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ABSTRACT:

The Office of the Dean of Students (ODOS) at Purdue University maintains a fund to assist students who encounter school – related emergency needs. The fund was established by Purdue alumni and friends. Any student enrolled in one or more classes may request to borrow up to $400 for 30 days with no interest.

Purdue University wanted to explore options to improve the process of originating, disbursing, collecting and managing the Emergency Loan program. 

The loan application and promissory note process was an antiquated paper process supported by an Access Database. Paper checks were offered as the only means of disbursement of the emergency funds. Repayment of the loan could be made by cash, check, money order or credit card. All payments had to be made in person, on campus and during business hours.

Audit and reconciliation of the operations supporting the loan process were challenging and inconsistent. The loan fund, checking account, student system (Banner) and accounting system (SAP) were not synchronized. Statistical data on the loan portfolio such as payment trends, costs of the loan program, and borrower demographics were nearly impossible to obtain. 

Due to manual application processing and tracking, the effort and staff oversight was onerous. 

Several options were identified and analyzed side by side which reviewed 1) student convenience, 2) cost of program administration, 3) audit and reconciliation, and 4) staff effort. A committee met to review the pros and cons of each option per category. 

We chose to work with a loan servicer Educational Computer Systems, Inc. (ECSI) to design a web-based front end application system that tied into our already existing loan servicing system. The web-based front end offers on-line application entry, electronic promissory notes, disbursement by check or ACH directly into the student’s bank account and convenient on-line repayment by Electronic Check or Credit Card. The web-based system along with the loan database provides electronic file connectivity with our student system and accounting system which allows for ease of auditing and reconciliation. The system offers unlimited reporting capabilities to track loan program information, trends and statistics. The tangible costs of the new process are higher but are offset by the reduction of intangible costs, conveniences of automation and accuracy of the new process. 


INTRODUCTION OF THE ORGANIZATION:

Purdue University is Indiana’s land, space and sea grant institution.  Established in 1869, the system is comprised of the flagship campus in West Lafayette with regional campuses in Fort Wayne, Hammond, Indianapolis, and Westville.  In addition to its academic programs offered at Purdue's campuses, the College of Technology offers learning programs at ten other locations in the state of Indiana. Purdue is one of the nation's leading research institutions with a reputation for excellent and affordable education and is a member of the Big Ten Athletic Conference.  
The West Lafayette campus offers more than 200 majors for undergraduates, over 70 masters and doctoral departmental and interdisciplinary graduate programs, and professional degrees in pharmacy and veterinary medicine. In addition, the campus is home to18 intercollegiate sports teams and more than 850 student organizations.
With enrollment of approximately 40,000 students at the West Lafayette campus, nearly one-third of the undergraduates are housed in on-campus residences.  Purdue is proud of its rich cultural diversity with nearly 6,000 students and 890 faculty and staff from more than 126 countries being a part of the Purdue Boilermaker family. 
Purdue is perhaps most well known for its agriculture, engineering, science, and technology programs and is regarded as the “cradle of astronauts” with 22 alumni selected for space flight, including the first and last man to step onto the moon.  A number of other departments and schools consistently receive high national and international rankings.  
Three major goals; “Launching Tomorrow’s Leaders”, “Promoting Discovery with Delivery” and “Meeting Global Challenges” form the foundation for Purdue’s strategic plan.  Ensuring student success is a key component of this plan.
Purdue is among the nation's top universities and its efforts in undergraduate teaching and programs to ensure student success also were recognized in rankings released by U.S. News & World Report in 2010.
Purdue’s Office of the Dean of Students promotes a holistic learning experience through programs and services that develop students intellectually, socially, and ethically. They develop and implement services, activities, and opportunities that complete the student experience and enhance their adjustment to and participation in college life. They form campus-wide partnerships that create a challenging yet supportive environment preparing students to be responsible and engaged global citizens. 
The Office of the Dean of Students maintains a fund to assist students who encounter school-related emergency needs. The fund was established by Purdue alumni and friends. Any student enrolled in one or more classes may come to the Office of the Dean of Students and request to borrow a 30 day interest free loan of up to $400. 




STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM / INITIATIVE:

Emergency Loans were approved, disbursed and repaid through the Office of the Dean of Student (ODOS). The process was completely manual with loan data residing in an Access Database. The checking account was owned and managed by the ODOS. This checking account was outside the university accounts and did not update to the campus accounting system. The Emergency Loan fund accounts were managed by the University Collections Office for Loans (UCO-Loans) but were not reconciled with the ODOS records. Delinquent Emergency Loans were referred to University Collections Office for Accounts Receivable (UCO-AR). Loan receivable data and payment data was not being accurately reported to the campus accounting system. The three offices ODOS, UCO-Loans and UCO-AR had different responsibilities but the process did not allow for the departments to easily share information and reconcile data. We had concern about segregation of duties because the office that approved the loan, wrote the check, and processed payments also owned, managed and reconciled a checking account that operated outside of the University’s account system.
Students were limited to making payments by check, cash or money order only. If the loan became delinquent and was turned over to UCO-AR, then a payment could be made by credit card in addition to check, cash or money order. However, all payments had to be made in person and during business hours. Students had no way to access their loan status on-line nor did they have a way to repay on-line.
The student requesting an Emergency Loan is required to meet with an ODOS counselor for approval. Once approved, the student met with the ODOS loan clerk who printed an emergency loan check and entered the loan record into a database. The check stub served as the promissory note. No other information was collected, such as references or an updated address, to assist the UCO-AR office in collecting on delinquent accounts. If the student left the University without repaying their loan, it was very challenging to find contact information in order to follow up and collect. 
Management and statistical reporting was virtually non-existent. Banking data, fund data, repayment data and borrowing trend data was unavailable. A few basic reports were retrieved from the Access Database that was used to enter the loan data. 
Auditors had identified this process as an area of risk and also questioned the loan funds and our ability or lack thereof to reconcile them. Even though discussion for the need to improve the process had taken place, it was the auditors’ findings that had escalated the call to action for reengineering the Emergency Loan process.
We resolved to make significant changes to our processes in order to ensure financial integrity and to provide improved services to our students.


DESIGN:

A cross-departmental team was established and began meeting to discuss the problems and potential solutions. The team consisted of representatives from the University Business Manager’s Area, the Office of the Dean of Students, University Collections Office – Loans, University Collections Office – Accounts Receivable and Accounting Services. 
The team first identified the issues which included: poor tracking of information, inability to reconcile, audit concerns, cash handling concerns, difficulty with collections, and limited repayment options. This team also identified the project goals: streamline the process; offer student conveniences with loan origination, disbursement and repayment; minimize cost; ensure comprehensive reporting; guarantee the ability to audit and reconcile; and minimize administrative efforts. 
Purdue already used the Banner student system for Admissions, Registrar, Financial Aid and Bursar. ECSI was the existing loan billing servicer for Perkins, Health Profession and Purdue Institutional loans. The team thought it was best to capitalize on the systems we presently utilized in an effort to circumvent the cost and effort of bringing another system into the mix. Both Banner and ECSI were widely used by Student and Business service areas within the University. Also, students were already familiar working with Banner via the myPurdue portal. Those students who had other school-administered loans were familiar with ECSI as well. 
We looked at the pros and cons of each of the two systems, Banner and ECSI, and whether or not they could support an Emergency Loan process. We considered how difficult the effort may be to add the functionality of supporting the new loan type. We also looked at how these systems may or may not support the realignment of duties among the departments currently involved (ODOS, UCO-Loans and UCO-AR). We factored in student convenience, cost, audit capabilities, reconciliation capabilities and staff effort. 
Ultimately, we decided to work with ECSI to create a front-end web application to enter the Emergency Loan application and disburse loan funds. The completed and disbursed application would then be loaded to the ECSI database to support the repayment process. New to the University was the cost per application charged by ECSI. The cost of using the ECSI system was offset by the intangible costs of the old process which included: staff labor, missed collection opportunities resulting in defaulted loans or loans written off and inability to reconcile. 




IMPLEMENTATION:

