OMBUDSMAN TASKS UNDER THE PUBLIC INQUIRY CONTRACT STATEMENT OF WORK

2.2.A.22  Responding to Telephone Inquiries for the Office of the Ombudsman 

General Overview of the Task

The Office of Student Financial Assistance (OSFA) is requesting customer contact support for the newly established Office of Ombudsman.  The new Ombudsman Office receives, reviews and attempts to resolve informally complaints from borrowers of student loans, and compiles and analyzes data on borrower complaints.

There will be a small staff located at OSFA headquarters that will respond to incoming calls, letters and emails from the public.  Support from the contractor is required to ensure responsiveness.  The majority of contacts will be from student loan borrowers, but it is expected that other entities in the student financial aid community may contact the office for information.  Contacts received by the Ombudsman will be of a high-priority nature.  And, given that the Office will be under close scrutiny by Congress and all members of the student financial aid community, service of the highest quality is imperative.  Staffing should include individuals who possess the analytical, verbal, and writing skills necessary to respond to complex questions in a sensitive and professional manner.

Government Furnished Materials

The OSFA will provide a toll-free number and telephone lines for transmitting the calls to the call center.  The government will provide a case tracking system and server connections from the call center to the server location. Training on the tracking database used will be provided one time at the contractor’s facility.  A user manual and information about the Ombudsman Office will also be provided.

Services to be Performed

The contractor shall receive in-bound toll-free telephone calls to the number for the Office.  Generally, the role of the agent receiving the call will be to determine the nature of the contact, provide the appropriate response, and record the contact and activities in the case tracking system. 

Call Processing

The following categories of information define the anticipated call types and required contractor actions.  Also included is a description of the information that will be recorded in the case tracking system.  When it is determined that the nature of the call falls into the first two categories, the operator shall proceed to transfer the caller via a “warm hand-off” to OSFA’s Public Inquiry Call Center (PIC) at 1-800-4-FEDAID.

1.  General Assistance

Definition:  These are contacts where the customer is looking for general, non-specific, student financial aid information.  Examples of these contacts include, but are not limited to:

Requests for information such as addresses and telephone numbers for other OSFA offices or partners.  Requests for services provided by other OSFA offices or partners (i.e., applying for a consolidation loan; requesting a deferment form; requesting a loan application; general student financial aid information).

Contractor Actions:  Upon determining the nature of the call, the operator shall transfer the call to the PIC after recording the information listed below.

Information Recorded:  For such contacts, basic information shall be recorded.  Examples of the data to be recorded include, but are not limited to, date of contact, contact type, and resource referred to.

2.  Inquiry

Definition:  More complicated loan question on a specific issue that may require research in OSFA databases or with other entities.   An example of this type of contact includes, but is not limited to the following example:

Customer has loans in multiple locations, but is unable to determine all of the loan servicers.  This may require research on NSLDS and with the loan holders to provide a complete list of servicers to the customer.

Contractor Actions: Upon determining the nature of the call, the operator shall transfer the call to the appropriate Department resource or refer the caller to resources outside the Department, such as a lender or collection agency.  Departmental referrals will include, but are not limited to, the Direct Loans Servicing Center, Loan Consolidation Center, Loan Origination Center, and Debt Collection Service.

Information Recorded:  The information recorded shall be the same as listed above under the category of General Assistance.

3.  Problem Resolution

Definition:  These are loan inquiries where the customer has requested assistance in resolving a problem that exists with a loan and the customer has exhausted other avenues of assistance.  These are issues that most likely could be resolved (perhaps with difficulty) by the loan servicer or originator.  However, they may not have received the priority the customer is requesting; nor have they been resolved in the amount of time the customer believes is reasonable.  Examples of such contacts include, but are not limited to:

Customer believes servicer has committed an error on loan account and will not correct the error.  Due to system issues, customer’s disbursement data has been posted very late to the servicer’s account records.  Customer is having problems getting his current servicer to allow loan consolidation; getting his loan fully consolidated, and/or new consolidated loan amount is incorrect customer’s loan has been sold to another servicer and the new servicer cannot be determined from research on NSLDS.

Contractor Actions:  The contractor shall record data promptly in the case tracking system (see below). The operator shall advise the customer of the next steps in the process.  OSFA will issue additional guidance about the next steps.  In general, OSFA anticipates that the Department’s Ombudsman Office staff will provide follow up services.

Information Recorded:  The data elements to be recorded will include, but may not be limited to, customer name, address, SSN, summary description of contact, detailed description, contact type, and telephone number. 

