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Notes from the President
Bonnie Sutton
President, VirginiaCAN Board of  Directors 

How wonderful to hear that one of the “five pillars” of President 
Obama’s education reform agenda is to:
Provide every American with a quality higher education, 
whether college or technical training.
Replace the word ‘American’ with ‘Virginian’ and you have the 
primary reason VirginiaCAN exists.  Replace it with even 
narrower monikers from the Appalachian Plateau, Valley and 
Ridge, Blue Ridge, Piedmont and Coastal Plain (Tidewater) 
regions of our Commonwealth and you will get to the core 
mission of each of our programs.
Access to higher education was certainly the foundation upon 
which each of our programs was formed.  

U.S. Education Secretary Arne Duncan touts college access AND 
completion as the top higher education policy goal.  “We want to 
dramatically increase the numbers of students not just going to 
college, but completing it,” Duncan said.   VirginiaCAN replies 
to that with a resounding, “Yes!”

Over the past few years, many of us have taken an additional step 
and expanded our mission to include access and success.  It is no 
longer enough to help a student get into college, we must also 
provide the assistance and resources to help them graduate from 
college or complete their selected postsecondary training.

Pragmatic planning
Heather B. Hayes
-from Virginia Business, February 2009

-es
Advisers who work for the ACCESS College Foundation are 
used to dealing with families in difficult economic straits. The 
organization — established in 1988 in Norfolk — helps low-
income students in South Hampton Roads find ways to pay 
for college.

This year, however, with a perfect storm of credit and 
economic disturbances threatening to wipe out many 
families’ college funds, the organization is hearing from 
people outside its usual demographic. “Parents came in 
droves” to the organization’s financial-aid nights, held at 
each of the area’s 29 public high schools in late fall, says 
Bonnie Sutton, president and CEO of ACCESS College.

“Our attendance was at an all-time high,” she recalls, “and a 
lot of the reason is that we’re seeing middle-income families 
and even higher-income families coming to us for help and 
advice. Parents are quite worried. They thought they had a 
plan in place and now that’s been kind of knocked out from 
under them.”

That’s because many parents didn’t properly allocate college 
savings, investing too heavily in stocks as their children 
approached their final years in high school. These parents 
have seen the value of their college funds plummet as the 
stock market fell 38 percent last year, wiping out an 
estimated $6.7 trillion in investments. Other parents have 
lost jobs, forcing them to use college savings to meet living 
expenses.

The bad news gets worse: 
• Many university endowments have lost significant value, a 
development that could result in students receiving less 
financial aid. 

• Due to a drop in home values, many homeowners can’t 
cash out the equity in their homes or get low-interest 
personal loans.

•  The majority of private student-loan companies, once an 
ill-advised but available avenue for college financing, have 
shuttered their doors.            continued on page 3

continued on page 2
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commit to a contract (and the costly cancellation clauses), we need to consider 
the level of  constituency interest.  

On another topic, I hope that you experienced the same level of  satisfaction 
that I did  with Super Saturday, the annual VASFAA event to help parents and 
students with the completion of  the FAFSA.  It was rewarding and 
attendance at this years event at my location was about 40% above last year 
(125 families vs 90 last year).  Part of  the increase was concern over the 
economy; I had more than one parent ask about change in circumstances 
from last year’s tax return and how can that be reported on the FAFSA.  

The economy is going to affect many students and parents across the 
Commonwealth.  Promoting access and insuring the college-going population 
and their families know how and where to seek financial aid is becoming more 
important, and not only to the underserved populations.  Many families 
thought they had planned for college only to see their efforts substantially 
diminished with our country’s economic hardships and the collapse of  the 
financial markets.  Couple the reduced resources with tuition increases 
(particularly for state supported schools who state funding is being reduced) 
and affordability becomes a broader issue across the population. 



