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Call to Order 

The Iowa College Student Aid Commission met for a regularly scheduled meeting on May 
15, 2020, via Zoom teleconference. Commission Chair Mulholland called the meeting to 
order at 10:00 a.m. with roll call. A quorum was present.  

Executive Director’s Report 

Dr. Wiederspan reported that staff remain productive while continuing to work remotely. 
Weekly reports have reflected the growing number of agency activities and 
accomplishments and have truly demonstrated staff’s tenacity and dedication toward 
improving college access and success.  

Since the last Commission Meeting in March, Dr. Wiederspan announced that the 
Scholarships and Grants team released three rounds of guidance related to COVID-19 to 
postsecondary institutions. The guidance was issued to colleges in order to ensure that 
Iowa students maintain their eligibility for state financial aid programs.  

Dr. Wiederspan noted that the Commission is waiting for the Legislature to reconvene to 
approve a budget for fiscal year 2021. This will allow for eligibility determination for 
most financial aid programs. However, staff are able to notify recipients of the Education 
and Training Voucher and the Gov. Terry E. Branstad Iowa State Fair Scholarship at this 
time. In addition, awards have been determined for loan repayment programs, which 
assist individuals who worked in high-need occupations during the 2020 fiscal year.   

Dr. Wiederspan reported that Scholarships and Grants staff are preparing for awards for 
the upcoming academic year. They have finalized the list of eligible programs of study for 
the Kibbie Grant and the Future Ready Iowa Last-Dollar Scholarship.  

Several changes have been made to the application process for Local College Access 
Network Grants due to school closures. For current LCANS, the application deadline is 
delayed from May 15 to June 1, while grants will still be effective from July 1 to June 30. 
Applications for new LCANS will be open on November 1, and awards will be disbursed 
on January 1, running for six months. Existing LCANs are allowed to repurpose their 
grant funding to support student needs. Story County LCAN is currently providing books 
and weekend snacks to students. Dr. Wiederspan notes that LCAN staff are meeting with 
communities and providing assistance on how to handle the effects of the pandemic on 
college attainment. Many other responses and assistance by staff are focused on ways to 



recognize students who will not experience a live College Decision Day or 
commencement.  

Dr. Wiederspan noted that high school is not ending as expected for the GEAR UP 2.0 
cohort. Due to COVID-19, GEAR UP Iowa schools have the opportunity to request a three-
month extension of their project performance goals. Schools will not receive additional 
funds; however, they will have until September 20 to spend their existing funds, collect 
match, and meet deliverables.  

Staff continue to meet with high schools and partner colleges working to make virtual 
resources available to students and families. Last week, GEAR UP Iowa hosted a “Passing 
the Baton” virtual conference with close to 40 participants, which included GEAR UP 
coaches, high school counselors, and superintendents. This celebratory end-of-year event 
offered participants the opportunity to reflect on the achieved work over the past six 
years. In addition, it provided insight on what assistance is needed for students during 
their transition to college.  

Dr. Wiederspan provided an update to the Course to College program and noted that 
even though high schools are closed, the agency is still celebrating the graduating high 
school class of 2020. The agency worked with Governor Kim Reynolds to declare May 
as College Decision Month with an official proclamation. The Governor also made a 
congratulatory video that is available on the Iowa College Aid’s YouTube channel. In 
addition, as of last week, almost all Course to College Partner schools provided updates 
on their College Decision Day events. Staff have assisted these schools by providing 
video templates, placards, yard signs, and giveaways. Students’ videos and photos are 
being shared through social media as well. In the past, the agency invited Commissioners 
to attend a College Decision Day event. Instead, this year, Dr. Wiederspan invites 
everyone to watch for the hashtag #IADecisionDay on social media.  

Dr. Wiederspan reported staff are continuing to encourage students to complete the 
FAFSA. On April 15, staff conducted a FAFSA Q&A via Facebook live stream in 
partnership with the Iowa College Access Network and the Iowa Association of 
Independent Colleges and Universities. There were roughly 840 viewers in real time and, 
as of last week, there are more than 2,000 views of the event’s recording. The FAFSA 
completion rate for high school seniors, as of Wednesday, is at 51%. This rate is .23 
percentage points lower than last year at this time.  