A project team was designated to implement the decision to utilize ECSI for the Emergency Loan program. The team consisted of ODOS, UCO-Loans, UCO-AR, Accounting Services, Treasury, Purdue Technology and ECSI. The project Sponsors were the Dean from the Office of the Dean of Students and the Assistant Comptroller - Collections. We operated the project by following standard Project Management protocol. We also used Microsoft SharePoint to share data among all the team members. 
Purdue team members documented user requirements and submitted those to ECSI. The Purdue team had a project manager as did the ECSI team. ECSI conducted the software development process based on the user requirements submitted by Purdue. During development, Purdue created a test plan and test cases to be executed upon completion of development. Once development was completed, Purdue began testing and worked in concert with ECSI to identify errors, fix errors, redeploy the updated software and retest. Once testing was complete, an implementation plan was followed. 
The project kicked off in June, 2010 with implementation in October and post conversion follow up through November of that same year. We divided the project plan into functional categories:
· Banking – Work with ECSI and Purdue’s bank to set up the ACH disbursement process. Identify the steps to track and improve checking account management.
· Accounting – Identify the requirements needed to change the file layout of the ECSI accounting feed to include Emergency Loan data in order to add to the University accounting system (SAP). Identify methods for reconciliation and General Leger postings.
· Hardware – Order and set up a new laptop for students to use while in ODOS to complete the web application.
· Conversion – Identify the steps to convert historical Emergency Loan data from the Access Database, convert the active loan data and reconcile both.
· Testing – 
· test the ECSI Web application (all functionality including data entry edits), 
· test ECSI Database changes requested and connectivity between the web and the database, 
· test ACH transmissions and error reporting with Purdue’s bank and ensure the information is accurately converted to the ECSI database, and
· test accounting feeds.
· Web Development – Provide user requirements and conduct ECSI development.
· Communication – Plot the steps necessary to update University web pages, create and send notifications campus wide, produce student handouts, and construct student notification for those students with existing loans.
· Reports – Identify and design reports. 
· Policies and Procedures – Document all procedures including cash handling, payment processing, collections, agency referral, reconciliation, new promissory note and identify roles and responsibilities.
· Training – Create desk manuals and quick reference cards. Schedule and execute training.
· Go/No Go Decision – Review major components and the impact of going live or waiting.
· Go Live – Coordinate all activities once the new process is moved into production. Document and resolve post conversion issues.
· Close Down of Old Process – Create a retention schedule of old data.
Purdue held weekly conference calls with ECSI throughout the duration of this project. Communication was the key to a successfully implemented project. 





BENEFITS:

The application process is completely on-line using a web-based front end developed by ECSI. The Office of the Dean of Students continues to require that the student meets with a counselor prior to approval of an Emergency Loan. However, if that requirement was ever rescinded, the system supports the ability for a student to initiate the process by completing a loan application on-line. In Purdue’s process flow the student comes into the ODOS office and meets with a counselor. Once the loan is approved the ODOS initiates a loan application. The student may choose to complete the on-line application using a dedicated laptop in the ODOS clerk’s office or may choose to complete it later from any location provided they have on-line access.
Once the application is complete and the promissory note signed (on-line), the ODOS loan clerk will authorize the disbursement. The new process using ECSI allows the student to receive their Emergency Loan money via check or ACH into the student’s bank account. If the student chooses to receive a check the ODOS loan clerk will print the check and the student must pick it up in person at the ODOS loan clerk’s office. If the student receives funds via ACH, the ECSI process sends a file to Purdue’s bank and the already established ACH process is handled between Purdue and its primary bank. ACH funds are typically available in the student’s bank account the next business day. 
Loan repayment is now handled through the UCO-Loans office instead of ODOS. Payments may be made in person by check, cash or money order during business hours in the UCO-Loans office. The new feature allows the student to pay on-line with a credit card or auto debit (ECheck) from their bank account. Collections of delinquent loans are also handled in UCO-Loans. Academic “holds” are placed on delinquent Emergency Loans. The ECSI system has connectivity to the student Banner system providing updates for holds: either placing a hold on delinquent accounts and releasing holds on paid accounts. Loan collections are anticipated to be more effective since collections staff have access to on-line borrower contact information and are experienced in student loan collection activities.
We streamlined the process and created a separation of duties which has been very effective. No new staff was added in either ODOS or UCO-Loans to handle the changes in responsibilities. Loan receivables and payment transactions now flow seamlessly from ECSI to our SAP accounting system making reconciliation of loan fund accounts and the Emergency Loan checking account a routine task. 



RETROSPECT:

We have been using the new Emergency Loan process for four months and it has operated extremely well. In reviewing the new program, we did a couple of things in the midst of the project that improved the outcome.
We started with an overly ambitious time line for completion. We felt it was important to establish a go/no go date to keep both the programming and testing on track. When we arrived at the first decision point it was obvious that we needed more time to do both. A second go/no go date was chosen along with a new implementation date. The flexibility to alter the implementation time line allowed us to do a better job of final programming and testing. This ultimately allowed for a much smoother and less problematic implementation.
It was important that each of the key participants was given freedom to be able to share areas of concern and disagreement throughout the project. This allowed us to make critical improvements to the process that we otherwise might not have achieved.
We identified a couple of things that may have improved the project. For example, there were data fields and edits we could have changed in the application process. Additionally, it may have been beneficial to include a current Purdue student as part of the project team. A student’s perspective may have added value in reviewing the design and executing the testing. 
In terms of personnel involved in the project, we felt we had all the right people, from the right areas that were knowledgeable, skilled and dedicated to making the project a success. The main keys to this success were excellent planning, thorough documentation and open, realistic, fact-based communication. The overall project was executed and implemented successfully.
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