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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you all for standing by.

At this time all participants will be in a listen-only mode until the question-and-answer of today's conference.


At that time please press star followed by the number 1 to ask a question and record your name clearly at the prompt.


This call is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect at this time. I will now turn the call over to Miss Yuanxia Ding. You may now begin.

Yuanxia Ding:
Thank you very much. Thank you all so much for joining us today. We really appreciate it.


So allow me to take a second just to introduce myself. For those of you who I may not yet have had a chance to meet, my name is Yuanxia Ding. I joined the department last summer to manage the - all the experimental sites for the department with the focus on the new ones, such as the EQUIP experiment.

And with me today are the members of the EQUIP team here at ED. I'm going to give them a quick chance just to introduce themselves, if we might go around.

Roger Nozaki:
Roger Nozaki from the undersecretary’s office.

David Soo:
David Soo also from the undersecretary’s office.

(David Musser):
(David Musser) from the Office of Federal Student Aid.

(Jennifer Hong):
(Jennifer Hong), Office of Post-Secondary Education.

Yuanxia Ding:
These folks and other folks here at the department have all been working diligently over the past almost a year at this point to make this experiment happen. So I want to take a moment also to thank them.

Before we get started, you know, we want to recognize that you all have been working very hard on your applications and giving them a tremendous amount of thought and deliberation and have also been working really hard on those. And so we'd like to thank you for doing that work.


On this call we want to take the opportunity to do a few different things. First is to actually discuss and describe the application and selection process, where we are in the process, and what the next steps are. The second is to answer questions from you all. Many of you submitted questions last week, so we thank you for that. And we'll endeavor to answer as many of them here as we have time for. And if there's time to take further questions at the end, we'll do so.


And then the third thing we want to make sure to do is make you aware of how you might communicate with the department as this work continues. So we'll get to the first two of the items in a moment, as they'll take up the bulk of our time today.

But before we do, I want to quickly address communication with the department and introduce David Soo, who many of you might have already met or heard from.

David Soo:
Yes, so again my name is David Soo. I'm here in the Office of the Under Secretary. And, you know, I and certainly our undersecretary Ted Mitchell and other folks on the team are just really excited about the EQUIP experiment and all of the work that has been going on and continues to go on. So just again, I wanted to add my voice of thanks for that.

If there are questions that anyone has in the, you know, days and weeks going forward, I'm certainly here as a resource to help with that. So my e-mail is david.soo@ed.gov. And I'm certainly available to answer questions or to connect with you the right people or resources to help you answer those questions.

If you have particularly technical questions, there's certainly the experimental site's at ed.gov mailbox that you have been getting communication from already. But so think of me for bigger and general outreach, and then technical questions can go to that technical box.


So I'll be here throughout the call but certainly looking forward to engaging with you all over the next coming days and weeks.

Yuanxia Ding:
Thanks, David.

All right. So we have just about an hour or so, and over the course of this hour you'll hear members of the EQUIP team talk about several topics. So (Dave Musser) from FSA is going to talk about federal title IV aid and questions about the program. Roger Nozaki is going to talk about quality assurance entities and questions pertaining to that. And (Jennifer Hong) is going to take some questions around the accreditors.


But before we get to all those specific questions, we thought it might be helpful to quickly align on the goals of the EQUIP experiment and why we launched this. We know that there are alternative learning providers out there that have created some innovative programs that show evidence of excellent student outcomes and employment outcomes. But without financial aid these programs are largely inaccessible to low income students.


And additionally, there's no quality assurance processes or mechanisms for these emerging providers. So by providing title IV funding to students who enroll in these programs and setting up these quality assurance entities, we're really hoping to support these innovative programs of learning to advance affordability access and quality outcomes, we're hoping to increase equity by expanding access these programs, particularly for low income students, and we're hoping to protect students from risk by spurring the development of more robust and outcomes-focused quality assurance processes.

Now turning to the application and selection process, which I imagine is why many of you are calling in today, much of this is covered in the Federal Register Notice but I want to quickly recap here to set a baseline for our discussion.

The first phase of the application and selection process began in mid-December when institutions submitted letters of interest. In most cases, institutions named at least one non-traditional provider partner and a quality assurance entity in those letters. Over the past couple of months, the Office of Federal Student Aid has screened those institutions, and for all of you joining today's call, you've either passed that first round of screening or are potentially partnering with an institution that has passed that first round of screening. So congratulations.


Upon being notified that they did pass, those institutions were provided with a pretty robust set of questions to answer and April 18 is the deadline for that. The answers to those questions, which you'll hear us refer to probably on this call sometimes as the full application, will be evaluated by the EQUIP team on a few different criteria, all of which is published in the Federal Register Notice.