Dr. Wiederspan provided an update on the agency’s Virtual College Coach texting 
campaign. As of last week, 1,017 student opted into the program. Since this campaign’s 



inception in January, 16,000 text messages have been sent to students, and over 2,000 
texts have been received from students. Last week, the junior campaign, for the high 
school class of 2021, launched. This will be the first class to receive text messaging and 
coaching throughout their senior year.  

Dr. Wiederspan announced that Iowa College Aid will be receiving $28,000 in funding 
from the Iowa Department of Education. This funding will allow the agency to expand 
course capacity for the Iowa College & Career Readiness Academy. A new special 
course has been added this spring to provide a professional development opportunity for 
school counselors and others who are working from home. Course enrollment filled within 
a week. Registration for the summer session for all other courses opened last week.  

Dr. Wiederspan stated that after Congress passed the CARES Act last March, 
Postsecondary Authorization drafted step-by-step advice for Iowa institutions to access the 
Higher Education Emergency Relief Fund. Information was sent to 79 schools. In total, 
roughly $121 million is going to postsecondary institutions in Iowa. Of the $121 million, 
approximately $60 million will be going to students in the form of emergency grants.  

Finally, Dr. Wiederspan announced that the agency officially released the “Condition of 
Higher Education” report on May 1. Once bound and published copies are ready, they 
will be distributed to the Commissioners no later than early June.   

Meeting Minutes 

Motion:     Commissioner Shull moved to approve the March 20, 2020, Meeting 
Minutes as written. Commissioner Fitzgibbon seconded the motion, 
which passed unanimously.  

Motion:     Commissioner Shull moved to approve the April 24, 2020, Special 
Meeting Minutes as written. Commissioner Ash seconded the motion, 
which passed unanimously.  

FY 2021 Meeting Schedule 

Motion:  Commissioner Shull moved to approve the proposed fiscal year 2021 
meeting schedule. Commissioner Sloniker seconded the motion, which 
passed unanimously.  

 



Postsecondary Registration Compliance Enforcement 

Before Ms. Small provided background on the postsecondary registration compliance 
enforcement, Commission Chair Mulholland noted that this item does not require action 
from the board at this time, as originally planned. Ms. Small provided a synopsis to date 
as it relates to Inspirit Institute. Inspirit Institute was operating in Dubuque, most recently 
offering non-degree and technical training programs—specifically, programs that prepare 
individuals for the licensed profession of massage therapy. Under Iowa Code Chapter 
261B.112, this school, along with all other Iowa-based institutions offering non-degree 
career and technical training programs, must apply to the Iowa College Student Aid 
Commission for approval to continue to operate as a school that is exempt from formal 
registration. The Commission received Inspirit’s application for that purpose in November 
2017. Roughly, over the course of a year and a half, the Commission was unsuccessful in 
working with the school to encourage its full compliance as it relates to all required policy 
disclosures and financial protections. In November 2019, staff made a recommendation 
to the Commission Board for an order to show cause. This decision was made for multiple 
reasons, such as the school continuing to be noncompliant with the Commission’s tuition 
refund policy for students who withdraw. The school failed to demonstrate full compliance 
with the Commission’s student consumer information disclosure requirements. In addition, 
the school canceled a bond required under Iowa Code Section 714.18 in January 2019. 
During the time when an order to show cause was recommended, there was no financial 
protection in place for students who currently and previously attended the Institute. The 
Commission voted to issue the order to show cause. Shortly after that decision, the 
Institute notified the Commission that it had obtained a new bond on November 15, 
2019. The Postsecondary Authorization team then agreed to assist the school by 
reviewing its catalog and website while making recommendations to the webmaster for 
changes needed to constitute compliance in terms of the refund policy and student 
consumer information disclosure laws. Staff continued to provide effort and assistance; 
however, in February, they were notified by a third party that the Institute may be subject 
to an eviction proceeding by the landlord. The school was evicted from the Dubuque 
location as of February 24, 2020. As a result, the school closed and is not currently 
operating. Ms. Small explained that today, staff are bringing forward cease and desist 
recommendations to the Board due to a failure in full compliance of the law from Inspirit 
Institute. She explained that the school continues to maintain an active website that, as of 
today, refers to its former Dubuque location. In addition, the website states that Inspirit 
plans to open a similar location within the next month or two. As of May 19, 2020, 



agency counsel received communication from the school owner that has necessitated a 
change in the meeting agenda today.  

