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'L'o : George B h :  County Manager 

From: Mazzclla, Inspector General 

Date: August 16,2006 

Subject: Miami-Dade County - l 'uition Refi~nd Program 

Please find attached the Officc of the Inspector General's interim report regarding the 
above-captioned matter. 

Thus far, our inquiry has found significant financial and oversight problems with this 
program and, as such, wc arc bringing this mattcr to your attention. 

cc: The Honorable Carlos Alvarez, Mayor 
?'he Honorable Joe A.  Martinez, Chair, Board of County Cornmissioncrs 
'The Honorable Katherine Fernandez Rundle, State Attorney 
Mr. Donald Allen, Director - Employee Relations Department 
Ms. Alina Hudak, Assistant Couiity Manager 



MIAMI-DADE COUNTY OFFICE OF INSPECTOR GENERAL 
Interim Report Re: Tuition Refund Program 

SYNOPSIS 

In early March 2006, at the request of the Employee Relations Department (ERD), the 
Office of the Inspector General (01G) opened an investigation of the Miami-Dade 
County Tuition Refund Program (program). The program provides county employees 
the opportunity to enroll in any state or private university or school of higher learning, 
even high-end institutions, such as the University of Miami School of Law and Harvard 
University. The Tuition Refund Program refunds participants up to 50% of their 
tuition costs through taxpayer dollars. This is a very generous program by anyone's 
standard. The only requirement is that the employee obtain a "C" grade to receive 
reimbursement. Nevertheless, after completing an independent review in 2005, ERD 
had concerns that a substantial number of Miami-Dade County employees participating 
in the program were not reporting their additional grants and scholarships to the County 
in accordance with the program requirements. The additional grants, if reported, 
would have reduced allowable tuition refunds and, consequently, the cost to the 
taxpayer substantially. 

The OIG has compiled a list of over 1500 county employees who are currently, or who 
have recently participated in the program. To date, the OIG has reviewed records 
relating to over 200 employee participants. Of these 200 participants, 58 (29%) have either 
cheated or mislead the County by their failure to report the appropriate financial aid to 
Em. Their actions have cost the County, thus far, $140,829.52 in overpayments to these 
employees. Fwdhermore, of these 58 participants, 20 (34%) have received funds which 
provided them with more than 100% of their actual tuition costs. In other words, they 
actually profited by their failure to report the appropriate information to the Couoty. As the 
investigation continues, the OIG expects that these numbers will rise exponentially. The 
OIG is also coordinating this matter with the Miami-Dade State Attorney's Office. 

In the interim, the OIG recommends that the County department heads be reminded by 
the County Manager to adhere to the requirements of A.O. 7-4, particularly as this 
A.O. mandates that department directors be held responsible for administering all 
aspects of the program. Further, as my office reports its findings on individual cases, 
appropriate administrative action should be considered, including the restitution of 
County taxpayer funds, as required by the A.O. For your information, several 
departments such as the Miami-Dade Police Department and the Clerk of the Courts 
have adequate administrative controls in place or are taking steps to tighten up the 
verification process. ERD has also indicated that it is looking at ways to stop the abuse. 

BACKGROUND 

The Miami-Dade County Tuition Refund Program was approved by the Board of 
County Commissioners in 1963, The program was created to encourage county 
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employees to improve their job effectiveness and prepare them for increased 
responsibilities in county government by receiving additional training and education. 
Eligible employees may earn certificates, undergraduate, and advanced degrees, such as 
Masters Degrees in Business, Public Administration and Law Degrees, which relate 
directly to career opportunities within Miami-Dade County. The institutions from 
which the degree is earned must be an accredited institution. The program has 
refunded $9.3 million to Miami-Dade County employees since the year 2000. 

In accordance with Administrative Order (A .O.) 7-4 (EXHIBIT I) ,  all county 
employees are eligible for participation in the program after completion of 13 pay 
periods of full-time employment with the County. Employees who take "approved" 
coursework and achieve a grade that is "C" or higher from an accredited institution, 
which recently has included on-line internet schools, are eligible for a refund of 50% of 
tuition costs upon completion of the course. All employees receiving reimbursement 
are obligated to remain in the County employ for a minimum of one (1) year following 
the completion of the coursework. 

A.O. 7-4 and the program's Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) sheet, provides strict 
guidelines regarding the accounting of grant and scholarship monies to the eligible 
refundable amount: 

Employees receiving financial assistance including scholarships, 
fellowships, grants and/or Veteran's benefits (excluding student 
loans) will be eligible for 50% of tuition costs after the financial 
assistance has been applied to the tuition cost. (Emphasis added 
by the 01G) 

In other words, the employee is eligible to a 50% refund of hidher actual out-of-pocket 
costs. 

To participate in the program, the employee must submit a request for a refund on the 
appropriate application form (currently form 108.01-66 6/05 entitled Tuition Refund 
Progrmn Application for Coursework/Degree Approval). (EXHIBIT 2)' This form 
must be submitted to the employee's department director for coursework/degree 
approval no later than thirty days from the start of classes for each term. Each 
application should include information regarding financial aid received by the 
studentiemployee for that particular term. It should be noted that on the front of every 
application is the heading "Statement of Disclosure" which is signed by every 
participant when an application is submitted for approval. This statement certifies that 

' Prior to June 2005, form 108.01-66 10195 was utilized by participants. (Exhibit 3) It should be 
noted that until May 2006, both f o m  were accepted by ERD for reimbursement. 
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