the cost per successful outcome, while increasing the number of students served.  
Change: None recommended.
Competitive Preference Priorities

Competitive Preference Priority #1:  Promoting Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) Education
Comment:  Several commenters suggested that the interjection of STEM into the McNair Program contradicts the intent of the program which is to provide disadvantaged college students and students from groups underrepresented in graduate education with effective preparation for doctoral study and to ultimately increase the numbers of such students represented in the professorate.  Further, the commenters are concerned that the proposed change would also force McNair grantees to compete with other federally-funded programs for the finite numbers of students pursuing the STEM disciplines at a disadvantage since the McNair stipend (federal share) is much lower than other programs with which they would be competing for students.
One commenter, in acknowledging an understanding of the Administration’s commitment to increasing the number of students in the STEM fields, expressed concern that there appears to be some confusion about what it takes to prepare students for the sciences and especially science programs.  The commenter indicated that given that the McNair Program starts with students in their junior years of college, and thus, if they are not already science majors, it would be difficult to steer students in the direction of STEM fields.  Additionally, the commenter noted that since the McNair Program in its current form is rigorous, produces science scholars and promotes the scientific method, there is not a need to require what the commenter referred to as “an extra layer of science-oriented attainment.”

Another commenter contends that given what she views as an ample number of federally-funded programs to encourage growth in the STEM fields (includes a list of six such programs, with a note that NIH has seven such programs), McNair should not be forced to compete with such programs for the small number of underrepresented STEM students.  The commenter further notes that there is no other federally-funded program with the focus that McNair has – to diversity the socioeconomic backgrounds of the professoriate in the social sciences, humanities and liberal sciences.  For this reason, the comment advocates for the continued focus on a multidisciplinary program at the current number of projects or for the expansion of projects.  This commenter further recommends that if STEM is to remain a focus of McNair, the exact STEM fields should be clearly defined in the application.
Response:  The inclusion of a STEM-focused priority for the FY 2012 McNair Program competition is in alignment with the Secretary’s commitment to support projects that will provide students with increased access to rigorous STEM coursework and increase the number of student who are prepared for advanced study and careers in STEM, particularly those from traditionally underrepresented groups.  In addition, according to data collected by the National Center for Education Statistics, a full 35 percent of all academic programs offered at McNair grantee institutions currently funded are in the STEM fields.  Further, almost all (99 percent) of the currently-funded McNair grantee institutions offer at least one academic program in the STEM fields.  
Therefore, the Department believes that McNair projects are positioned to promote and increase the numbers of low-income, first generation students and students from groups underrepresented in graduate education in the STEM fields.  Students completing degrees in one of the STEM disciplines would be proficient in these disciplines to teach and/or inform the areas represented in the STEM disciplines at the faculty level which is fully consistent with the intent of the McNair Program legislation. 
Change:  None recommended.
Competitive Preference Priority #3:  Building Evidence of Effectiveness
Comment:  One commenter suggested that the use of a comparison group of non-participants is unethical because it is denying some the students the benefits of the McNair Program while using them to measure the success of students selected for participation in the McNair Program.

Response:  The intent of this priority is to increase the numbers of students who would benefit from the services of the McNair Program.  Although, it was suggested that, where feasible, a comparison group of non-McNair Program participants could be used as a control group, applicants may propose other evaluation strategies that would produce valid and reliable evidence of the success of the McNair Program.  The use of a comparison group of non-McNair participants located at the applicant institution suggested an avenue for ready access to a comparison group of students while informing the practices, strategies, and policies that are most viable to assist eligible participants to complete undergraduate education in STEM fields and enter and complete graduate programs in the STEM fields.   Also, the suggestion of the use of a group of non-McNair Program participants as a comparison group would be possible due to the fact that McNair projects normally are not able to select every student identified in the pool of eligibles for program participation due to the relatively small student service numbers for projects approved by the Department.
Change:  None recommended.
Weighting of Prior Experience Criteria
Comment: One commenter strongly believed that by adding competitive preference priority points to the McNair Program competition while not increasing the points provided for Prior Experience (PE), the Department is violating the TRIO authorizing legislation (20 U.S.C.  §1070A-11(c)(2)(A)).   Specifically, the legislation mandates that the level of consideration given the factor of prior experience “shall not vary from the level of consideration given such factor during fiscal years 1994 through 1997…”

In fiscal years 1994-97, PE was given 15 out of a possible 115 points or 13%.  If the Department goes forward with the addition of up to 14 possible competitive preference points, it will in effect reduce the level of consideration given to PE to 15 out of 129 or only 11.6%.  This would be a clear violation of the legislative mandate.