Ms. Emily Willits provided more information on the communication that was received 
from the owner of Inspirit Institute indicating that she had retained an attorney who was 
unable to participate in today’s board meeting. Because of this, Emily Willits is 
recommending to table this action to avoid deliberation or decision until the owner of 
Inspirit Institute has the opportunity to respond with her counsel. In addition, it is 
recommended to move this action item to the subsequent commission meeting.  

In response to a question from Senator Quirmbach, Ms. Small noted that staff were 
unable to obtain enough information to make the determination on whether there are 
students who are currently owed a tuition refund by Inspirit Institute. In addition, Ms. 
Willits explained that Ms. Small has been working with attorneys in the consumer 
protection division of the Attorney General’s Office on attempts to recover the bond that 
Inspirit Institute has posted. The tabled action recommended today is a step toward a 
regulatory proceeding.   

In response to a question from Commissioner Fitzgibbon, Ms. Small explained that staff 
were very close to adapting a usable refund policy and consumer disclosure with the 
Institute before communication dropped. She noted the school failed to disclose particular 
information with students such as student consumer information disclosures and ensuring 
tuition is not just disclosed but actually implemented and adopted internally. There were 
no other questions. 

Motion:  Commissioner Shull moved to table the current action of issuing a cease 
and desist order against Inspirit Institute. Commissioner Ash seconded the 
motion, which passed unanimously.  

 

Staff Reports 

Ms. Bujimalla provided updated financials through May 2020.  

Ms. Small provided the report on postsecondary Registrations, SARA, and exemptions.  

Ms. Sibaouih provided context as it relates to the GEAR UP Iowa 10th- and 11th-grade 
outcomes. The GUI program presents two reports regularly. Dr. Leuwerke and Ms. Long 
presented findings from both an annual progress report as well as a biannual report 
completed last year for 10th-graders. Commissioner Ash asked what the difference is 



between a partner and a non-partner school. Ms. Sibaouih explained that a request for 
proposal was issued to all the colleges in the state to apply to receive funds for GEAR UP 
in Year 7. She noted that schools where students were projected to attend were 
specifically targeted to apply. All schools are considered partner schools; however, the 
terminology is used to differentiate those who are grant recipients and those who are not. 
Commissioner Winkler asked if staff have discussed whether or not schools are going to 
open and their plans on continuing virtual support. Ms. Sibaouih noted that the team is 
working very closely with college partners in particular and working hard to make sure 
they are staying up to date on students’ decisions. There have been several modifications 
to summer bridge programming, and staff are dedicated to working with each college to 
determine what adjustments need to be made in light of all the changes. However, Ms. 
Sibaouih noted that they allow colleges to lead the way as they determine how to 
implement these changes. The main focus currently is impacting the metrics. GEAR UP 
Iowa is currently leading the nation in terms of a program that is addressing students at 
every level. The plan is to have interactions with as many GEAR UP cohort members as 
possible, through texting, virtual assistance, workshops, and other methods staff are 
developing. Commissioner Winkler also asked whether there will be an opportunity for 
additional applications for another GEAR UP cohort. Ms. Sibaouih noted there are 
competitions for GEAR UP grants every year. Currently, there is no concern for a lack of 
funding. Even though there is a level of competition, GEAR UP Iowa has a good standing 
in terms of the results the program has seen from current work and the reputation it has 
across the nation. In the meantime, staff will continue to move forward with ideas on how 
GEAR UP 3.0 will work and bring those ideas to the Commission for consideration to 
approve moving forward with an application in September 2021.  

In response to a question from Senator Quirmbach, Dr. Leuwerke reported that a match 
sample was used to compare attendance between GEAR UP 10th-graders and those 
10th-graders who were in a non-GEAR UP school. In addition, Dr. Leuwerke noted that 
the study results were statistically significant and a copy of the manuscript, which 
provides more details, is available. Furthermore, Senator Quirmbach questioned whether 
parents self-reported their knowledge or were tested to determine their knowledge base. 
Dr. Leuwerke explained that parents are surveyed every year and self-report their 
knowledge. However, the number has stayed steady from year to year.  