The first is innovativeness and outcomes, so the extent to which the proposed activities and program are innovative and will actually product high quality programs leading - likely to lead to positive student learning and employment outcomes. The second is equity, the extent to which programs will provide equitable access to innovative post-secondary programs, particularly for students from low income backgrounds.


The third is quality assurance, so the extent to which the proposed quality assurance processes actually have the potential the quality assurance questions that we outlined in the FRN. The fourth is affordability, so how affordable the programs are. The fifth is student and taxpayer protections, particularly for those programs where students will have access to federal student loans. The strength of the proposed students and taxpayer protections will be quite important.


So let me now turn to the Q&A portion of the call where we're going to answer some of the questions that we've received. And at the end if we have time, we'll open the lines for additional questions you might have.

One of the first questions that we received was about when decisions from the second round will actually be - will be released or notified. And we're hoping to be able to do that by midsummer. We anticipate a significant number of applicants will get rejected in this next round. And that said, what the great news is that the institutions that pass the second round will be invited to a phase three and actually sent a program participation agreement.


So what that means is that in the next phase, the institution needs to do four things. One is basically sign that program participation agreement, have that signed by the institution's authorized official and return that to the department. The second is submit the actual programs to the department for review and final review through the (EAP) system. The third is submit documentation that the program has been reviewed and approved by the QAE.

We're not expecting that in this second round. That's for the third round. And then the fourth is submit documentation showing that the program is in the institution's accreditation and state authorization and meets all other title IV HEA eligibility requirements. Again, that's not for the round that we're in that's due April 18, that's for the third phase if you're selected based on the information provided in the April 18 full application.


So each of these four steps must be complete and reviewed and approved by the department before students in the program can actually get access to title IV aid, but we hope that this outline a bit more clear exactly what needs to happen between now and mid-April and what will happen after that point.

Another question that we received was that for the applications that are selected, when do they need to start offering the program. And the good news on that is that there's not a specific deadline for when you need to start offering the program. We've made it such that title IV aid is available to programs starting in the '16- '17 award year, which technically starts July 1, 2016.


Therefore we, you know, we certainly hope and anticipate that selected programs will start by summer or fall of 2016. But we recognize that the four things I just listed above, particularly some of the approvals, might take some time and therefore, you know, we'll be accepting that documentation for that third phase on a rolling basis.


Other questions we received about the application process include like what should the cover letter include. And eventually - we recognize that the questions that were sent out are a pretty robust set and that it may, you know, take a lot to respond to all of that. If it's possible, we'd really appreciate having a high level summary of the responses to the questionnaire on the first page on some kind of cover page just to help us synthesize and summarize all of that.


The notification letter you received also states that the institution will need to demonstrate the commitment of the nontraditional providers to offer content and instruction once required approvals are secured and demonstrate to the accrediting agency's agreement to consider including the proposed program in the institution's accreditation.

So we received a few questions about what that actually means and what kinds of documentation would be necessary, so specifically whether or not the inclusion of a letter of commitment from the nontraditional provider would suffice for demonstrating commitment to the project. And the answer to that is yes. So a letter from the nontraditional provider would certainly suffice for demonstrating their commitment to the project.


Alternatively, the nontraditional provider might also sign the cover letter for the overall application along with the required signatures from the institution's management and financial aid administrator.

We were also asked what's required from the institution's accrediting agency in this next phase. So ideally for this phase, the institution's accrediting agency should provide some kind of a short written statement stating that the accreditor is aware of the institution's intent to apply for the EQUIP experiment and will consider potentially including the proposed program in the institution's accreditation if the institution's application is accepted by the department.


What it does not mean is that the accreditor should at this point have considered the program itself, reviewed the program, or even have a process by which they will review the program. It's simply an agreement that the accreditor would be willing to consider the possibility of the institution's participation in the EQUIP experiment.


We're also in dialogue with many of the accrediting agencies and working with them to ensure that they also feel prepared and communicated with through this process.

And then finally we received a question around who and how will the outcomes of the experiment actually be evaluated. On this, the department intends to collect data and information from institutions about their providers and quality assurance entities and the partnership agreements. We'll publish the exact measures that institutions are required to report in the Federal Register. They'll likely include measures of access, affordability and outcomes, like degree persistence and completion rates. 

So I recognize that that was a lot of information, and again at the end if we have time we'll take further questions. But at this point I want to turn it over to my colleague (Dave Musser) from the Office of Federal Student Aid to answer a few questions that you all submitted about the program and about how title IV works.
(David Musser):
Hi great. Thanks, Yuanxia. So as Yuanxia said, we have a couple of questions about how the program needs to be constructed. And the first one of those was does the program under EQUIP have to be a new program or can it be an augmentation of an existing program?

