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Abstract
As an extension of being “green” and embracing the technology options now available, the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh replaced its long-standing paper billing process with an entirely electronic billing process. Instead of printing and mailing bills to students, email notifications are sent to their UW Oshkosh-assigned email account when the bill is ready to view online. Students may then pay their bills online, in person at UW Oshkosh, or by mail.
When students leave UW Oshkosh, either by stopping out or graduating, they may still owe an account balance. However, a student loses access to his/her email account and online student account six months after ending the relationship with UW Oshkosh. Continued notification of the outstanding debt is needed, but electronic billing through UW Oshkosh is no longer an option. This inability to effectively communicate directly with students created a need for an alternative method of notification and collection. 
Educational Computer Systems Inc. (hereinafter ECSI), which was already in use to service both the Perkins and Nursing Loan programs for UW Oshkosh, provided information to us about ECSI’s expansion into student account receivable billing and collection. We developed a process to load the delinquent accounts from the UW Oshkosh student billing system into ECSI. ECSI produces billing statements to be mailed or electronically delivered to the students. Students now have several payment options for their delinquent account balances, including payment by mail, over the phone, online, or automatic monthly withdrawal. Payments made through ECSI are then uploaded to the UW Oshkosh student billing system via File Transfer Protocol (FTP). ECSI places severely delinquent accounts with pre-determined collection agencies for further collection action whenever necessary. 
The new relationship between UW Oshkosh and ECSI resulted in a 13% increase in delinquent student account collections and an overall financial impact for the University of $144,130 in the first year alone.
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Introduction of the Organization

The University of Wisconsin Oshkosh has been providing the residents of northeastern Wisconsin with high-quality, affordable education since 1871. The third largest university in the state, UW Oshkosh is committed to providing students with a broad knowledge base and transferable skills as well as a strong sense of values and ethics that prepare them for civic leadership in society.
The campus community promotes enrichment and active learning with opportunities for sports and recreation, arts and culture, service learning and career building. Approximately 13,500 students currently benefit from the nationally recognized expertise of our faculty, a wide variety of courses and degrees offered — including 58 undergraduate majors, 17 master’s degree programs and one doctoral degree (Doctorate of Nursing Practice) — and modest class sizes that foster one-on-one and collaborative learning with faculty members.
UW Oshkosh, the nation's first Fair Trade University, has been recognized for its role in embracing sustainable practices such as building "green," examining its carbon footprint and promoting social justice. An integrated Campus Sustainability Plan, established in 2006, guides the University's effort to be a leader in responsible environmental stewardship, education, outreach and research.
Located on the Fox River and near downtown Oshkosh, the University serves the community and beyond through a multitude of programs, services and partnerships including collaborations with other colleges nationally and internationally. The University has a significant economic impact on the state and regional community, more than $500 million annually. In recent years, the campus community helped create more than 9,000 jobs, generated $37.5 million in tax revenue, and gave $4 million in time and money to local charities.
The University is proud of its nearly 80,000 alumni. Entrepreneurs, teachers, medical professionals and leaders – our alumni’s positive impact spreads throughout the country and truly defines UW Oshkosh “Titan pride.” Their successes reflect on the quality education and personal experiences they gained at UW Oshkosh.
Statement of the Problem

Staffing levels limited the time available to collect former students’ delinquent accounts. This situation was complicated further by an electronic billing system implemented in 2008 that required an active University-assigned student email address and student account for bills to be delivered. Access to the UW Oshkosh email account and student billing account is terminated six months after the student ceases to be enrolled (stops out or graduates). Thus, we had lost the ability to communicate directly and promptly with former students regarding their delinquent accounts which reduced our ability to collect these debts.
Design

