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Consideration of 2014-15 California Student Opportunity and Access Program (Cal-
SOAP) contracts 

 
 

The 2014 Budget Act provided the Commission with the appropriation authority to allocate funds 
from the federal College Access Challenge Grant Program (Challenge Grant) funding for the 
California Student Opportunity and Access Program (Cal-SOAP) and Cash for College.   
 
However, by letter dated September 3, 2014, the United States Department of Education (USED) 
notified the Commission that USED denied the State of California’s request for a waiver of the 
“maintenance of effort” requirements that were prerequisite to continued Challenge Grant funding to 
California for the federal fiscal year, beginning October 1, 2014.  (See Exhibit 5.1.)  Existing funding 
for both programs ends as of September 30, 2014. 
 
For a state to receive Challenge Grant funding, federal law requires the state to provide support for 
higher education during the state’s fiscal year that is equal to or greater than the average amount 
provided over the prior five fiscal years for both (a) public institutions of higher education (excluding 
capital expenses and research and development costs) and (b) private institutions of higher 
education (as measured by financial aid/scholarships for students attending private colleges).  The 
State did not meet those requirements in the fiscal year at issue. 
 
Federal law authorizes USED to waive these requirements if it determines that a waiver would be 
equitable due to exceptional or uncontrollable circumstances, such as a natural disaster or 
precipitous and unforeseen decline in financial resources.  Here, however, USED denied the State 
of California’s request for a waiver.   
 
Even if a waiver is denied, however, federal law authorizes USED to allow a state to receive 
Challenge Grant funding if USED determines that the state has made “significant efforts” to correct 
the failure in the maintenance of effort.  Here, USED indicated that in order to show it has made 
“significant efforts,” the State of California has to make an additional $1.5 billion available for public 
institutions of higher education and $78 million in additional support for financial aid for students 
attending private institutions.   
 
USED also indicated that if the Governor, on behalf of the State, submitted written assurance by 
September 12, 2014, that it was the State’s intent to provide this additional financial support, USED 
would allow the State until September 1, 2015, to provide the additional funding.  However, even if 
the State were to provide the assurance of additional funding, USED would not allow the State to 
draw down any of the funds until the State provided evidence that the additional support has been 
provided. 
 
The Governor provided a letter of assurance to USED on September 11, 2014 (see Exhibit 5.2), 
and USED responded almost immediately, saying: 
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We will obligate California’s FY 2014 CACG award and place the funds on hold until the 
State can provide documentation showing that the significant effort standard has been met.  
We look forward to hearing from you at that time. 

 
We have asked to meet with the Department of Finance without delay to find a state funding 
mechanism that will allow the continued operation of the Cal-SOAP and Cash for College programs 
until the State can draw down the federal funds.  We are exploring every possibility for funding.  
However, existing Cal-SOAP projects manage funding through fiscal agents and are reimbursed 
quarterly under our contracts.  It might become necessary for the fiscal agents to advance funding 
to the projects then receive reimbursement after the federal funds become available, perhaps as 
late as the end of the fiscal year. 
 
We will also provide updated information on possible continued funding for Cal-SOAP and Cash for 
College. 
 
In the meantime, however, Commission staff recommends that the Commission proceed with its 
consideration of the 2014-15 Cal-SOAP contracts.  Consideration and approval by the Commission 
will enable full reimbursement and complete use of the federal funds when they ultimately are 
drawn down. 
 
Background 

 
The California State Legislature established the California Student Opportunity and Access 
Program (Cal-SOAP) in 1978.  The Cal-SOAP program consists of regional consortia of K-12 
schools, postsecondary institutions and non-profit and community-based organizations whose aim 
is to increase postsecondary education opportunities for students who are from low-income 
families, first-generation college students, who come from schools or regions with low college 
eligibility or college-going rates. 
 