The answer is that it can - the program can be either. It can be an entirely new program or it could be an existing program that's been modified to ensure that you have the appropriate amount of course work taught by the nontraditional provider in order to meet the requirements of the experiment. So it can really be either.


We were also asked if an institution is allowed to use more than one nontraditional provider to provide in-service training for the same student cohort. And the answer to that is also yes. An institution may partner with one or multiple nontraditional providers to teach different aspects of the same program under the EQUIP experiment.

So another question was if an institution is working with more than one nontraditional provider or offering more than one program, should it submit multiple applications or should it submit one combined application. And here it's very important that you should only submit one application. But in that application you need to note that there are multiple providers or programs that you are going to have as partners.

These - several of the items in the questionnaire ask for information at the educational program level, so that's why that's important. You need to be clear about which things apply to which program. So if any of your responses differ by program, you need to make sure you indicate the differing information for each of those programs. If the response is the same for all programs, one response is sufficient. Really we're just asking to make sure that we understand how you're applying if you have multiple programs.

Another question is will institutions be expected to provide information to students about the role of the nontraditional provider in the delivering degree program. And will courses provided by the provider, nontraditional provider, be identified within the program on course syllabi or on institution transcripts.


So in general, we would say that an institution is definitely going to be expected to clearly disclose to prospective and enrolled students the experimental nature of the program. And you would also need to express that much of the content must be delivered - is going to be delivered by a nontraditional provider, that is not the institution.

The institution is also going to be required to disclose the possibility of termination of the programs and how a teach out could be conducted if the program or the relationships with the nontraditional provider is terminated. So a lot of these things were in the Federal Register Notice, and they are things that you're going to have to convey at least generally to students.

But we wouldn't expect you to specifically identify the courses offered by the nontraditional provider in your disclosures. It's - that level of granularity is not necessary to include in your disclosures to students but you are obviously going to have to retain clear documentation of which entity was responsible for providing each course for your own records and for the purposes of the evaluation by the quality assurance entity, the accrediting agency, or the department.


So with - those were a lot of the questions we got on programs. We also go some questions about general title IV eligibility. One of those was is there additional funding for EQUIP in addition to title IV aid. And this is one we've gotten a number of times and it's a very sensible question, but unfortunately the answer is no.

We aren't providing any additional funds for EQUIP except for the title IV funds that students are eligible to receive as a result of being enrolled in one of the programs under EQUIP. So you're only really getting the funds that students are eligible for that might pay for your tuition and other charges that you have for students.

Another question we got about title IV was will the institution be permitted to use funding under EQUIP for student internships at the nontraditional partner facility. So in general, the answer is yes if the internships are required for the student's program of study. That's a general answer and there are some nuances to how internships are treated under title IV requirements. So if the institution asked that question wants to follow up, we'd be happy to talk with them more about that.


Generally speaking, in order to consider something for credit for title IV purposes, it has to be required for the program. I would also note that if a student can complete more than 50% of an eligible program at a new location as a result of your partnership under EQUIP, and that could include an apprenticeship or an internship or something else, then you need to be sure that you report that new location to the department on your (E-App). That's just one of the normal requirements for title IV aid - that you let us know every location where students can take at least 50% of an eligible program. So that's going to be the same requirement here.

So with that, I - that's all the questions that I received for title IV aid and eligible programs, and I'm going to turn it over to Roger Nozaki to answer some question about quality assurance entities that we've received.
Roger Nozaki:
Thanks, (Dave). So there are number of questions around QAEs as well so I'll run through these. What is the staffing model for QAE, how many people should be on the QAE committee and/or included in the process.


So the answer to this is that the organization makeup and staffing of a QAE is not something that the department is mandating as long as the organization can fulfill the duties outlined in the Federal Register Notice, those sorts of questions are at the discretion of the applicants. However, we should clarify, given this question, the second part of this question, that the QAE should be an organization, a formal organization, not just a committee of individual people from different organizations.

Next question was -- excuse me -- can the quality assurance entity include people from the institution and/or the nontraditional provider. The answer to this is that QAE must be in independent organization that is free from conflicts of interest with the institution and the nontraditional providers. So this should at least include not sharing ownership, management or control. So the institution and nontraditional provider should not share ownership management or control. This would exclude people from the institution or nontraditional provider from having managerial decision-making roles with the QAE. We've asked participants or applicants to identify how they will demonstrate freedom from conflicts of interest.

The next question was will there be different responsibilities placed on the institution, faculty or accreditor for programs resulting in a degree versus programs resulting in a certificate that has the potential to be stacked into a - stacked at a later time. We expect the QAE to enforce the same level of rigorous standards for all programs, both that lead to a certificate as well as that lead to a degree.