News For and About the Commonwealth
From Richmond Times Dispatch

Virginia Extends Enrollment Deadline for Prepaid College 
Plan
By MICHAEL MARTZ

Published: February 24, 2009

Parents have more time to buy peace of mind about their children's college 
education.
The Virginia College Savings Plan said yesterday that it is extending the deadline 
for enrolling in prepaid college-tuition plans by two weeks.
The deadline was set to expire Sunday, capping an annual three-month 
enrollment window that allows parents of children from newborn through ninth 
grade to lock in on future tuition and fees at Virginia's public colleges and 
universities.
Instead, the state plan will accept applications for contracts under the Virginia 
Prepaid Education Plan through March 15.
The reason? More people want the opportunity to sign up at a time when other 
ways of saving money for college have been hit hard by the recession.
"It takes some of the worry out, some of the risk out," said Mary G. Morris, 
executive director of the Virginia College Savings Plan, whose prepaid-tuition 
contracts ultimately are backed by the state's budget.
Morris said contract sales have been running about 15 percent higher than last 
year through mid-February, and the agency plans to attend children-related 
events this weekend, such as the Richmond Kids Expo at Richmond International 
Raceway, to promote the tuition program.
"We just want more people to have a chance to get in," she said.
Morris said interest also has been running high in the agency's newest and most 
conservation investment portfolios, CollegeWealth, a plan for investing in tax-free 
savings accounts and certificates of deposition at a limited number of financial 
institutions.
The state's college investment programs, allowed under Section 529 of the 
federal tax code, also are getting a temporary boost from the economic stimulus 
package just approved by Congress, Morris said. The legislation allows 
computers to be eligible as a college expense that can be paid without tax 
consequences under the programs.

At the ACCESS College Foundation, which I have been 
involved with since 1988, we recently voted to make the 
College Success Program a permanent part of our program 
services.  
With the goal of increasing college retention and scholarship 
re-application rates, this program is helping students make the 
most of their college experience. It provides direct services to 
ACCESS Scholars attending Old Dominion University, Norfolk 
State University, Virginia Commonwealth University, Virginia 
Tech and Virginia Wesleyan College.  In 2009-10, we will add 
Virginia State University and Tidewater Community College 
to the College Success Program. 

Now in its second year, results show that 95% of our Scholars 
are still enrolled at the end of their sophomore year exceeding 
the average retention rate of 80% for the five colleges in the 
program and the national average of 75% for all colleges.

Keep up the good work that you do in your region of our 
Commonwealth and VirginiaCAN will collectively do its part 
to support President Obama’s goal of higher education for all!

From the Editor
Our Fourth Annual Conference is History

Tom Morehouse
VirginiaCAN Executive Director

We were fortunate to have about the same number of  conferees at 

our conference as we had last year.  With the state, counties and 

municipalities all experiencing budget cut backs, we were able to 

support a group of  attendees through the College Access Challenge 

Grant Program, a federal grant from the US Deparmtent of  Ed and 

administered by SCHEV.  Our participation was facilitated by 

Monica Osei at SCHEV and Linda Woodley, our Board Secretary 

(also at SCHEV).

Our conference was well received; of  course we can improve, but 

the variety and content of  the sessions provided something for 

everyone.  The comments I received long after the event anecdotally 

support the conference as both successful and beneficial; it was 

worth attending, and our participants gained useful knowledge and 

networking contacts.

The question is: will we be able to repeat our successes that we 

realized with our conferences this year?  We hope so.  Yes, there are 

issues: will we have enough participants?  Will the cost of  the 

conference promote attendance, or be a “show stopper”?  Will we 

be able to support school districts similar to this past conference 

with CACGP funds?  The real question is: Will you attend?