Today, the program operates through 14 locally governed consortia throughout the state.  Each 
project’s governing board consists of representatives from local secondary school districts, 
community colleges, universities, career technical schools, and community agencies. The 
governing boards of each Cal-SOAP project determine the services and college access needs of its 
local schools and communities.  However, all of the projects are to: (1) increase the availability of 
information on postsecondary schooling and work opportunities and; (2) raise the achievement 
levels of these students so as to increase the number of high school graduates eligible to pursue 
postsecondary learning opportunities.   
 
Existing law also allows projects to assist community college students in transferring to four-year 
institutions, to the extent that project resources are available. The projects may also provide 
assistance to middle school students to help motivate them to prepare themselves for college 
preparatory courses. These efforts are to inform students and their parents of the future availability 
of financial aid resources available should they prepare themselves for postsecondary education 
and/or training. 
 
Since 2010-11, the Cal-SOAP program along with the California Cash for College Program and the 
Assumption Programs of Loans for Education (APLE), have been funded by the Federal College 
Access Challenge Grant (Challenge Grant), under a five-year competitive grant.  The 2014-15 
federal budget year is the final year of the five-year grant. 
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2014-15 Funding 
 
The 2013-14 Federal Sequester actions resulted in a 5.1% reduction in the total Challenge Grant 
Program Funding available for 2013-14.  In 2014-15, Challenge Grant funding reduction has been 
reinstated by the federal Department of Education and it is expected that California’s grant award 
will increase by $206,643, from $14,540,157 to $14,746,800. Table 1 below shows the anticipated 
award and the allocations designated for the Assumption Program of Loans for Education (APLE), 
the Cash for College Program and Cal-SOAP.   
 

Table 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The 2014-15 State Budget also appropriates $500,000 in General Funds for outreach for the Middle 
Class Scholarship Program. 
 
Funding Recommendations 
 
Funding recommendations take into account baseline allocations, continued database development 
and Middle Class Scholarship Program outreach as noted below, 
 
1. Baseline Allocations 
 
We recommend that the total baseline funding for Cal-SOAP remain at the same level as the prior 
year as noted in the chart on page 4.  The baseline funding consists of a baseline amount and 
funding for Career Technical Education required in the budget act. 

 
2. Database Development 
  
Each Cal-SOAP consortium maintains a comprehensive student-specific information system on 
students receiving services through the program. Project Directors use the database to (1) track 
services and activities they provide, (2) track the number of students and parents served, (3) create 
invoices and budget reports and (4) provide data staff uses to complete the annual Challenge Grant 
application and various reports.  
    
In past years, the Cal-SOAP Project Directors requested a new database system because the 
previous system did not have the ability to meet current data needs and was very difficult for the 
Project Directors and their staff to use, as it was over ten years old.  This last fiscal year, funding 
was included in the Cal-SOAP Gilroy budget to hire information technology contractors to establish 
a new database and standardize data that all Cal-SOAP projects will use to report data to the 
Commission.  An in-person training session was conducted by Commission staff on August 28-29 
to train Cal-SOAP project directors and their staff on the use of the new database system.   
 

2014-15 
 Estimated Award   $  14,746,800  
 APLE   $    7,227,000  
 Cash For College   $       586,000  
 Funds available for Cal-SOAP   $    6,933,800  
 Cal-SOAP baseline   $    6,727,157  
 Unallocated funds   $       206,643  
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With the available funding, the consultants were able to design a basic security access system, 
employee and student data to capture activities provided to students, and a budget entry system.  
However, the funding did not allow for the development of needed reports, additional information on 
student experience and information related to financial aid status, college of attendance and 
whether the student has met some college academic requirements. The funding also did not allow 
for development of some security items requested by our information technology staff, such as 
reset password and personal questions for identification.  
 
Commission staff is presently reviewing the progress of the development of the new database 
system and assessing the cost of further enhancements to the new system. Commission staff will 
present its recommendation for the budget year at the Commission meeting once the Commission 
receives notification of the waiver and final approved grant award. The use of additional funds for 
continued development of the database has been discussed with the Project Directors who agree 
with this allocation of the funds. 
 