QAE will always have the responsibility to answer the questions that we posed regardless of the type of program. But how the QAE determines whether the nontraditional provider and the institution have fulfilled the intended outcome to the program will likely vary depending on the type of program.

For example, the learning outcomes for a program in biology would likely be different and would be measured differently than the learning outcomes in a HVAC certificate program. But those decisions are left up to the QAE to decide. Institutions will be selected for the experiment in part on the strength of the QAE's processes.

Next question, will there be some specific guidelines from QAEs upon which to build a framework for assessments? So QAEs must establish a quality assurance process that defines and monitors outcome-based standards for the quality questions that we listed.

So certainly for the assessment related questions there will be a need to develop such standards. We leave it up to the QAEs to determine how best to work with the programs as they develop and begin to implement an assessment.

If students are not satisfied with the quality of the instruction, what recourse do they have? How will student complaints be managed? What are the roles of the institution or nontraditional provider? As a title IV eligible institution that signs the contract to participate in the EQUIP experiment, the postsecondary institution is ultimately responsible for ensuring that student complaints are appropriately managed and responded to.


That said, an institution could choose to work with its nontraditional provider to create a complaint system that the nontraditional provider operates as long as the institution retains ultimate oversight of that complaint system. As noted in the quality questions in the Federal Register Notice, we do expect the QAE to track student satisfaction.

Note that with any academic program if a student has an academic complaint and is not satisfied with the institution's response, he or she may also contact the institution's accrediting agency or the state authorizing agency.


The next question. The expectations for an outcomes-based approach for the QAE require outcomes from these programs yet these programs as offered in this format will not have outcomes for a few years. How has the department anticipated that issue?


So the QAE must develop an approach to evaluate outcomes. For new programs obviously it will take some time for specific outcomes to be generated and evaluated. The QAEs should develop short-term interim measures that can serve as indicators of progress, as outlined in the Federal Register. And the QAE should also very clearly state the process and timeline for this evaluation. Outcomes may also be evaluated based on a preexisting version of the program, if that's the case for a specific program.


Is it mandatory to have an accreditor in the process? If so, would you define how the accreditor will interact with the QAE? What communication would happen between the QAE and the accreditors, if any? What if the accreditor wants to talks to the QAE? Can they do so?


Communication with the accrediting agencies is an important and required part of EQUIP. In the third phase of the application process, all institutions will be required to show that the program falls within the scope of the institution's accreditation. We encourage all the institutions applying for the experiment to be in touch with their institutional accreditor as they put together their applications and not wait till the end of the process.


We encourage the institution and QAE to discuss with the accreditor the amount of communication that will be expected between the accreditor and the QAE in an - on an ongoing basis. We at the department are also engaging with accrediting agencies to support appropriate information sharing between all parties.


The last question on QAEs. How would the QAE communicate concerns about the program with the accreditor? Could the IHE just hire a different QAE? The QAE is expected to regularly monitor the program, develop plans for improvement, and report to the accreditor and the department if there are concerns.

If there are any anticipated changes in the partnership, the institution must notify the department and the accreditor. As with any experimental program, the department may terminate the involvement of an institution of higher education that is not serving students well at any time based - including based on a recommendation of a QAE or based on an assessment of the overall strength and rigor of the program and partnership.


Now I'll turn it over to (Jennifer Hong), who will talk through questions related to accreditors.

(Jennifer Hong):
Thank you, Roger. Moving on to accreditation related questions. The first question is are the requirements being put on QAEs going to be put on traditional quality assurance organizations? And the answer to that is just keep in mind this is an experiment so as with all experimental sites, by definition, they're intended to explore new approaches, gauge the results and inform future policy. So we're hopeful that the work of QAEs will produce ideas to inform both policy and the work of accreditors.

The second question. Does the presence of a QAE waive the requirement to be accredited? No, we are not waiving the requirement that programs be included under an institution's grant of accreditation. Individual accreditors will decide how to consider these programs in their accreditation.

Next question. What is the difference between the QAE, the institution, and the accreditor with respect to accountability? So each partnership will define the specific roles and relationships. For example, the provider itself has primary responsibility to develop and offer high quality educational opportunity, continually assess and improve the program, and share program information and data on student performance with a QAE and the institution.


The institution or the entity awarding the credit, certificate or degree is accountable to students and its accreditor for the quality of the program and formally accountable to the Department of Education as the entity responsible for title IV compliance. The QAE is accountable to the institution for performing its quality assurance role. And the accreditor must approve the program as part of the institution's grant of accreditation.


