                                       My Turn: Your Future Starts Now

     If that university mantra ever were so true. In these economic hard times, the above 
statement takes on a  more negative, even tongue-in-cheek, meaning as 
economic uncertainties nationally are driving colleges over to direct lending programs, 
which eliminates multiple lenders who controlled student loans.
     While sounding good theoretically because it streamlines the process to provide 
securer funding, its implementation at my university has been problematic.

     I have a request to make of the Office of Student Aid at Penn State University: Don't 
make the lending process of Stafford Loans confusing for us--the students who need 
them--and jeopardize our rights in the process.

     It's our right to timely, mailed notifications about the change Penn State undertook this 
summer, when it went from dealing with lenders like American Education Services 
(AES) to the U.S. Department of Education. It's our right of a paper copy of the new loan 
contract (Master Promissory Note, or MPN) so we don't have to unsafely put our personal 
information online and can pay interest on the government-unfunded, or Unsubsidized 
Stafford Loan, while still in college. 
     "Students who…prefer to sign a paper MPN can contact our office and we will gladly 

mail them a paper MPN," said Giovanna Genard, director of communications and student 

services. 

     The only problem is I still haven't received mine yet. A July 1 e-mail I received July 9 
from the office said I would obtain it within days. "Sherry" told me, in a long-distance 

phone call, the MPN wouldn't be sent for another week. "Jenny" stated there would be a 
four- to six-week delay. And a month and three days later, "Tom" from the Direct Loan 
Servicing Center told me he didn't know when a paper MPN would arrive but suggested I 
call back within 25 to 30 days--when the information of my loan should be in the system.

     Aggravated after the inconclusive e-mail and first two phone calls, I felt like I was 
being held hostage by Penn State. As a rule, I don't input information online because I 
believe no website is 100-percent safe. Look what happened to over 41 million people's 
credit and debit card numbers.

     But I begrudgingly completed my MPN online, filling in such personal items as social 
security number and birth date and giving hackers around the globe a chance to steal
my identity should they have hijacked the website.      
     I shouldn't be alone on this issue: 16,793 undergraduates received $75 million in 
Federal Subsidized Stafford Loans and 9,026 undergraduates received $40.7 million in 
Federal Unsubsidized Stafford Loans, according to 2007-2008 financial aid data reports 
at Penn State. Their lenders must have changed, too, such that they had to complete an 
MPN online--one that didn't clearly have a check box to pay the Unsubsidized Stafford 
Loan interest while in school so it doesn't appreciate at a 6.8-percent rate.
     That's 70 percent of undergraduates receiving Stafford Loans at University Park.

     In fact, MPNs are required for each type of loan students (or parents) borrow, 
including the Federal Perkins Loan, Federal Stafford Loan, Federal Parent PLUS Loans 
and private alternative loans. 
     That's a lot of students undertaking the same process as I and probably encountering 

similar problems acting on loan notifications.
     I guess The Daily Collegian, our campus newspaper, hasn't tapped into such a 

disgruntled student population yet. The job market ranks first in a campus poll, while 

"current investments" top college tuition in third place as the most concerning aspect of 

the financial crisis. Respondents to the survey as of Nov. 3 only comprised about 4 

percent of the total collegiate population.
     The likely scenario is that they, like me, feel "safe" at school and only have natural 
apprehension about this volatile next phase of their lives.

     Gotta make those bucks.

     But, before that even occurs, the reality is many future or returning college students 

will find it hard to attend school as banks almost refusing to lend to others has made it 

near impossible to get a loan these days.  

     Two of six students I surveyed reported problems with the Office of Financial Aid, 

such as being given wrong information and not having immediate access to their money.
     Though about five of the students received online notification, four seemed confused 
about or misunderstood their financial aid situation. One student reported he didn't 
receive notification but had no problems with obtaining his loans. Another student 
reported he "believed" he was paying the unsubsidized interest. 
     Of two female students unsure they were paying the unsubsidized interest because 
their dads handle it, one suggested a mandatory, week-long seminar for freshman "to 
become more familiar with the loan process" from the "lack of information that is given 
to college students upon getting a loan."

     An e-mail states that a student can contact DLS if he or she wishes to pay the interest 

on his or her loan. That's funny, for no one in that office could tell me if I'm paying it or 
not because they didn't have my loans on file. All I can do is send a written request, wait, 
and hope I don't have to pay the unsubsidized interest when I graduate.
     Rest assured I don't, says Anna Griswold, executive director of Penn State's office of 

student aid, but "…the process of paying the unsubsidized loan interest [will be made] 

more clear for future federal student loan borrowers."
     I, again, play the guinea pig.