Response:  The Department believes that the inclusion of the three competitive preference priorities selected for the McNair Program competition are aligned with the Secretary’s priorities and that they offer the McNair community an opportunity to significantly contribute to the achievement of the Administration’s 2020 college attainment goal.  Further, the inclusion of the priorities was not meant to circumvent or lessen the importance of the PE criteria which measure and reward the effectiveness of the previous grantees in meeting their approved project objectives.  
Change:  The Department has made the following change to the scoring of the competitive preference priorities to address concern outlined by the commenter.  That is, each competitive preference priority may receive up to the maximum points that were outlined in the proposed Notice Inviting Applications.  However, the maximum total score that may be obtained by any applicant for the responses to the competitive preference priorities may not exceed a total of twelve (12) points even though an applicant may choose to address all three of the competitive preference priorities.  [Please note that this scoring strategy has been successfully implemented in each of the other TRIO Programs that have been competitive since the revisions to the legislation necessitated by the HEOA of 2008 were executed.]  

McNair Program Objectives
McNair Program Objective #2
Comment:  Several commenters were concerned that the objective relative to immediate enrollment in graduate study unfairly penalizes grantees since most students (traditional and non-traditional) do not enter graduate school the semester immediately following the receipt of their undergraduate degree due to social and financial challenges.  McNair participants often mirror this pattern; however, they do subsequently enroll and complete graduate degrees within the ten-year time frame.  
Response:  While the Department agrees that many students do not enter graduate school in the semester immediately following the receipt of their undergraduate degrees, it is envisioned that the services provided by the McNair Program would both encourage and ease the transition from undergraduate to graduate pursuits for McNair Program participants without a break.  
Further, it is anticipated that the required services demanded by the changes included as a result of the Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008 to the McNair Program legislation and implemented by the revised McNair Program regulations would further reduce the burden of this transition.  In particular, the provision of intensive academic counseling and hands-on assistance in securing admission to and financial assistance for enrollment in graduate programs would allow McNair Program participants access to ancillary resources to alleviate traditional barriers to immediate enrollment in postgraduate studies.  
Change:  None recommended.

McNair Program Objectives (general)
Comment:  Several commenters suggested that the McNair objectives were confusing and that there was no direct connection among the objectives proposed.

Response: The objectives proposed for the McNair Program reflect the objectives as provided in the McNair Program regulations (§ 647.21(b)).  Each objective must be subjective for the project proposed and the percentages proposed should be both ambitious and attainable based on the project’s proposed plan of operation, budget and other resources.  
Objectives 1, 2 and 3 are related and measure the performance of students on an annual basis.  Objective 4 is longitudinal and covers the students’ attainment of their doctoral degree within the ten-year point of measurement.  
Specifically, Objective 1 is measured on an annual basis and requests information on the number of students served by the project during the McNair Program academic year.  Objective 2 is also measured on an annual basis and requests information on the percentage of graduation-eligible students who graduate and immediately enroll in a graduate program of study in the fall term of the McNair Program academic year.  Objective 2 is based on a subset of students participating in a specified McNair Program academic year —those who have completed the graduation requirements of the institution in the year under consideration and received their baccalaureate degree.  Objective 3 follows that same cohort of students identified and reported in Objective 2 (students who graduated and immediately enrolled in a program of graduate study) for an additional year to measure their persistence in graduate studies as of the fall term of the subsequent academic year.  
Objective 4 is a longitudinal objective which informs on the success of students within a ten-year measurement who have attained a doctoral degree.  That is, new applicants funded for the first time in the FY 2012 competition would not be able to receive credit for any doctoral degrees attained by their participants until the 2022-2023 McNair program academic year, The lag in eligibility for credit for the doctoral degree attainment applies to all applicants and is inherent in the McNair Program for all applicants.
Change:  None recommended.          
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