Next question. If an institution is or has recently been under monitoring for poor assessment practices by the accreditor, how would the department like to be notified of this concern? So if the accreditor has concerns about basic academic practices in the institution, those should be taken into account when considering the proposed program's recognition for accreditation.


If concerns arise with regard to the institution during the course of the program, the accreditor should use its usual practices for working with an institution whose practices fall out of alignment with agency standards or policy and notify the department as appropriate.


If the accreditor finds that the contractual arrangement is not following what was approved, what steps can be taken to address the issues? Again, the accreditor should use its usual processes for working with an institution whose practices fall out of alignment with agency standards or policies and notify the department as appropriate in accordance with their usual policy and practice.


If an accreditor serves as a QAE can the accreditor develop different standards than the ones already adopted and applied to member institutions? What about federal regulations on recognition that requires consistency in the standards and policies applied to institutions?


So an accreditor that serves as a QAE is expected to develop a new quality assurance process that meets the stated requirements. Regulations that apply to recognized accrediting agencies do not apply with respect to an accrediting agency's role as a QAE in this experiment. If an accrediting agency wishes to take on that role.

And that is the last accreditation question. So I'll pass it back to Yuanxia.
Yuanxia Ding:
Thanks very much, (Jennifer), and thanks everyone. So when we initially set up this call we were wondering whether there would be enough questions submitted to warrant an hour-long call, and I think the answer was very much yes. We recognize that not only have we potentially talked at lightning speed but that was also just a ton of information. So appreciate your all's patience with that.


So with the time that we have remaining, we do want to open it up to your questions if you have any about what we've just said or about the questions and the questionnaire that you got or anything in the Federal Register Notice. So we want to take this time to have that open dialogue and happy to take your questions now.


I believe, operator, you have a system for getting questions from people, is that right? Operator?

Coordinator:
Thank you. We will now begin the question-and-answer. If you would like to ask a question, please press star followed by the number one and record your name clearly when prompted. Please make sure your phone is not on mute, as your name is required to ask a question. To cancel your question, please press star followed by the number two. One moment please for the coming questions.

Once again as a reminder, if you would like to ask a question, you may press star followed by the number one. Thank you.


The first question is coming from the line of (Cynthia). Your line is now open.

(Cynthia):
Thank you. Thank you so much for the information today. It's been extremely helpful. However, it was very fast and in trying to take notes it was difficult to capture everything. How quickly will this recorded conference call be on the website and available?

Yuanxia Ding:
(Cynthia), that's a good question. It is being recorded and we will make it available. When there is a link that is posted, we'll make sure that everybody gets that link so that you can go back and review.

(Cynthia):
Thank you very much.

Yuanxia Ding:
No problem.
Coordinator:
The next question is coming from the line of (Patrisco). Your line is now open.
(Mary Ellen Patrisco):
Hi, I think that was me (Mary Ellen Patrisco). My question is regarding the relationship between the QAE and the accreditor. To what extent, if any, is the expectation that the accreditor be reviewing the QAE as a QAE? We have separate responsibilities that's been discussed, but if we get applications from our institutions and there's information about the QAE, to what extent is it our responsibility to be paying attention to and in some way saying that that QAE is acceptable? Thank you.

Roger Nozaki:
So the accreditor - we wouldn't require the accreditor to approve the QAE specifically. We are looking for the accreditor to approve the program, as we said, under the grant of the institution's accreditation. We would obviously encourage communication between the QAE and the accreditor through the whole process, but there isn't that - we're not looking for formal approval from the accreditor of the QAE specifically.

David Soo:
And I would just add to that, (Mary Ellen), we've certainly had some initial conversations with you and some of your colleagues in the accreditation community, and I think we're scheduled to have a few more. So there'll be plenty of more of time for us to have those kinds of dialogue and for you to start talking to the institutions that are on this call and just to get a good comfort level with what everyone's going to feel is going to perform everyone's role as they should be.


So I think the short answer is exactly what Roger just said but it's also a little bit evolving and we can certainly make sure that everyone feels comfortable as we go on.

(Mary Ellen Patrisco):
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. The next question is coming from the line of (Ruth Anne). Your line is now open.

(Ruth Anne):
Hello. You mentioned at the very beginning of this call that you anticipated a significant number of institutions will be - will not make it to the final phase. And I'm wondering if that's because you think that they won't be meeting the required criteria or there's just a limited number of institutions that you can accept for title IV funding for their projects.

Yuanxia Ding:
That's a good question. The answer is a little bit of both. So because this is an experiment, we are trying to keep the scale relative small. But in addition to that, you know, there are lots of things that we're looking to see in this experiment and many criteria that we're going to be screening for. And so both the quality of the applications as well as the limited size of the experiment play into that anticipation.


Was there a further question or...?

