Talent Search (TS)

Summary of Public Comments on

Proposed Changes to the 2012 Annual Performance Report (APR)
Following 60 Day Review Period
On March 16, 2012, the Department of Education (Department) published a Notice of Proposed Information Collection Request (Notice) in the Federal Register inviting comments by May 15, 2012, on the proposed annual performance report (APR) for the Talent Search (TS) program. Thirty eight respondents submitted approximately 400 individual comments (i.e., multiple comments from respondents).  Most of the commenters expressed some concerns about the amount of data requested on the form and the “undue” burden this places on TS grantees.  The Department reviewed each of these concerns and determined that some of the information requested was duplicative or unnecessary.  As a result, changes were made on the form to reduce the burden. A summary and analysis of the comments as well as information on changes to the proposed TS APR in response to these comments follows.  Suggestions for minor changes (generally those of a technical nature) are not discussed below, but in response to those suggestions, some clarifications and technical alterations have been made in the revised form and/or instructions.

1. APR FORM AND INSTRUCTIONS
Definitions

Comments:

Two commenters noted that on page 11 of the instructions, “Program of Postsecondary Education” is defined as “a formal instructional program whose curriculum is designed primarily for students who are beyond the compulsory age for high school.  This includes programs whose purpose is academic or vocational, and excludes a vocational and adult basic education.”  The commenters believe the wording is in error, as a program cannot include and exclude vocational education at the same time.

Discussion:

Upon evaluation of the comments it was determined that a typo resulted in the word “avocational” being printed as “a vocational.”
Action Taken by ED by ED:

The definition for “Program of Postsecondary Education” has been corrected to read: “a formal instructional program whose curriculum is designed primarily for students who are beyond the compulsory age for high school.  This includes programs whose purpose is academic or vocational, and excludes avocational and adult basic education.” 
Comments:
Several commenters had questions regarding the assignment of the dual enrollment category; specifically, how many college courses must a student be taking to be considered as participating in “Dual Enrollment” and what programs fit into the definition.  Also, commenters wanted to know if projects may count students who are taking dual enrollment courses, but can’t afford the fees and are therefore unable to receive college credit.
Discussion:
“Dual enrollment” was explained in the instructions, but based on the many comments received, it was clear that this term needed additional explanation.

Action Taken by ED:
The definition of “dual enrollment” was expanded and now the APR instructions state:  “the Department defines a dual enrollment program as a collaborative effort between high schools and colleges that allow high school students to enroll in college-level courses and earn credit toward a high school diploma and a college degree (college credit dual enrollment) or a career preparation certificate (career dual enrollment).”  In addition, a sentence was added instructing grantees to “include in the count of the number of participants in dual enrollment programs, those students who earn college credit as well as those that did not earn college credit because they did not complete all the course requirements or did not (or could not afford to) pay the required fees.” 
Section II: Demographic Profile of Project Participants

and Listing of Target Schools

Comments:

A commenter points out that the subsection on “participant distribution by eligibility” provides grantees an opportunity to assign some participants to a category of “other,” but this category does not seem to appear among the categories of eligibility listed in the amended Talent Search regulations.  Another commenter wants greater clarity on who should be included in the “other” category.
Discussion:
In the TS regulations (See § 643.11, “What assurance must an applicant submit?”)  a grantee, at the time of application for grant funds, must provide assurance that of the participants served by the project, at least two-thirds are low-income individuals who are potential first-generation college students.  The other one-third of TS participants can meet one of the previous two criteria (and categories are provided for these) or be neither low-income, nor potential first-generation college student and therefore be categorized in the APR as “other.”
Action Taken by ED:

None
Comments:

A suggestion was made to have a category for a participant served who lives in the target area but does not attend a target school, while another respondent wanted to know why projects must report the specific number of students served in each target school and whether this break-down per school will have any effect on Prior Experience points.
Discussion:
Prior Experience points are based only on the total number of participants served by a project each year and not the break-down of services by target school.  However, grantees are required to maintain records of each participant served by TS, including the target school where they are enrolled.
Action Taken by ED: 
A section was added allowing grantees to report on the number of participants who did not attend a target school.
Comments:
Numerous commenters believe that asking for a report on participants also served by another federally funded program places an undue burden on projects to collect data from students who may not be able to distinguish between funding sources of projects in which they participate or who may not be forthcoming on their participation in other projects. They recommend the elimination of this section.
Discussion:
The requirement for reporting participants who are served by another federally funded program was part of a stated goal in the HEOA to “provide coordination and cohesion among Federal, State, and local governmental and private efforts that provide financial assistance to help low-income students attend an institution of higher education.” Therefore, this component was addressed in the new TS regulations and the details of the provision had been crafted based on significant feedback from the public received during the negotiated rulemaking process that preceded the implementation of the regulations (See § 643.32, “What other requirements must a grantee meet?”).  The grantee is required to maintain a record of: “to the extent practicable, any services the TS participant receives during the project year from another Federal TRIO program or another federally funded program that serves populations similar to those served under the TS program.” This means that grantees should simply survey the schools they are serving to ascertain whether another TRIO project or a GEAR UP project is also serving the same schools. If such projects are serving any of the same schools, grantees must work with those operating the projects to determine whether any TS students are receiving services from the other projects.  Also, per TS regulations (See § 643.11, "What assurance must an applicant submit?") at the time that they applied for grant funds, grantees must provide assurance that the project will collaborate with other Federal TRIO projects, GEAR UP projects, or programs serving similar populations that are serving the same target schools or target area in order to minimize the duplication of services and promote collaborations so that more students can be served.
Action Taken by ED:
None
Comments:
Several commenters believe that the questions regarding rigorous program of study are unnecessary and require a substantial amount of time to track, record and integrate into internal databases or pay for overhaul of existing database services already developed by outside companies and in use by many TS projects. Similarly, a respondent believes that asking who pays for the rigorous program is an unnecessary burden and falls outside of the interest of the project and the student.
Discussion:  

A component of the HEOA, which was implemented in the new TS regulations, requires all grant recipients to provide services that encourage “student enrollment in rigorous and challenging curricula and coursework, in order to reduce the need for remedial coursework at the postsecondary level.”  All grantees are required to keep records on the services provided to participants each year, including those dealing with rigorous curricula.  In addition, the question of who pays for the services is needed to address the regulations dealing with costs allowable using grant funds.  Not all costs related to rigorous program of study may be paid for using grant funds (See § 643.30 “What are allowable costs?”).
Action Taken by ED:
None
Comments:
Two commenters questioned why students who are homeschooled should be identified as such when there is no category for students who are in foster care or are homeless.
Discussion:
We agree with this concern.
Action Taken by ED:
The subsection requesting the number of participants who were home-schooled was removed.  Home-schooled participants may be included among participants who “did not attend a target school.”

Section III: Educational Status of Talent Search Participants

Comments:

Many commenters believe that the 15 categories in this section creates an excessive burden for grantees and that the data requested has no direct bearing on the five standardized objectives and evaluation of program impact.  In addition, the information is repetitive, as it is asked for again under Objective B, Secondary School Graduation. The commenters recommend that many of these subsections be eliminated.  “Documenting the educational status of a senior at the end of a budget period is the most critical,” one commenter wrote.
Discussion:

The 15 categories were listed to ensure that data already maintained by grantees was accurately captured in the APR.  In addition, some categories will be used as the denominator for assessing the secondary school promotion objective.  
Action Taken by ED:

Upon review of the form based on the concerns of commenters, it was apparent that some questions were duplicative and would indeed pose an unnecessary burden on grantees.  The categories of Section III were reduced to eight.
Section IV: Educational Status of Talent Search Participants
 (at end of budget period or for the fall 2012 term)
A. Objective:  Secondary School Persistence
Comments:

Several commenters believe that the words “promoted” and “not promoted” used in subsections of this category are not the same as “persistence,” and recommend using “persistence” consistently, as “persistence” is the word used in the TS regulations. 
Discussion:

The word “promote” was used in this section because it more precisely describes the act of graduating a student from one grade to the next grade.  The word “persist” connotes a student remaining in school, but not necessarily moving into the next grade level.  Although the word “persist” is used in the TS regulations, “promote” more accurately reflects the goal of TS for students to move through each grade on schedule and graduate “in the standard number of years.”
Action Taken by ED:

To simplify the form and maintain consistency with the wording of the objective, the words “promoted” were removed and replaced with the words “persisted.”
B. Objective:  Secondary School Graduation
Comments:

Two commenters are concerned that two objectives (Secondary School Graduation - Regular Secondary School Diploma and Secondary School Graduation - Rigorous Secondary School Program of Study) appear to have been combined in the APR as they are both listed under Section IVB.
Discussion:

Although Secondary School Graduation - Regular Secondary School Diploma and Secondary School Graduation - Rigorous Secondary School Program of Study are both listed under Section IVB in the APR, the data collected will be applied to two separate objectives. The numerator in the first objective (regular diploma) is Section IV, B1 and B2.  The numerator in the second objective is Section IV, B2 (rigorous program of study).
Action Taken by ED:

None
C. Federal Financial Aid Application

Comments:

Several commenters point out that application for financial aid is not one of the standardized objectives in the Talent Search program, and publishing it in the middle of the objectives listed in the APR is misleading.  Numerous commenters ask for the removal of subsections C1-C5 because while it is practicable to ask programs to report on the total number of seniors who apply for financial aid, it is not practicable to request a five-section breakdown of the students who applied for financial aid by their graduation status. (e.g. “if a senior enrolls in postsecondary from a TS program, you have to assume they will complete a FAFSA in order to pay for tuition.  Why ask for this break-down in so many categories of the APR? It is duplicative.”). 
Discussion:

Asking for data on participants who applied for financial was included to see a causal factor between funding for education and enrollment.  In addition, this data is required for program performance measures under the Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA).  The measures required for TS include the enrollment rate (the percentage of college-ready project participants who enroll in a program of postsecondary education during each budget period or during the next fall term) and the financial aid application rate (the percentage of college-ready participants who apply for financial aid during the budget period).
Action Taken by ED:

Upon review of commenter concerns, we concur that the information requested on financial aid was unnecessarily burdensome and not correctly placed among objectives.  The section was removed from the objectives area and one category was added to Section II, Demographic Profile, asking for the total number of participants who applied for the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and, of those that applied, the total number that enrolled in postsecondary education.
D. Objective:  Postsecondary Education Enrollment
Comments:

Many commenters recommended removing subcategories dealing with participants who also were in dual enrollment programs, because they have no direct connection to addressing the objectives and collecting this data is overly burdensome.
Discussion:
We agree with the commenters regarding their concerns that the subcategories regarding dual enrollment were unnecessary.
Action Taken by ED:
The subcategories referring to dual enrollment were removed.
Comments:

A commenter wants clarity on whether and when they can count students who are accepted for enrollment but are deferred until spring semester as “enrolled” students.  Another commenter wants to know whether it counts as “deferred” if the student himself makes the decision to defer enrollment, not the institution.  A suggestion was made to add the phrase: “the institution deferred enrollment…”

Discussion:
The Program Profile page from the 2011 TS competition package defines an enrolled participant as one who has completed the registration requirements (except for the tuition and fees) at the institution that he or she is attending.  Grantees may consider a participant who completed the registration requirements to be enrolled even if the project is aware that the student did not subsequently attend class.  Further, the project may count students who are accepted for enrollment but are deferred until spring if the student has received a formal notification (e.g., letter) from the institution deferring the student’s enrollment until the next academic term.  The project may not count students as enrolled if the student decided to defer his or her enrollment.
Action Taken by ED:

The number of subcategories from this section was reduced from 11 to 8 and wording of the questions was simplified.  Wording regarding the definition of enrollees was added to the APR instructions.  
E. Postsecondary Placements: Types of Institutions

Comments:

Numerous respondents suggest removing subsections requiring grantees to break down graduation status in this section, stating that it is unnecessarily burdensome and redundant, as the information is already requested in Section IV, Part B. One commenter stated that “requiring projects to disaggregate each type of postsecondary placement into four groups … means that what was previously an eight part question is now 26 parts.”
Discussion:

Disaggregating the data helps illustrate whether there is a link between the types of institution attended, the type of preparation provided to participants (rigorous course of study, or not, for example) and the outcome (type of postsecondary school).  TS grantees are already required to collect all of the information being sought in this section, so there is no additional burden on data collection.
Action Taken by ED:

We have tried to make the categories less confusing in the APR form by providing a table for entering the data by type of postsecondary institution and type of high school credential.
F. Objective:  Postsecondary Attainment

Comments:

Numerous commenters expressed concern that tracking students through postsecondary education is unduly burdensome, as projects have limited contact with participants once they graduate.  One commenter stated that using a random sample does not lighten this burden.
Discussion:
This concern was already discussed and addressed during the public comment periods of the negotiated rulemaking process which accompanied the rewriting of the TS regulations following the passage  of the Higher Education Opportunity Act (HEOA), which reauthorized the Higher Education Act (HEA) in 2008.  Section 402A(f)(3)(A)(vi) of the HEA, as amended by section 403(a)(5) of the HEOA, requires the Department to use postsecondary education completion, if practicable, in evaluating the quality and effectiveness of a TS project. Because TS projects serve relatively large numbers of participants, we recognize that it may be difficult for the project to track all participants through completion of postsecondary education. Therefore, a TS project may track a randomly selected sample of its participants. The purpose of § 643.22(d)(6) is to reduce, not increase, the burden on grantees.
Action Taken by ED:
None
Comments:

A commenter wants to know how the Department of Education will be determining Prior Experience points on Objective F (Postsecondary Attainment) for the next grant cycle if grantees are not required to report on it.
Discussion:
Grantees will not receive credit for this Prior Experience criterion for the next competition because of the time it takes to track enrollment and completion of postsecondary education. Because this is a new outcome measure, the Department has not been collecting data on the academic progress of TS participants through postsecondary completion. This new APR will begin capturing the data needed to award PE points for postsecondary completion but it will be 2018 before the six year postsecondary completion data will be available. Therefore, none of  the TS projects funded in 2011 will be eligible to earn PE points for the postsecondary completion objective for several years. 
Action Taken by ED:

None
Comments:

A respondent suggests that the wrong year is being asked for in this section, where it states “projects are required to report the first and last names of the students who enrolled in postsecondary education during the 2011-2012 project year.” The commenter recommends the following wording: “projects are required to report the first and last names of all students who were seniors in project year 2011-2012 and who enrolled in postsecondary education in the fall or will enroll in the spring immediately following senior year.”  Other commenters asked for clarification as to which group of enrolled students is expected to be reported by name -- all students or only those who are being tracked.

Discussion:
The question isn’t asking for the number of participants who enrolled in postsecondary education during the 2011-2012 school year, it is asking for participant enrollment that took place during the months that data is being collected on the project (i.e., 2011-2012).  For the 2011-2012 APR (and each subsequent APR), a TS project should report on those students served during the reporting year who enrolled in postsecondary education by the fall term immediately following high school graduation (e.g., fall term 2012) and those who received a notification from the institution that enrollment had been deferred until the next academic term (e.g., spring term 2013).
Action Taken by ED:

Clarifying language was added to the APR instructions.
Comments:

A respondent recommended adding a category for a student who is deceased, allowing them to be removed from the denominator for objectives.
Discussion:
We agree with this recommendation.
Action Taken by ED:

A category of “deceased” has been added to each of the sections which collect data on the objectives.
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