Slide 1 (Title)

Who am I? Why am I here?

Slide 2 (Intro)

Here’s what we will cover today. First I’ll explain where the LFS program came from, followed by a detailed overlook about how we structured the program, and last, the customary “Gee, I wish we had done it this way…”

Slide 3 (Origins)

Like most huge endeavors, large decisions drove its founding. The UVa Board of Visitors declined to mandate that incoming first-years purchase a computer. 

OK, then how do we make sure that ALL students have an equal footing, technology-wise? Sure, we have public labs but what happens when faculty assume they can require students to install this package or that package, which we don’t have in the labs?

At about this time, UVa decided to try to standardize our desktop computing environment – get rid of ancient hardware, bring all departments up to a minimum standard, and make the purchasing process much simpler. During the process of creating this program (which we call DCI for Desktop computing Initiative), several folks said we should offer these standardized computers to students, as well as faculty and staff. Those of you who do any work with contracts know that it’s tempting to ask for the moon, and let the vendors be the bad guys by saying no. That’s what we thought we would do, too.

Slide 4 (Original Plan)

In our DCI contracts with Apple and Dell, we added a clause that said you have to give us 60 laptop computers a year. We asked Dell for 50 per year and Apple for 10 – the playing field was different back then.

UVa will then just hand out those 60 computers to deserving incoming first-years.

What could possibly go wrong?

Slide 5 (Early Assumptions)

Doing this on the cheap, we didn’t have the money for any extra staff or person-hours to handle the applications, distribution, record-keeping, etc. We’ll just slot it in to existing folks’ jobs.

We figured that we didn’t need to make a marketing push – the word that there were free computers would spread like wildfire. Again, we had no money for such a push anyway, so that was an easy one.

As we offered students a choice of Dell or Apple, we thought they would know which platform would best suit their needs; that they would have done their homework and known which brand was better-suited to what they needed to do academically. WRONG.

Asking them to hike maybe four blocks, and spend 20 minutes picking up a FREE computer is a no-brainer. Why wouldn’t we have a line when we opened. Strike two.

All we need to make sure we get the computers back is the threat to block their account when they leave UVa. In reality, all this does is prevent them from getting an official transcript. The ones who will walk off with a laptop may well be the same ones who don’t want an official transcript.


Slide 6 (Reality Checks In)

Dell and Apple came through that first year, but it was late enough that we hadn’t had time to identify needy students, nor have them formally apply. We ended up holding the first year’s worth of donations over to the second year, and distributing 120 laptops in the first go-round.

We had been led to believe there were plenty of incoming first-year students with circumstances dire enough to prevent them from buying a computer. In reality, many of theses needy souls had sacrificed something else to have a computer, so we had more laptops to give away than first-years to receive them. However, there were lots of upperclass and graduate students in just a perilous a financial bind, so they got the extras.

As the DCI contract was with the University, Dell and Apple donated the LFS machines to the University. That meant UVa owned them – we had to stick an asset tag on them, we had to track their movements, and we had to get them back when the student left.

Slide 7 (Other Problems…)

A late addition to the distribution process was a document the students all signed. This listed the requirements of the program, basically that the student was responsible for the well-being and safe-keeping of the computer. All well and good, but this is the real world. A laptop or two got stolen, some that weren’t covered by damage insurance got damaged, and at least one got left on a bus in Turkmenistan.

We hadn’t identified a storage area for the computers. Dell and Apple delivered them in July (with ONE notable exception I’ll tell you about later) but we didn’t pass them out until late August. We had to house the computers from students who did return theirs. And each year, we had two or three extras from students who didn’t pick them up, decided not to enroll, etc. What to do with these? You guessed it – they became furniture in MY office.

While we were negating a large capital expenditure for students in the purchase price of a laptop, they still needed to print their work occasionally. We hadn’t come up with a way to even the playing field for LFS recipients with non-LFS recipients. All of them had to pay 8 cents a page for printing, but it was only a burden for the LFS recipients.

Slide 8 (Mid-Course Corrections)

The Commonwealth came to our aid three years in when they said that only assets valued above $5K had to have an asset tag (previously it was $2K). As an LFS laptop was worth just over $2K, this was a big load lifted off our shoulders.
To complement that, we got Dell and Apple to agree that students could keep the laptops when they graduated. So no longer did we have to keep tabs on what was getting to be 300 computers, but we also didn’t have to store all the returned units. And also didn’t have to either send them to Surplus Property or find new homes for them!