4.  Complaints

Definition:  In some cases, customers may have a complaint that they have taken to all levels in the appropriate organization, but still feel the matter has not been addressed.  In other cases, the organization may have issued a final decision that the customer believes is unfair.  Generally in these cases, the response the caller is reporting appears to be consistent with statutory, regulatory, and policy guidance.   These cases will require working with other entities within the financial aid community or other departmental offices to develop creative solutions that are fair for all parties involved.  Examples include, but are not limited to:

Customer experiences repeated problems with an issue which, with each occurrence, appears to be solved, when it is not.  It may be that a system issue exists, and the customer is dissatisfied with the response and the failure to remedy quickly and permanently the on-going problem.  Current law, regulations, and policy guidance do not appear to result in a reasonable and fair solution.  For example, a school does not report promptly that a borrower has graduated.  When the borrower’s loan is finally entered into repayment, the unpaid interest on the loan is capitalized.  Thus, the borrower pays more interest over the life of the loan.  Customer believes a loan servicer has treated him poorly and/or not given the service desired and the customer has already elevated the complaint within the servicing entity and is still dissatisfied.

Contractor Actions:  The contractor shall record data promptly in the case tracking system.  The operator shall advise the customer of the next steps in the process.  OSFA will issue additional guidance about the next steps.  In general, OSFA anticipates that the Department’s Ombudsman Office staff will provide follow up services.

Information Recorded:  The data elements required include, but are not limited to, customer name, address, SSN, summary description of contact, detailed description, contact type, telephone number. 

Case Tracking System

OSFA has developed a database that will enable users to record and track the types of calls received.  Copies of the database will be provided for use by contractor staff to record incoming contacts.  The contractor shall provide desktop PC’s for each call operator.  The case tracking system will be available through the Internet, so the PC’s must include Internet Explorer 4.0 or equivalent version of Netscape Navigator.  As noted above, data required for each call type shall be recorded in the database promptly upon each contact with the customer.

Other Required Duties

For incoming telephone calls, the contractor shall re-direct callers to other OSFA offices or contractors, when it is determined a call is best handled by that other entity.  In the event all available agents are busy, messages will provide the customer with a choice of holding the line until an agent is available (with a wait time estimate), or leaving a message for a later return call.  The contractor shall review the incoming messages on an hourly basis and shall attempt at least one return call within the next hour.  Upon making three unsuccessful attempts to return the call, the contractor shall notify the Ombudsman Office so that additional return call attempts can be made.

The Department will provide the script for the recorded messages for inbound calls.   Further, messages to incoming callers shall also be updated to indicate any reason why the call center would be unable to take calls during normal business hours.

Other Information

Contractor staff shall alert the Office immediately of any service problems or issues that would impede the timely resolution of customer contacts.

The contractor shall have the capability to exchange information with the Ombudsman Office via facsimile, overnight mail, and electronic mail.

The contractor shall: 

a) Respond to incoming calls on the toll-free telephone line (1-877-557-2575) Monday through Friday from 8:30 a.m. to 8:30 p.m., Eastern time.  (Federal holidays are excluded unless prior arrangements have been made with the COTR.)  Changes to this schedule may be necessary to respond to customer demand, including changes to the daily operational hours, as requested by the COTR.  Contractor staff shall record a message, to be played during times when the Center is closed.  

b) Maintain an experienced senior staff for training and monitoring purposes, and employ and provide adequate training for a staff of intake specialists to ensure accurate and complete responses to 95% of all inquiries. 

c) Maintain the staffing and logistical capability to respond to wide fluctuations in volumes of telephone calls from day to day, week to week, and hour to hour in any given day; and, the capability to set up queues for callers waiting to speak to an information specialist with queue lengths to be approved by ED staff. 

d) Answer and respond to 95% of the calls placed to the Ombudsman toll-free number with an average call waiting time of no more than 30 seconds.

e) Provide sufficient Spanish-speaking staff to respond to callers who speak only Spanish.

f) Maintain the capability to increase and decrease the number of active telephone lines as call volumes fluctuate, and notify ED staff through the weekly MIS report if the trunk reports indicate incoming calls are blocked for periods totaling 6 minutes or longer during any half-hour increment during the Center’s operating hours.  (The contractor shall notify ED staff by e-mail or telephone immediately if the periods of blockage exceed 15 minutes for any half-hour increment.) 

g) Ensure that all vendor-supplied equipment is functioning properly during the operating hours specified, and notify the COTR within one-half hour any time the telecommunications or computer services or equipment are not working and provide a verbal description of plans to resolve the problem(s) that caused the disruption. 

h) Submit, within three working days of the start of any problem that causes the contractor maintained and operated equipment to fail for any consecutive 24-hour period, a written report describing the problem and how it was resolved.

i) Ensure that ED has timely access to supervisory staff and shall provide timely responses to requests from Ombudsman Office staff for any program-related information including, but not limited to, information on individual cases, and information on contractor-provided training and procedures  (defining timely as response to a voice mail or e-mail within 4 hours of a working day, or a return call from a page within 15 minutes).

j) Provide for adequate internal quality assurance mechanisms, such as arranging for ongoing independent quality assessment of a statistically reliable sample of phone responses.  Quality assurance monitoring shall not substitute for monitoring of intake specialists by the contractor for evaluation and training purposes.   

k) Review and annotate the Ombudsman Case Tracking System (OCTS) each time a customer calls to request Ombudsman assistance or requests an update on an on-going case.