I’ll be posting a survey shortly to see what the commitment level is 
for our conference this year.  We realize it’s early and the impact of  
the 2009-2010 budgets may not be fully realized, but before we 

mailto:mmartz@timesdispatch.com
mailto:mmartz@timesdispatch.com
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continued from page 1

C A L E N DA R  O F  E V E N T S

VIRGINIACAN PERSIST 
TRAINING

PLACE: JAMES MONROE BLDF, RICHMOND, VA
DATE: APRIL 24, 2009

WWW.VIRGINIACAN.ORG

VASFAA ANNUAL 
CONFERENCE

PLACE: HOTEL ROANOKE, ROANOKE, VA
DATE: APRIL 26-29, 2009

WWW.VASFAA.ORG

PCACAC ANNUAL 
CONFERENCE

PLACE:  RENAISSANCE PORTSMOUTH, PORTSMOUTH, VA

DATE: APRIL 26-28, 2009

WWW.PCACAC.ORG

Meanwhile, the cost of attending college continues to increase at a pace well beyond the cost of living. (The cost likely will get 
worse as Gov. Timothy M. Kaine has proposed a $610 million cut to education funding, while adding only $26 million in financial-
aid money.) Many of the state’s public universities raised tuition and mandatory fees last year. For example, those costs for an in-
state undergraduate attending Virginia Tech jumped 10.8 percent for the 2008-09 school year, climbing from $7,397 to $8,198. 
The State Council of Higher Education for Virginia has recommended that state colleges and universities use 5 to 30 percent of 
their tuition increases for financial aid.

“People are really scared right now,” says Charles B. Atwill, managing member of Atwill Financial Consulting Group in Richmond. 
“The main fear is that they have lost too much principal over the last year and they won’t be able to make it up and send their 
children to college.”

Financial advisers and university officials, however, say that today’s financial reality should be seen as an opportunity to rethink 
college planning, not an excuse to panic. “The worst thing that parents of high school seniors could do right now is to 
automatically tell them: ‘We just don’t have it. You’ve got to put your college plans on hold and go to work for a year or two,’” 
says Sutton. “I would advise them not to make those kinds of assumptions. I think we still play this out.”

In fact, despite an environment of seeming scarcity, there remain a lot of options that parents can consider:
Cast a wide net. Because no one knows what the future holds, students should always apply not just to their No. 1 pick but also to 
various in-state public and private schools, as well as the local community college.

Students also need to be flexible and willing to change course, says Debra Harber, associate dean for financial aid at the University 
of Mary Washington. Students who wanted to attend an out-of-state school, for example, may need to attend an in-state 
university for a year or two and then transfer. A student planning to attend an in-state, four-year college could save a substantial 
amount of money by living at home and taking classes at their local community college for the first couple of years.

But flexibility isn’t always required. Nancy Tessier, vice president for enrollment management at the University of Richmond, 
strongly encourages students to apply to private colleges, which, despite their higher cost, often offer more generous financial-aid 
packages. UR, with a massive $1.5 billion endowment, promises to meet 100 percent of the demonstrated need of any student it 
admits. Currently 66 percent of undergraduates receive some level of financial assistance at UR, whose tuition and fees total 
$38,850 per year. (In-state residents attending a Virginia private college can get a $3,200 Tuition Assistance Grant annually from 
the commonwealth.)

Start the process early. Parents of rising freshmen should educate themselves about the financial aid process and fill out 
applications for every possible funding source. One note of good news is that by late November the federal government made or 
guaranteed $65.2 million in student loans for the current school year, an increase of 18.6 percent from the previous year, 
according to the Wall Street Journal.

http://www.pcacac.org
http://www.VirginiaCan.org
http://www.VirginiaCan.org
http://www.VirginiaCan.org
http://www.VirginiaCan.org
http://www.pcacac.org
http://www.pcacac.org


Obama's call of college for all: Could it be done?
By JUSTIN POPE and LIBBY QUAID – Associated Press March 1, 2009