In the early years of the 21st century, UVa expanded its financial aid program and called it AccessUVa. As part of this, the LFS program was granted $50K annually. This meant that we could now purchase about 25 additional laptops. This had the practical aspect of allowing us to award computers even to students who had trouble affording them, in addition to those who just plain couldn’t afford it. Our aim is to ensure 100% of our student body has their own computer.

Finally, we addressed the printing dichotomy. UVa student financial services had a program which distributed prepaid printing cards to needy students. It was underutilized, and we decided to use the money to buy each LFS recipient a printer. After assessing this for two years, we realized that the cost of paper and ink was probably as great or greater than the prepaid printing cards. Now we reserve a prepaid card for each LFS recipient, and have discontinued the free printers.


Slide 9 (Process)

UVa’s Student Financial Services serves as the clearinghouse for the LFS applications from students. The application asks not only empirical data (identity, program of study, Estimated Family Contribution) but also why they need an LFS computer, do they have a computer now, and its age.

After the deadline, SFS collates the applications, and then ranks them. They’re first sorted by academic level (1st year, 2nd year, etc.) and then by EFC. Most years, we have about 130 applications, for about 85 computers.

In early June, a team from ITC and SFS meets to review the list. We start by drawing a line at the Pell grant limit for EFC generally around $4.5K) and then seeing how many applicants are eligible for that. If they are more laptops available than applicants above the cutoff amount, we either move the line, or decide on a case-by-case basis if there are especially-needy applicants. We also keep a running total of how many want Macs and how many want Dells, which can alter the cutoff line by a few dollars.

I then generate a letter to the successful applicants by mid-June. This tells them they have been selected, includes the Guidelines for Participation form for them to sign, and gives them a deadline to return it, usually mid-July. Then two weeks later I send a follow-up letter. Then I send follow-up e-mail. Finally we select some alternates for the inevitable few who don’t respond.


Slide 10 (Things We Hadn’t Thought About)

For the first few years, we asked LFS recipients to come to a central location to pick up their computers. While no one complained, we realized that this identified them as recipients of financial aid. Now we have their LFS computer delivered to their dorm room (as with all DCI student computer purchases), ready for them on move-in Saturday.

We have distributed over 500 laptops to date, and yes, some 5 or so have grown legs and walked away. Also, the Macs don’t have accidental damage insurance, so if a screen gets destroyed, it can be over $800. In these cases, we offer the afflicted student a returned model from an earlier year (someone’s who did not graduate, or swapped brands).

In one particularly memorable year, one vendor failed to get us the LFS computers by the first of August. They failed to get us the computers by the week before move-in Saturday. They failed to get us the computers the day before move-in Saturday. They DID show up in a rented van at 1:30 AM on move-in Saturday, and I was there to unload them. We now get a written guarantee that they will be delivered by June 15 each year.

Slide 11 (Lessons Learned)

In order not spend all your time and any extra money replacing damaged computers, get machines with accidental damage coverage. We have made this a requirement in our purchasing contracts and are constantly thanked by parents for doing so. The number of stolen machines (no more than two a year so far) doesn’t justify theft insurance for all computers. It’s cheaper to have a couple of extra models on hand for that purpose.

Early on, we didn’t reserve any of our pool for replacements. We now save two of each brand per year out as reserves. These handle thefts, and the inevitable “you gave me a Windows machine; I need a Mac”.

This one may seem obvious but it bears repeating. Don’t be timid about asking vendors for much more than you want. We found that they are very willing to work with us, as long as we have a carefully-thought-out program with real benefits to those students who need it most. If they say no, ask again. Tell them “you did it for UVa, what about us?”

Here’s a lesson that may be a little less obvious. While every year we do indeed get some letters and phone calls from parents and students thanking us, the majority don’t write to offer gratitude. That’s fine, we know we’re doing a good thing. And then there are the ones who complain about the model we selected, want to know why they can’t have it shipped home, and could I please have a Macbook Pro instead?

Slide 12 (Future Enhancements)

As we negotiate new contracts with vendors, we’re replacing the hard numbers with ranges or percentages. The new language says something to the effect of “2% of sales to UVa in the previous year, but not less than x machines”. This will help us control the percentage of one brand over another brand, without having to rewrite the contract. Our hard numbers that were heavily weighted in favor of Windows became a burden 

Starting this year, we will look at what program or major the student will be enrolled in, and then decide what brand to award. Certain schools at UVa require Windows or require a Mac, and incoming first-years may not know which platform they need when they apply. We’re hoping this will cut down on the after-award swaps we have been doing in the first week of classes.

Lastly, we want to expand the range of brands offered. Our on-campus computer reseller is adding different companies to their offerings, and we hope to make these new companies LFS participants as well.


Slide 13 (Questions)
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