ED encourages the contractor to propose cost-saving options under this task (i.e., changing answer percentages, wait time, adding automated features, steps to smooth out call peaks and valleys, etc.) and share in the savings which accrue from implementing the options. The proposed options should not in themselves increase costs to the government.

2.2.B.13 Performing Casework for the Office of the Ombudsman 

General Overview

The Office of Student Financial Assistance is requesting customer contact support for the Office of Ombudsman.  The Ombudsman Office receives, reviews and attempts to resolve informally complaints from borrowers of student loans, and compiles and analyzes data on borrower complaints.

There is a small staff located at OSFA headquarters that responds to incoming calls, letters, and e-mails from the public.  Support from the contractor may be required to research and resolve complex problems and complaints.  The majority of contacts will be from student loan borrowers, but is expected that other entities in the student financial aid community may contact the office for information.  Contacts received by the Ombudsman are of a high-priority nature, and service of the highest quality is imperative.

Problem/Complaint Resolution

Problems and complaints are cases where the customer has requested the Ombudsmans assistance in resolving a problem that exists with a loan and the customer has exhausted other normal avenues of assistance.  In some cases, customers may have a complaint that they have taken to all levels in the appropriate organization, but still feel the matter has not been addressed.  In other cases, the organization may have issued a final decision that the customer believes is unfair. These cases require working with other entities within the financial aid community or other Department offices to develop creative solutions that are fair for all parties involved.  Examples of such cases include, but are not limited to:

Customer believes servicer has committed an error on loan account and will not correct the error.

· Customer is having problems getting his current servicer to allow loan consolidation; getting his loan fully consolidated, and/or new consolidated loan amount is incorrect 

· Customers loan has been sold to another servicer and the new servicer cannot be determined from research on NSLDS.

· Customer experiences repeated problems with an issue which, with each occurrence, appears to be solved, when it is not.  It may be that a system issue exists, and the customer is dissatisfied with the response and the failure to remedy quickly and permanently the ongoing problem.

· Customer believes a loan servicer has treated him poorly and/or not given the service desired and the customer has already elevated the complaint within the servicing entity and is still dissatisfied.

Case Assignment and Research
The Office of the Ombudsman will assign cases to the contractor by e-mail or by fax.  Each case will be available to the contractor in the Ombudsman Case Tracking System (OCTS). Upon assignment of a case, the contractor shall thoroughly review and research the facts recorded by the Intake Specialist in the OCTS.   The contractor shall review loan records in the National Student Loan Data System and, depending upon type of loan, may also need to review the Direct Loan Servicing System and the Debt Collection System. The Department will also provide the names and numbers of contacts that it uses to research cases.

Ombudsman Case Tracking System (OCTS)

OSFA has developed a database to record and track all cases received by the Ombudsman Office.  The Department will provide the contractor staff with access to the database.  The case tracking system will be available through the Internet.  To access the database, the contractor must use Internet Explorer 4.0 or an equivalent version of Netscape Navigator.

The contractor shall:

a) Call or e-mail the borrower to discuss the reported complaint or problem with the customer.  During the discussion, the contractor shall ask the questions necessary to ascertain the exact nature of the problem and to determine appropriate steps to resolve the problem.

b) Attempt to contact the customer on the same day that the case is assigned by the Department.  ED will assign cases prior to 3 p.m. Eastern Standard Time.  Upon making three unsuccessful attempts to contact the customer, the contractor shall notify the Ombudsman Office.

To fully research the facts of a case after contacting the borrower, the contractor may be required to contact participants in the Federal Family Education Loan (FFEL) Program, such as guarantors, lenders, servicing centers and collection agencies.  The contractor may also need to contact Department staff or other Department contractors for information about FFEL, Direct Loans, and Perkins Loans.  The Department will advise the contractor of the names and phone numbers of all contacts at agencies and offices.

c) Work very closely with the Office of the Ombudsman to ensure that the disposition of the case and recommended solutions are consistent with the Ombudsmans high quality standards.  Until otherwise instructed by the Department, all cases shall be briefly discussed with the Ombudsman staff before contacting the borrower or other agencies.  Further, the contractor shall review the recommended solution and borrower response to the solution with the Ombudsman staff prior to closing a case. 

d) Carefully, accurately, and completely record all case information, including contacts, in the OCTS.  Consistent with the impartial nature of the Ombudsmans services, the records should be factual and objective.

e) Record case information in the database on the same day that contacts (or attempted contacts) occurs with the customer or other entities. 

f) Ensure staff  possess the analytical, verbal, and written skills necessary to respond to complex loan questions in a knowledgeable, sensitive and professional manner.  Staff shall be experts in the FFEL or DL programs.  Evidence of expertise includes, but is not limited to knowledge of:

· the roles and responsibilities of the various parties that could be involved in making and collecting loans,

· typical problems that borrowers encounter and the best solutions,

· loan terms, conditions, and benefits, and 

· loan consolidation.
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