                      HQ. HUMAN RESOURCES MANAGEMENT DIVISION

                                  STANDARD OPERATING PROCEDURE

Activity:   Student Loan Repayment Program

Authority:  5 U.S.C. 5379; 5 CFR Part 537

Responsible Branch:  Special Programs Branch

Purpose:  This instruction sets forth the NASA Headquarters policy, responsibilities,

                  delegations of authority, and criteria for approving student loan repayments

Effective Date:  July 1, 2002

Applicability:  All NASA Presidential Management Interns, Procurement Interns, and National Security Education Program Interns (with the exception of employees of the Office of Inspector General)

INTRODUCTION:
The recruitment and retention of outstanding candidates for professional positions at NASA Headquarters is vital to the continued success of the agency’s mission.  The Presidential Management Intern Program, National Security Education Program and the Procurement Intern Program, with their intense level of competition for entry, have proven to be excellent sources of young talent with Master’s Degrees, who are viewed as the future managers at NASA.  Because of the requirement for a Master’s Degree to participate in these programs, many students have obligations to repay student loans when they enter on duty at Headquarters.

DEFINITION:

Student loan means (a) a loan made, insured, or guaranteed under parts B, D, or E of Title IV of the Higher Education Act of 1965; or (b) a health education assistance loan made or insured under part A of Title VII of the Public Health Service Act, or under part E of Title VIII of that Act.

ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA:
Only Headquarters Presidential Management Interns, Procurement Interns, and NSEP (National Security Education Program) Interns (excluding those in the Office of Inspector General) may be considered for student loan repayments.

Employees occupying a position which is excepted from the competitive service because of its confidential, policy-determining, policy-making, or policy advocating character (i.e., employees serving under Schedule C appointments) are ineligible.  

Loan repayments must be based on a written determination that, in the absence of offering loan repayment benefits, NASA would encounter difficulty either in filling the position with a highly qualified candidate, or retaining a highly qualified employee in that position.

Each determination for recruitment purposes (including the amount to be paid) must be made before the employee actually enters on duty in the position for which he or she was recruited.

Payments authorized in order to retain an employee must be based upon a written determination that the high or unique qualifications of the employee or special need of the agency for the employee’s services makes it essential to retain the employee, and that, in the absence of offering student loan repayment benefits, the employee would be likely to leave for employment outside the Federal service.  This determination must be based on a written description of the extent to which the employee’s departure would affect NASA’s ability to carry out an activity or perform a function that is deemed essential to the NASA’s mission.

Merit system principles must be adhered to when selecting employees to receive loan repayment benefits.

NASA Headquarters will no longer pay for student loan indebtedness if the employee leaves Headquarters unless the employee transfers to a NASA center, in which case  Headquarters will continue to pay for the student indebtedness.

PAYMENT CRITERIA:
Student loan repayments may be made up to a maximum of $6000 per year, not to exceed a total of $40,000 per intern.  In no case will the student loan repayment exceed the cost of the student loan.

Payments may be applied only to the indebtedness outstanding at the time that NASA Headquarters and the employee enter into an agreement, and may not begin before the employee enters on duty.

Employees must maintain an acceptable level of performance in order to receive continued benefits.

Tax withholdings must be deducted or applied at the time any payment is made.  Tax withholdings may not be spread out over time.  The student loan repayment is includible in the employee’s gross income and in wages for Federal employment tax purposes, notwithstanding NASA’s repayment of the loan directly to the lender.

When repaying a student loan, NASA must:

· Pay the employer’s share of Social Security and Medicare taxes on the loan repayment;

· Withhold and pay Federal income tax withholding (and appropriate state and local income tax withholding) on the loan repayment;

· Withhold and pay the employee’s share of Social Security and Medicare taxes on the loan repayment; and

· Report the loan repayment and taxes withheld and paid as required under Federal law and applicable state and local laws.

The employee reports the repayment as wages on line 7 of Form 1040 or, alternatively, on line 1 of Form 1040EZ.

To lessen the financial hardship for the recipient of the repayment benefit, NASA Headquarters may make the loan repayments in any of the following ways:

1. Make smaller payments at periodic intervals throughout the fiscal year

2. Permit employees to write a check to NASA to cover their tax liability, rather than have this amount withheld from their paycheck;

3. Deduct the amount of taxes to be withheld from the loan repayment benefit before issuing payment to the holder of the loan.

SERVICE AGREEMENT:

An employee receiving a student loan repayment must sign the attached service agreement (Appendix A) to remain with NASA for a period of three years following the date of the first loan repayment, unless involuntarily separated, and must repay all benefits received if separated for cause or poor performance during this time.

Each repayment after the three year period extends the service agreement for one additional year.

DELEGATION OF AUTHORITY:

An employee’s participation in this program must be approved by the Chief, Special Programs Branch, Headquarters Human Resources Management Division, based on the above criteria.

RECOVERY AND WAIVERS OF REIMBURSEMENT:

Individuals who receive student loan repayments must comply with the provisions contained in the service agreement or reimburse Headquarters for any and all loan repayments that are made, unless the service or reimbursement obligations are waived by Headquarters.  The Director of Headquarters Human Resources Management Division has authority to approve waivers of service and reimbursement obligations.

ESTABLISHING AND RETAINING FILES FOR RECORDKEEPING:

The Headquarters Human Resources Office will maintain records containing the Student Loan Repayment Services Agreements and will maintain a database that includes the number of employees selected to receive student loan repayments, their job classification and grades, and the amounts paid for student loans.

REPORTING REQUIREMENTS:

The Headquarters Human Resources Office will submit reports on the operation of the program as may be required by OPM and NASA, Office of Human Resources.

EVALUATION OF PROGRAM:

The operation of this program at Headquarters will be periodically assessed to assure overall effectiveness and regulatory compliance.
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