In his address to a joint session of Congress on Tuesday, President Barack Obama called for every American to pursue some form 
of education beyond high school.
It's an ambitious goal — some might say impossible. Currently, only two of every five American adults have a two- or four-year 
college degree. Millions of Americans struggle even to complete high school, with one in four dropping out. And even a high school 
degree is no guarantee a student is ready for college.
Particularly alarming are the college rates for low-income and minority students. One recent study reported more than 90 percent of  
low-income teens said they planned to go to college — but only half actually enroll.
Those who do enroll are substantially less likely than others to finish their degree. If they borrowed money for college and don't 
graduate, they may be worse off than if they hadn't even started college.
The Associated Press asked six experts — from the worlds of policy, philanthropy, and some who work directly with struggling 
students — to answer the same two questions.
Is the president's goal realistic? And what would it take to attain it? Here are their responses.
___
Kati Haycock, president of the Education Trust, an advocacy group for children, particularly poor and minority children:
Absolutely! Just as those GIs stepped up to the challenges of college, today's young people will, too. But we have work to do.
First, we must get serious about high schools. Instead of preparing some for college and others for the jailhouse, we need to help 
high schools prepare every student for college.
Second, we have to dramatically improve results for low-income and minority students, now more than half of our youth. Increasing 
their success is the only way to ensure our national success.
Finally, colleges need to accept some responsibility for improving graduation rates. (See collegeresults.org for information on any 
college.) That includes holding costs down, and focusing not just on getting students in the door, but out with degrees. Yes, students 
need to work harder. But what colleges do matters a lot.
___
Richard Vedder, Ohio University professor and member of the Commission on the Future of Higher Education assembled by former 
Education Secretary Margaret Spellings:
Not everyone can or should go to college. Given the dubious quality of our secondary schools as well as limited cognitive skills and 
motivation, many students are incapable of college-level work. Fulfillment of President Obama's goal would lead to many students 
failing, resources being squandered and the quality of postsecondary education being diluted.
I think it is sheer fantasy to believe we will lead the world in the percent of young adults with college degrees by 2020. More 
generally, the president's approach is the equivalent of dropping dollars out of airplanes over student homes and college campuses. 
That will not change colleges' behavior to make them less arrogant and elite, and more affordable, efficient and accountable.
___
Nicole Hurd, executive director of the National College Advising Corps, which places recent college graduates in low-income 
schools to work as college guidance counselors:
All students are capable of continuing their education beyond high school. And while there are no easy answers, one way to open 
the door wider is to demonstrate to our young people that college is possible.
No one can do this better than recent college graduates. There is something powerful about a 23-year-old telling a high school 
student that "I went to college and if I can do it, you can, too." Or "My family was worried about the cost of college, but the aid is out 
there. Let's sit down and fill out your FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student Aid)." Or "If you want to go to college and get a 
good job, you need to take hard classes and do your best."
Many of the barriers to higher education, whether financial, social, or cultural, can be overcome through this kind of mentoring and 
advising. In calling high-school students to college, President Obama is calling college students to service. Just imagine if 500 
recent graduates served in our public high schools. Such a group could mentor 150,000 low-income and first-generation students 
— and could help thousands enroll in college who might not otherwise have found their way. While this kind of service isn't the only 
solution, it could go a long way.
___
Eduardo J. Marti, president of Queensborough Community College in New York City:
President Obama's call for higher education for all Americans is doable.
The United States began building higher education capacity in 1947, when the Truman Commission established the concept of 
universal access to higher education and created open admissions community colleges. The 1965 Higher Education Act 
established financial aid. These two actions resulted in a post-secondary education system that guarantees access to all. No other 
country has this infrastructure.
All Americans, young or old, can use community colleges to upgrade their skills or obtain a degree. This existing system can be 
used to retrain displaced workers for better jobs and it can be used to prepare the leaders of tomorrow. We must make America 
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competitive again.
We must also hold our community colleges accountable by developing strenuous metrics of excellence. The national Achieving the 
Dream Project is studying innovative approaches in 82 colleges and we can use those results to measure our success. The 
shattered dreams and wasted fiscal resources that result from low graduation rates must be stopped.
___
Gaston Caperton, former governor of West Virginia and president of the College Board, which works to connect students to college 
and runs the SAT and AP exam programs:
Not only is the president's goal realistic, achieving it is also vital to the future economic and social well-being of our society. Among 
the most important steps to attain it are:
_An earlier start to schooling, especially for youngsters from low-income families. Greater access to and participation in preschool 
programs, such as Head Start, would help put many, many more young people on the path to college.
_Access to more rigorous courses in middle and high school, taught by teachers with strong training and access to sustained 
professional development.
_Better strategies for making college affordable, such as early college savings plans for all students, including plans that are 
subsidized by the government for low-income families.
_Adult education programs that make it easier to return to college, through online courses or community colleges.
___
Jamie P. Merisotis, president of the Indianapolis-based Lumina Foundation, which works to expand access to higher education:
President Obama's goal is challenging, but it's certainly realistic. At Lumina Foundation, our own goal is to increase Americans' 
attainment of high-quality degrees from its current 39 percent rate to 60 percent by 2025.
We know that our goal is ambitious. Fortunately, there are steps that can be taken — by educators, policy makers and the public — 
to help realize BOTH goals.
First, we must ensure that students truly prepare themselves for college success: academically, financially and socially. Second, 
higher education institutions must direct their full energies toward the success (not just the enrollment) of students — especially 
low-income and minority students. Finally, we must encourage efforts that improve efficiency and productivity on the nation's 
campuses, so more students are properly served.