However, the funding for the database would be included in a contract with one of the consortia.  
The law requires that 30% of the funding be allocated to stipends for student tutors, and also allows 
up to 8% for a consortium’s indirect costs, which are typically for their fiscal agent costs.  Therefore, 
of the $206,643, about $127,000 would be available for continued work in the database.  
 
3. Middle Class Scholarship Outreach  
 
Last year, the Commission authorized the Executive Director to work with the Project Directors to 
develop a methodology for allocating the $500,000 for outreach for the Middle Class Scholarship 
(MCS) Program.  We developed an approach that divided the state into nine regions that took into 
consideration the location of the University of California (UC) and California State University (CSU) 
campuses.  Each project was asked to submit a proposal on how they would conduct outreach in 
one of these region that was focused on the high schools with families with incomes that would be 
expected to qualify for the MCS scholarship.  This approach required projects to expand outreach 
services to high schools beyond those typically served by their consortium.  The following list 
provides the type of activities performed by the projects. 
 
• Contact new partners at the UC,CSU, CC and high school district offices.  
• Schedule meetings or teleconferences with financial aid directors, enrollment management 

administrators and other key leaders to assess current services and establish plan to 
disseminate new information and/or services. 

• Secure supportive personnel from all partners to assist at Cash for College events.  
• Assist with setting up regional Cash for College workshops at the local community colleges 

and invite district high school students to attend.  
• Distribute Fund Your Future booklets and any new MCS materials at each targeted school. 
• Schedule trainings and presentations at each UC and CSU; include representatives from area 

feeder high schools and community colleges; review FAFSA, California Dream Act 
applications, Middle Class Scholarship information; promote Cash for College events; discuss 
web grants management and the importance of webgrants4students accounts.  

• Prepare and submit media press releases for Cash for College events, Middle Class 
Scholarship information and the California Dream Act. 

• Determine and assure all Cash for Colleges are staffed with high school, college/university, 
community volunteers and staff from pre-college programs.   
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• Webgrants4students  - mail reminders for students to set up an account and why it is 
important. 

• Meet with partners for follow up and debriefing to evaluate services. 

Funds were allocated based on the proposals, with $95,000 in additional funds allocated to the East 
Bay Consortium for specific outreach material determined by Commission staff, such as the 
development and printing of an MCS flyer, an MCS video and other social media projects.  The 
MCS funding cannot be used for student tutoring and does not require matching resources. 
 
Table 2 below provides information on our initial recommendations on the 2014-15 distribution of 
the federal Challenge Grant funding as well as the General Fund support provided for the 2013-14 
Middle Class Scholarship Program outreach.  Commission staff is reviewing the approach to the 
2014-15 distribution of MCS outreach funding and will present final recommendations at the 
Commission meeting. 
 

Table 2 

Consortium Baseline 

Career 
Technical 
Education 
Baseline 

Total 
Baseline 

2013-14 
MCS 
Outreach 
(Gen Fund) 

 
 
 
 