A focus group was formed to identify options to solve this problem. We identified two feasible options: 1) manually print bills on campus, or 2) contract with an outside agency to automatically print them for us. If we decided to go with an outside agency, we needed to choose between Educational Computer Systems Inc. (hereinafter ECSI) which we were already using for our student loan billing, or another agency with which we would be unfamiliar. We decided to proceed with ECSI due to the minimal time and financial investment necessary to utilize their company for this purpose. Because ECSI had already bid on accounts receivable billing on our student loan billing contract, we would not be required to submit a Request for Proposal regarding student delinquent accounts if we chose ECSI. Our Purchasing manager would simply need to work with UW System purchasing staff members to secure an addendum to our billing service contract. In addition, we were already paying for ECSI system access for student loan collection, so we would not be incurring further expense by utilizing their system to collect delinquent student accounts. Because the ECSI system is web-based, no equipment purchases were necessary. We saved training time by utilizing a system that two employees were already working with on a daily basis.
Staff members from the UW Oshkosh offices of Student Accounts, Student Loans, Information Technology and Purchasing collaborated with ECSI to plan how the agency could fulfill our delinquent student account billing needs.
Before implementation, we needed to determine:
a) What types of reports we would need;
b) When and how often we would be sending accounts to ECSI;
c) How often payment files would be brought in; and
d) How we would reconcile collection dollar amounts.
We also needed to decide exactly what we wanted ECSI to do for us:
a) Separate students by who could be charged collection costs and who could not;
b) Send bills, both paper and/or e-bill;
c) Update/Skip trace for address updates;
d) Assess late fees and other charges;
e) Accept payments by mail, on-line and by phone;
f) Produce required reports;
g) FTP (File Transfer Protocol) payment files and report files to us;
h) Send past due letters; and/or
i) Automatically place severely delinquent accounts with collection agencies.
For a University of our size, we estimated we would need a half-time position to perform the duties associated with this process if using ECSI. Our office was able to reassign duties so we did not need to hire any additional personnel.
Implementation

A few considerations needed to be made throughout the implementation process. We determined that delinquent student accounts would be referred to ECSI early each month prior to the next billing cycle. We also developed a process to produce the file of students to be transferred to ECSI, and the FTP process for actually transmitting the file to ECSI. We sent the first file of delinquent borrowers to ECSI in early May, 2009. Bills were mailed mid-month, with payment due June 1, 2009. The first student payment was received at ECSI on May 15, 2009, just a few days after the first bill was printed. The implementation went very smoothly, with nearly $12,000 collected prior to the first due date.
Benefits

Students are receiving bills promptly and continuously. As a result, collections of delinquent accounts increased 13% or $98,430 in the first year following implementation of the ECSI billing system. We are able to receive more consistent, monthly payments because students have the opportunity to set up ACH (Automated Clearing House) payments to have funds taken directly from their checking or savings accounts. Our ability to communicate directly with students has increased with the variety of ways students can update their contact information through the ECSI website and customer support.
Using ECSI is also cost-effective because we are charged less to complete the billing process than what it would cost for us to hire personnel to complete the same process on our campus. The process of placing with, and recalling accounts from, collection agencies has also become more efficient and less time-consuming, saving personnel hours. As a result of using ECSI services, we have been able to free up the equivalent of a half-time employee who was assigned to this project and have redirected that individual to other office activities, resulting in a cost avoidance of $45,700. This action, along with cost savings of paper and postage combined with increased collections, has had a total financial impact on UW Oshkosh of $144,130.
Retrospect

After implementing our monthly transfer of delinquent accounts from UW Oshkosh to ECSI, we determined that it would be more advantageous to submit accounts only during the middle of each semester, rather than every month, in order to lessen the incidence of premature placements.
We chose to enter only our newly delinquent accounts on ECSI for several reasons. The extra cost and time associated with adding old accounts that were already placed with outside collections agencies deemed adding them to ECSI infeasible. As a result, when collection agencies send payments they have collected for us, we must manually process those payments in our office. We have found this to be a time-consuming process. In retrospect, we would evaluate the financial costs of this decision versus the manual hours spent to determine if it was the best choice. As old accounts are paid in full or written off, a higher percentage of accounts will be handled by ECSI and this issue will become less of a problem.
We are currently accepting payments on delinquent accounts at both ECSI and at UW Oshkosh. We have found that posting payments from ECSI to our PeopleSoft Student Information System (SIS) is much easier and less time-consuming than posting payments from PeopleSoft SIS to ECSI. We are currently looking at ways to change current procedures to route all payments through ECSI.
Because many students were unfamiliar with ECSI, the students thought the mailings they received were junk mail or a scam, and disregarded the bills. However, ECSI has a template letter that can be produced on university letterhead to advise the students that their delinquent accounts have been transferred to ECSI for billing. Utilizing this opportunity would eliminate some confusion, increase recognition of the ECSI name, and potentially increase collections.