First Annual College Athletics Seminar 

 On Thursday January 23, 2009, GRASP hosted its first annual College Athletics Seminar in 
partnership with RISE (Richmond Indoor Sports Experience) and the City of Richmond Public 
Schools. 
 
Last year, there were an estimated 400,000 student-athletes competing in 23 different NCAA sports. 
That does not even include college sports organizations such as the NAIA and the NJCAA.  The 
discussion centered on the students' ability to find the right fit to continue their academic and playing 
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career. This event was free for students and parents of students who aspire to play sports in college.
 
The evening was led by Josh Scarbrough, a GRASP advisor at the Charterhouse School. Scarbrough is 
also the Director of Baseball at RISE and a New York Yankees Scout. Scarbrough's presentation 
discussed playing sports at a collegiate level, the various divisions of college athletics, the truth about 
athletic scholarships, and pointers on how to prepare for the next steps, such as getting recruited and 
how to approach coaches. 
 
Scarbrough's presentation was followed by a panel discussion with college coaches, including: 
 
Coach Albright - University of Richmond Women's Soccer
Coach Doyle - University of Richmond Women's Basketball
Coach Keyes - Virginia Commonwealth University Baseball
Coach O'Sullivan - Virginia Commonwealth University Men's Soccer
Coach Ukrop - Richmond Kickers (Soccer)  
 
 
The Coaches (pictured above) were asked about their funding for student athletes, what they look for 
in students, the average day of an athlete, and other related topics. Panel questions were followed by 
questions from students and parents in the audience. Attendees also had the opportunity to meet the 
coaches and ask individual questions. 
 
131 students and parents were present, representing schools from the City of Richmond, Chesterfield, 
Hanover, Henrico, and Stafford Counties and the Home School Association.  Melvin Trotter, an 11th 
grader at Matoaca High School commented, "talking to the coaches and finding out the real details of 
recruiting was most beneficial, especially when discussing scholarships and what is available." 
Trotter's mother and 10th grade sister, Melanie, who is a cheerleader, attended as well. 
 
Kirby Bush (pictured below with Coach Keyes), a senior at Freeman, who hopes to play baseball at 
Ferrum College, was excited to have baseball representation there. Bush stated that he learned many 
things he should be doing that he was not aware of and had not previously been doing. 
 
GRASP, RISE and the City of Richmond Public Schools will be making this an annual event. 