Coordinator:
Yes so we do have three questions on queue at this time, speakers. The next one is coming from the line of Mr. (Matt Jordan). Your line is now open. Mr. (Matt Jordan), your line is now open.

Man:
I think he means me.
(Debra Marshall):
Yes, hello. This is (Debra Marshall) from Xavier University. And I want to confirm what I think I'm hearing. There's an extensive role obviously that the QAE plays in this experiment and it needs to be an independent, separate organization, you know, outside the nontraditional provider and the institution.

And has the department considered the expense associated with the work of the QAE as being a cost share, you know, that's borne by the institution and/or the nontraditional provider or, you know, picked up as a portion of student tuition? You know, what's been the department's consideration relative to this expense?

Yuanxia Ding:
So this is a good question, (Debra). Thank you for raising it. So as we stated earlier, there's no additional funding coming from the department for QAEs or any other expenses. You know, that said, we recognize that it is an expensive or certainly a - will require effort and resources to set up QAEs and new processes.

And so we're not dictating specifically how or how not for that to be taken care of from the QAE's perspective. You know, we want to make sure that we are being cognizant of the conflicts of interest that were mentioned earlier around shared management, control and funding sources. But that's not to preclude all funding relationships between the different parties involved in the experiment.

(Debra Marshall):
Okay. Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. And we have another question. Your line is now open.

Woman:
Hi everyone. I had a couple questions. So the first one was is there any insight that can be shared on the number of applications that were accepted in phase two, the number that you expect that would go in to phase three? I know you mentioned small, but any context would be helpful.

Yuanxia Ding:
So also a good question. At this point we're not sharing the specifics of how many letters of interest or applications are out there in part to make sure that, you know, we're protecting the identities of all the institutions and partners that applied. We can tell you that the institutions that will ultimately be accepted, the programs that will ultimately be accepted, we're currently looking at around ten-ish or so that will ultimately get into the experiment in this first year in this first go at it.

Woman:
Okay. That's helpful. And then the next question I had was hypothetically if the proposed program is not directly tied to an existing program that is being offered at the nontraditional provider, there's a question in the application that talks about comparison to an existing program. Do we need to answer that question across all the various programs that our proposed program may be directly tied to?

Yuanxia Ding:
Can you repeat the question? I'm not sure that we totally got it.

Woman:
So if your proposed program is indirectly tied across three existing programs, for example, do we need to speak about the three existing programs? There's a question about if an existing program will be adapted for the proposed program, provide answers to the following questions about the existing program? It's question 1a-8, if that's helpful.

David Soo:
Sorry, I don't actually have that one in front of me, the application in front me at this moment, but I think that if there's not comparable program, then you don't need to answer that question. I think just following the language in the questions, if there is one that you can compare it to, please do that. But if not, there's no need. Does that sound right? Is that consistent with the language that's in the question you're referring to?

Woman:
Yes.

David Soo:
Okay.

Coordinator:
Thank you. And the next question we have is coming from the line of (Mina Hunterman). Your line is now open.
(Mina Hunterman):
Hi thank you. I have a question about timeline. I tried to write it down quickly as it was said. My understanding is that the second phase will be announced or people will find out midsummer and then it's a rolling basis to get in the information for phase three. Is that correct?

Yuanxia Ding:
That's exactly correct, yes.

(Mina Hunterman):
Okay. So given that, is it possible that a program might start being offered even though it hasn't yet been approved for an experimental site if they're aiming for like a fall opening?

(David Musser):
So I'll speak to this. This is (Dave Musser). While you certainly - I mean the department doesn't restrict your ability to offer any academic program that you choose, so if you wished to provide the program without title IV aid, you could certainly do that at any - basically at any time. And if you have it up for example, up and running with your quality assurance entity and you're ready to offer it, then that's fine.

But until you complete the final phase of the application process, none of your students would actually be eligible for aid. And there is some specific considerations about when they would become eligible. So it's usually in the payment period in which you actually confirm your eligibility and after the third phase that your students would become eligible. So if you have further questions about that, you could send the experimental sites e-mail a quick note.
(Mina Hunterman):
So I just - one follow up on that, and I assume the answer is you can't do this, but is there any possibility of sort of retroactive financial aid if a student's enrolled in the program but hasn't paid yet?

(David Musser):
So the way that it works we can't waive this part of it, so I'll just explain the way that it always would work when a school or a program gains eligibility. If you had for example, if your - if students are attending in a term, let's say it's the fall term, and you gain eligibility let's say in - on December 1 and the term ends on December 10, then all students are eligible for aid in that term, right? And if - however if you gained eligibility on December 20, then the students would not be eligible for Pell grants in that - in the fall term but they would be eligible for the term coming up.