In response to Senator Quirmbach questioning whether there has been thought to how 
high schools will look this fall in light of COVID-19 and social distancing practices, Ms. 
Sibaouih explained that from a GEAR UP standpoint, interactions with high schools will 



be minimal with the exception of super seniors. Staff are currently working with them to 
determine how they will be able to interact with students. Preliminary concerns revolve 
around graduations due to the difference in how each school plans on graduating their 
students. In addition, next year, the only program that will focus on high school students is 
the broader Course to College, which supports counselors in doing work with students. 
There were no other questions.  

Ms. Meghan Oster presented the “Condition of Higher Education in Iowa” (CoHE) report 
to the Commission. She discussed the benefits of higher education, college readiness in 
Iowa, college prices, financial aid, college access and success, as well as future 
projections. A copy of the report is available on Iowa College Aid’s website. There were 
no questions at this time.  

Audit and Finance Committee Report 

Dr. Wiederspan provided context on the current situation of Iowa College Aid’s internal 
budget for State Fiscal Year 2021. Adjustments to the budget are currently awaiting the 
Legislature and projections from Ascendium, formally known as Great Lakes. Iowa 
College Aid relies heavily on funding from Ascendium. Currently, Ascendium has halted 
collections on student loans. Since April, Dr. Wiederspan has been in contact with the 
agency for possibilities on offering Iowa College Aid relief on payments as well as a 
request to alter the current contract to accommodate for lost funding that may happen due 
to COVID-19. These conversations are ongoing. In addition, Dr. Wiederspan has 
requested projections from Ascendium to determine what Iowa College Aid’s funding will 
be in the future in light of COVID-19. These projections are still being determined. The 
current budget reflecting Ascendium funding is based on projections most recently 
received in December. The budget was established based on what we currently know, 
and adjustments have not been made due to the unknowns pending the Legislature’s 
return and payments from Ascendium.  

Commissioner Fitzgibbon noted that a starting point is needed for the budget. The Audit 
& Finance Committee discussed and is comfortable with the recommendations that they 
accept the preliminary 2021 FY budget for the Commission knowing that multiple factors 
will impact it in the near future.  



Motion:  Commissioner Fitzgibbon moved to accept the preliminary fiscal year 
2021 internal budget acknowledging there will be adjustments made 
pending the Legislature’s return and Ascendium projections. 
Commissioner Shull seconded the motion, which passed unanimously.  

 

Legislative Committee Report 

Commissioner Ash reported that the Legislature has not been in session since the last 
Commission meeting; therefore, there is little to report from the Legislative Committee.  

Mr. Brown added that legislative counsel met on May 14 and formalized a plan for the 
Legislature to reconvene the 2020 session on June 3, 2020. As of now, the FY 2021 
budget will be the primary focus of their work. In addition, if there is a policy that is 
deemed high-priority by legislative leadership, it may also be considered. The 
anticipation is that all this will be negotiated between the House, the Senate and the 
Governor’s office prior to bringing the Legislature back into session.  

Furthermore, Mr. Brown reported that on May 14, Governor Reynolds, the Speaker of the 
House, and the Senate Majority Leader requested the Revenue Estimating Conference 
hold another meeting prior to the Legislature coming back. The Revenue Estimating 
Conference is responsible for putting together forecasts of future state revenues. The 
forecasts are used by the Governor for the upcoming year budget requests as well as by 
the Legislatures to set budget targets. The last time the REC met was March 12, 2020. 
There is anticipation that COVID-19 will impact state revenues currently and into the 
future. Once the REC revises the revenue estimates, the Governor will revise her fiscal 
year 2021 budget requests.  

Mr. Brown provided an update on the statutory amendments the Board of Commissioners 
considered and approved to move forward during the Special April Commission 
Meeting. The information was sent to the chairs of the Joint Education Appropriations 
Committee. Both chairs seemed to be open to the language. There is no guarantee 
whether the language could get into the education appropriations bill this year; however, 
Mr. Brown notes that they are continuing to monitor the situation and are hopeful the 
language can move forward. There were no questions.  



Commissioner Comments 

Commissioner Shull moved to adjourn the meeting. Commissioner Fitzgibbon seconded 
the motion. The motion passed unanimously, and the meeting adjourned at 11:43 a.m. 

 

__________________________________  _________________________________ 

Katie Mulholland, Chair    Doug Shull, Vice Chair 
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