VirginiaCAN presents “PERSIST: A Comprehensive Guide for 
Student Success in Higher Education” April 24 in Richmond

Cost: Free

Value: Priceless

The Virginia College Access Network (VirginiaCAN), with funds from the College Access Challenge 
Grant Program, is hosting the informational seminar, “PERSIST: A Comprehensive Guide for Student 
Success in Higher Education” on Friday, April 24 in the James Monroe Building in Richmond.  
PERSIST is a practical guide for higher education professionals to increase the persistence rate of 
low-income, first-generation, college-going students, developed by the ECMC Foundation, an ECMC 
Group company.  PERSIST is a FREE resource designed to encourage vocational, community and 
four-year postsecondary institutions assess their retention rates, set new targets, and plan retention-
focus programs. The seminar, which will run from 8:00AM – 4:00PM, also provides materials to help 
students adjust to college life, focus on their goals, overcome financial barriers and succeed in higher 
education and life.

Although access to higher education is virtually universally available, many students who start in a 
higher education program drop out prior to completing a program of study or achieving their individual 
academic and/or social goals. Over the years colleges have spent vast amounts of money setting up 
programs and services for a variety of groups who will attend their school and may be in need of extra 
services to develop the necessary skills to graduate. In spite of all of the programs and services to 
help retain students, according to the U.S. Department of Education, Center for Educational Statistics, 
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only 50% of those who enter higher education actually earn a degree, certificate or diploma. Retaining 
students remains a top priority of colleges and universities.

If you are concerned with the retention rate on your campus, PERSIST will provide the tools you are 
looking for to improve those rates. This FREE seminar is open to college admissions, financial aid, 
student affairs staff and other college personnel concerned with student retention.   Please share this 
information with others in your office that may have an interest in improving retention rates at your 
school. Breakfast and lunch will be provided. 

For more information, please see the attached flyer and registration form. If attending, please submit 
your registration form no later than Friday, April 10.  There is no limit on the number of person who can 
attend this FREE workshop per school.  Attendees will receive a CD and a binder of the PERSIST 
curriculum (one binder per school, please). Please visit the VirginiaCAN website 
(www.VirginiaCAN.org <http://www.VirginiaCAN.org> ) for more information. 

Did I mention that the workshop is FREE?!?!  If you have any questions, please contact Tom 
Morehouse at tom.morehouse@virginiacan.org <mailto:tom.morehouse@virginiacan.org> or 
Linda Woodley at 
lindawoodley@schev.edu.

Fourth Annual VirginiaCAN Conference 

If  you didn’t have the opportunity to attend the VirginiaCAN Conference in December, you missed a great 
training and networking opportunity.  Attendees this year included Middle- and High-School counselors, many 
who attended under the auspices of  the College Access Challenge Grant Program, as well as a number of  VCCS 
Career Coaches.  VirginiaCAN was able to support 49 individuals with attendance costs.  The program was superb, 
as witnessed by the attendee surveys and their praise of  the efforts of  Linda Woodley and her Conference 
Committee.  There were 155 attendees at this year’s event at the beautifully restored Stonewall Jackson Hotel in 
Staunton, VA.  Our opening luncheon was marked by a choral presentation by the Buffalo Gap High School 
Choir, and a presentation from Kim Kiely, Executive Director of  NCAN, on the importance of  access 
organizations.   Conference attendees were welcomed by the faculty and staff  of  Mary Baldwin College for a 
reception on Monday evening.  Tuesday’s banquet was a hit with the lively presentation of  Dr. Bosher, 
Distinguished Professor of  Public Policy and Education, VCU, and a board member of  GRASP. The General and 
concurrent sessions were based upon topics that were both timely and practical to the attendees. Our closing 
session featured Dr. Sylvia Terry, Director of  the Peer Advisor Program at UVa, and the Choir from the Virginia 
School for the Deaf  and Blind in Staunton.  A special thanks to our sponsors and exhibitors, who provided 
beneficial information and supported the conference; you will find links to our sponsors on our opening page of  
our website.   Pictures from the conference are available on the VirginiaCAN website at “Conferences”.
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