Cal SOAP 
Database 

Total 
Contract 
Allocations 

 Central Coast  $276,316  $55,834  $332,150  $45,000   $377,150  

 Central Valley  $276,316  $55,834  $332,150  $22,500   $354,650  

 East Bay & Solano  $737,117  $111,658  $848,775  $137,500*   $986,275  

 Long Beach  $276,316  $55,834  $332,150  $45,000   $377,150  

 Los Angeles  $580,866  $55,834  $636,700  $45,000   $681,700  

 Merced  $276,316  $55,834  $332,150  $22,500   $354,650  

 North Coast  $338,161  $55,834  $393,995  $11,249   $405,244  

 Sacramento  $520,760  $55,834  $576,594  $33,751   $610,345  

 San Diego/Imperial $884,325  $55,834  $940,159  $45,000   $985,159  

 San Francisco  $276,316  $55,834  $332,150  $2,500   $334,650  

 San Jose  $421,304  $55,834  $477,138  $23,661   $500,799  

 Santa Barbara  $437,889  $55,834  $493,723  $0   $493,723  

 So County Gilroy  $311,339  $55,834  $367,173  $21,339  $206,643** $388,512  

 So San Joaquin $276,316  $55,834  $332,150  $45,000   $377,150  

      Total  $5,889,657  $837,500  $6,727,157  $500,000   $7,433,800  
*Commission staff allocated $95,000 to East Bay Consortium for specific MC outreach materials.  
**Approximately $127,000 would be available for continued work for the database. 

 
Program Evaluation 
 
Cal-SOAP must seek funding from the General Fund for 2015-16 because the federal Challenge 
Grant ends after this fiscal year.  The General Fund originally sustained both Cal-SOAP and the 
Commission’s other outreach program, Cash for College, in 2007-08, before they were funded by 
the Challenge Grant.  In order to continue funding for the Cal SOAP in the 2015-16 and beyond, a 
Budget Change Proposal (BCP) was submitted to request an appropriation of General Fund dollars 
to support the Commission’s outreach programs. 
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The Legislative Analyst’s Office (LAO) recommended in its “Financial Aid Overview” that an 
evaluation of Cal-SOAP would help the Legislature in determining continued funding for the 
Commission’s outreach programs.  However, this recommendation was not included in the final 
budget act and no funding was authorized for the evaluation.  Acknowledging an evaluation would 
be helpful, Commission staff initiated a Request for Offer (RFO) process to secure a consultant to 
perform the evaluation on both Cal-SOAP and Cash for College programs.  Commission staff 
estimated a thorough evaluation would require a minimum of four full months to complete.  
Unfortunately, no responses were submitted prior to the June 30 fiscal deadline to secure a 
consultant to perform the study. 
  
Commission staff has begun collecting and assessing data from each of the Cal-SOAP projects.  
Preliminary review of the data indicates the Cal-SOAP is proven to be successful in assisting 
disadvantaged students to access higher education.  Additional data is needed to assess student 
persistence beyond the second year of college.  An analysis of the data will be provided at the 
November Commission meeting. 
 
In light of the uncertainty about the availability of funds pending the release of the federal Challenge 
Grant funds, staff recommends that language conditioning or limiting spending by Cal-SOAP 
consortia to funds that are authorized and actually available. 

 
Recommended Actions:  Adopt the following motion: 
 
Because federal Challenge Grant funds are currently being held by the federal government, to be 
released upon future action by the State, and interim funding mechanisms are currently being 
pursued, the Commission authorizes the Executive Director to take the following actions, subject to 
the condition that the 2014-15 Cal-SOAP contracts shall authorize spending by the Cal-SOAP 
consortia only to the extent and timing of authorized and available funds: 
 

1. Execute the 2014-15 Cal-SOAP contracts to provide up to $6,727,157 in total baseline 
funding. 
 

2. Provide up to $206,643 in additional 2014-15 contract funding to the South County Gilroy 
Cal-SOAP to continue development of the new database.  This funding is subject to the 
existing statutory requirements of 30% for stipends for student tutors and 8% for indirect 
costs. 
 

3. Provide $500,000 in additional 2014-15 contract funding for outreach for the Middle Class 
Scholarship Program. 

 
4. Reallocate the 2014-15 Cal-SOAP funding as equitably as possible, if the Challenge Grant 

award amount is different than the anticipated amount of $14,746,800. 
 

5. Reallocate funds as equitably as possible if any consortia cannot utilize all of their allocated 
funds. 
 

6. Continue to collect, review and assess additional Cal-SOAP data and provide an update at 
the November Commission meeting. 

 
Responsible Person(s):   Catalina Mistler, Chief, Program Administration and Services Division 

Janet McDuffie, Chief, Administration and External Affairs Division 
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