(Mina Hunterman):
Okay that's helpful. Thank you.

(David Musser):
Yes.

Coordinator:
Thank you. We have one last question on queue coming from the line of (Ruth Ven). Your line is now open.

(Ruth Ven):
Thank you. Given that affordability is one of your criteria and that these programs currently, at least the ones that are pretty innovative and that are very immersive, tend to come with a pretty high price tag, I'm concerned about, you know, trying to make those affordable to folks in terms of title IV funding, at the same time not being excluded from the program simply because the cost is high.


And I'm wondering if someone were to submit two options of different types of courses, some that were priced high, some that were priced low, would it be likely that it could be rejected, that part of the program could be accepted but the other program could not?
Yuanxia Ding:
Sorry. I don't think that we would necessarily pick specific courses, some that are expensive or not. What you could do is submit different programs of study, so one institution just like it can work with different nontraditional providers can also apply with different programs. And we may accept some of those programs and not others.
(David Musser):
If I could just follow up on that. For title IV purposes, it's always an eligible program that we can approve or deny, including for this experiment. So what we're really saying is that all of the courses in a program have to be acceptable in order for us to approve that program. So it wouldn't be - it can't be some courses are and some courses aren't.

But as Yuanxia correctly put, if you have multiple programs, one of which is more expensive than the other, and you're interested in providing all of those under EQUIP, you can certainly submit them. And if it happens that, you know, one of them doesn't meet our requirements, we could reject it. But it's always going to be a program-by-program approval, at the end of the day.

(Ruth Ven):
I understand. And I was using the word course instead of the word program.

(David Musser):
Okay I got you.

(Ruth Ven):
Yes.

David Soo:
One other thing I would just add to that is, you know, the term affordability, there's been lots of talk about it over the years from the department, certainly a lot of talk about value. I don't think affordability is solely a measure of how many dollars something costs. And if something can be demonstrated to be high quality and lead to employment outcomes that will get students high paying jobs, you know, you can look at affordability in light of that. So I would just encourage a nuanced and careful consideration of what affordability and value actually means.

(Ruth Ven):
Super. Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. At this time there are no questions on queue. However, as a reminder, if you wish to have a question or would like to ask a question, you may press star followed by the number one. Thank you.
Yuanxia Ding:
Okay why don't we give it just a couple of minutes in case anyone brainstorms or comes up with a question that they'd like to ask. We recognize that our communications with you are necessarily a little bit limited here, and so wanted to make ourselves available for this hour to make sure that we giving you clear direction inasmuch as we can.


So please feel free if you do have further questions to ask them now, but we'll give it a couple minutes.
Coordinator:
Once again for all the participants you can press star followed by the number one to ask a question. Thank you.

We have one question coming from the line of (Mara). Your line is now open.

(Mara):
Yes hi. Thanks. I have a question kind of fast-forwarding to phase three and you have your final awardees who are working on the project. Do you have any plans to bring those awardees together or some way of collaborating or sharing knowledge based on this experiment and the learning that's taking place?

Yuanxia Ding:
That's an excellent question, (Mara). To be totally candid, we haven't quite gotten there just yet, but the - what you're describing is certainly not out of the question. You know, as we try to learn from this experiment, not only will we be looking at the data that we're collecting, but would hope that there is constant communication between the participants and the department and everyone involved so that we can all sort of learn about how this might look in the future together. So it's a great idea and we will consider it for sure. We're just not quite at the stage where we have planned that yet.

(Mara):
Great. Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. And the next question we have is coming from the line of (Jean Marie Rya). Your line is now open. Once again for (Jean Marie Rya), your line is now open. Thank you.


Kindly, check your mute button please. Once again for (Jean Marie Rya), your line is now open. Miss (Jean Marie Rya), your line is now open.

David Soo:
Maybe we can move to the next question.

Coordinator:
There are no further questions at this time aside from (Jean Marie Rya), speakers.
(Jean Marie Rya):
Oh. Hello?
David Soo:
Yes.

(Roy Webb):
This is (Roy Webb). 
Yuanxia Ding:
Hi, (Roy).

(Roy Webb):
Hi. I'm just a little confused about the trend line of the QAE, because I did - I thought I heard regarding that the QAE should provide involvement in the assessment development, which kind of bothered me a little bit. And then the other thing is that I think there's a question that in order to do the evaluation of assessment tools the way the registry is describing them, people will have to at least have completed that at least once, and it would be helpful, and sometimes twice, depending on the length of the course in order to look at some of the variables such as validity of the assessment tools.


So could you just kind of - the expectation - is there an expectation that the QAE's involved from the very beginning of the development versus coming in and evaluating what was achieved and evaluated?

David Soo:
So, (Roy), I think that's something that individual QAEs can work with their institution and the programs to come up - to develop to really - you'll work with your institutions and figure out what assessments they're thinking about using and then figure out how you're going to look at them and evaluate them and make sure that they are sufficient to meet the standards that you will have set.

And I think that there might be other QAEs that might do things a little bit differently. And so, again, from our end, we're not going to prescribe exactly when the QAE comes in. But it sounds like from the way you're planning to do this, it'll be involvement right off the bat. So I think that's certainly one way to do and would encourage you then to be in touch and be working with your institutions, you know, starting now.

(Roy Webb):
Well to a certain degree because, you know, the dirty word in accreditation is consultation and so you don't want to consult and then evaluate your own work. "Oh we did a good job. That looks great." You know?
David Soo:
So to be clear, (Roy), so you set a standard for each of the quality questions. You don't necessarily need to be the one looking at or reviewing and approving individual assessments, you just make very clear exactly what the standard is and how the school will be able to demonstrate that they've met that standard.

(Roy Webb):
Yes but when you set up the standard then the QAE is going to make some judgment as to whether that standard is met, and so that does look at whether it's a rule break in regard to a performance or whether it's a written exam in regard to a construct. Individual instruments will have to be looked at in order to achieve your standards that you have published.

(David Musser):
This is (Dave Musser). I mean what you're saying certainly sounds reasonable and if a quality assurance entity wanted to have an ongoing monitoring of how an institution's assessments were working actually in the program, it's maybe something that might help the QAE answer the questions that we've posed in the Federal Register Notice. So I think maybe we're all saying the same thing.

(Roy Webb):
Oh okay.

(David Musser):
I mean that would be something that we - it's a very reasonable thing to include in the application that the institution submits to say, "Hey, the QAE is going to be looking at these things on an ongoing basis to ensure that there is some degree of validity, you know, as students continue to take these assessments."
(Roy Webb):
Yes that seems reasonable. So thanks for the answers.

(David Musser):
Thank you, (Roy).

Coordinator:
We have two questions on queue. The next one is coming from the line of (Dominic Tracy). Your line is now open.

(Dominic Tracy):
Hi thank you. My question relates to in the EQUIP Q&A documents it says that the certificate, degree, or credential must have externally validated value in the workforce or for academic transfer. But I'm curious if you could just talk a little bit more about what your vision is of that externally validated value in the workforce.
Yuanxia Ding:
That's a good question. So what we mean by that is I mean kind of exactly what it sounds like, right? So there are ways that it could be validated. Our employers, you know, often hire from these programs or have some sort of established partnership or just really evidence-based track record of hiring from these. Potentially its surveys, potentially it is, you know, earnings information and data. There's many different ways to demonstrate that, but those are some of the first ones that come to mind.


Was there a specific question you had about a particular way that you might demonstrate that?

(Dominic Tracy):
No, I was just curious about what you were looking for in the applications on that front, what kind of documents, et cetera.
Yuanxia Ding:
Got it.

David Soo:
If you do look at the quality questions, it does ask, you know, what are the measurable claims the institution is making and then how are those claims established and what external stakeholders have been consulted to verify the value and relevance of those claims. So I think that it's - that's getting at what we're looking for, and the QAE will be looking at that as well.
(Dominic Tracy):
Great thank you.

Coordinator:
We have one last question coming from the line of (Mike). Your line is now open.

(Mike):
Hi this is a question about the nontraditional providers. For the nontraditional providers, how much weight is given to the provider itself as opposed to the program would be the first part of my question.
David Soo:
Can you actually rephrase that a little bit?

(Mike):
Sure. In the evaluation of the programs for EQUIP, how much weight is going to be given to the nontraditional provider, the partner in this?

Yuanxia Ding:
Yes, so just to be clear, we're not evaluating or selecting on the basis of the nontraditional providers. We are evaluating and selecting based on the programs that have been described in the applications, which is meant to be a partnership between the institution and the nontraditional provider being over - being monitored by a quality assurance entity.

So, you know, there is not like - outside information about the nontraditional provider might be considered but is definitely not the thing that we are primarily looking at.

(Mike):
Okay great. Thank you.

David Soo:
Okay great. So I think we're right at time. So I guess we will conclude here. I certainly wanted to thank you all for sticking with us for the hour. As Yuanxia said, we'll try to get this recording up as soon as possible and get all that information out to everyone as soon as possible. As I said earlier, certainly feel free to reach out to me if you have questions. It's again david.soo@ed.gov or experimentalsites@ed.gov. So thank you very much. Bye-bye.

Coordinator:
Thank you. That concludes today's conference. Thank you all for participating. All participants may disconnect at this time.
END

