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T

hrough the 2016-2017 academic year, stu- impact of the switch to PPY on students and
dent aid applicants completing the Free financial aid offices. The study finds that the
Application for Federal Student Aid used volume of professional judgements did not
the immediately previous year’s tax informa- appear to increase, the Department of Education. Beginning in 2017-2018, students were tion’s choice to re-ask for 2016 tax information
required to use two-year-old tax return infor- and penalize students with discrepancies by
mation creating a lag in the timeliness of finan- withholding aid disbursements was objectioncial health data used to
able, the administrative
calculate financial aid
burden was worrisome,
This phenomenological study ex- and college affordabileligibility. This older
data is called Prior-Pri- plored the perceived impact of im- ity was of great conor Year (PPY) by the plementing PPY tax information on cern. It also finds that
aid community.
the FAFSA. Administrators report- administrators, though
never coming to a caCommunity
memed fewer professional judgments
reer financial aid inbers in support of the
than anticipated and unexpected tentionally, find their
change expected college applicants to have hardship from comment code 399. work deeply meaningful notwithstanding.
more time to apply for
aid and make decisions.
Though the expectOthers articulated concerns that use of the old- ed issue of an increased volume of PJs did not
er data would increase the likelihood of fami- materialize, there was an unexpected issue of
lies requesting professional judgements (man- complying with comment code 399 requireually intensive calculations with more recent ments that arose, likely due to the Department
tax data), therefore significantly increasing the of Education’s choice to not consult financial
workload. Early detractors worried the older aid administrators during the design and imtax data would erode the accuracy of targeting plementation of PPY. As the first phenomenoaid to the right students.
logical study on PPY, this article provides adThis pilot phenomenological study investigates ministrators and researchers alike with insight
how financial aid administrators perceive the into opportunities for improvement in future
FAFSA changes.
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Perceived Impact of Prior-Prior-Year Financial Aid

Introduction

informed by Federal Student Aid (FSA), the office
tasked with administering federal student financial
aid for the United States Department of Education.
Financial aid administrators were told by FSA that
only records with substantial changes to need-based
federal aid would be impacted. Later, since the federal government would not disclose what fields were
in conflict, the financial aid offices were left to work
with the students and families to identify and resolve
all the conflicting information. This caused uncertainty regarding how to proceed and led to fishing
expeditions in aid offices until the aid administrators
had a sufficient understanding of what they needed
to search for in the files to identify the conflicting
information.

In preparation for the 2017-2018 school year, the
United States Department of Education implemented a change to the collection of tax information for
families completing the Free Application for Federal
Student Aid (FAFSA). (See the appendix for entire
application.) The change required families to use
tax information from the second preceding tax year.
In all previous years of federal student aid, families
applying for financial aid were required to use the
income information from the immediately preceding year.
The option of using two-year old tax data has been
discussed in the profession of financial aid for over
two decades as a possible way to help families, especially those filing late in the spring and filing tax
Research Question
return extensions—often missing aid application What did aid administrators perceive to be the imdeadlines. In 2008, the federal government passed pact of PPY on students and aid offices?
the Higher Education Opportunity Act which allowed for adoption of prior-prior year tax usage. In
Industry Acronyms
2015, President Obama declared changes to the proDRT
–
Data
Retrieval Tool
cedures for processing financial aid allowing for use
of the Prior-Prior Year (PPY) income information FAFSA – Free Application for Federal Student Aid
in the federal aid application process (The White
FINAID-L – National list
House, 2015).
serve of financial aid adThe new initiative came
ministrators
with some challenges.
Research Question: What did aid FSA – Federal Student
Aid officers did not anAid
administrators perceive to be the
ticipate the challenges
impact of PPY on students and aid NASFAA – National Ascreated by the federal
sociation of Financial Aid
offices?
government application
Administrators
logistics. Instead of offerPPY – Prior-Prior Year
ing skip logic, families of
returning students were
PY – Prior Year
expected to complete both 2016-2017 and 20172018 with the same tax year information. Students
and families, when completing the FAFSA, often did
Review of Research
not know how to answer the questions or did not
recall the exact amounts so they used guesstimated
and rounded values. The result was conflicting infor- Prior-Prior Year
mation between the years for students who complet- In 1997, the Advisory Committee on Student Finaned FAFSAs during both years. Those discrepancies cial Assistance published a briefing paper cautioning
were assigned a code of 399 on the FAFSAs sent to against using PPY income for federal financial aid
colleges and universities and had at least two nega- application purposes. The paper argued that 63% of
aid applicants would have their income over or untive impacts.
First, students with a conflict between years were derestimated and, among other things, PPY would
denied their subsequent financial aid disbursements cause a redistribution of federal aid from more fiuntil the conflict was resolved (Federal Student Aid nancially deserving students to less financially de(FSA), 2016a). For many current college students, serving students (Advisory Committee on Student
this meant no federal financial aid at the start of the Financial Assistance, 1997).
spring term as the new earliest application date was In 1998, a study focusing on the feasibility of using
moved to October 1. This allowed 3 months more PPY versus PY income found that PPY was 82% accollection than in the previous years where January curate in predicting current year versus 87% with
1 was the earliest application date. Effectively, the PY (Kelchen, 2014; Kelchen & Jones, 2015; National
early bird applicants were most likely to suffer a de- Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators
(NASFAA), 2013). A later study published in 2012
lay in current year financial aid for spring.
Second, the financial aid offices were not adequately found that 77% of students using PPY would have a
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Pell Grant within $500 of their Pell Grant using PY intended to help, (2) more savvy students hedging
data (Dynarski & Wiederspan, 2012).
their bets while price shopping longer, and (3) the
The NASFAA committed a great deal of time and elongation of the negotiation season where families
research to ascertaining the pros and cons of the leverage school A’s financial aid offer against school
change to PPY(Coval, 2015). It also completed an B’s financial aid offer (Boeckenstedt, 2015).
administrative burden survey of members. The top As PPY was enacted via an executive order, the typirecommendation from the survey was that PPY be cal rulemaking process involving the aid community
implemented (National Association of Student Fi- did not occur. FSA chose not to offer prepopulated
nancial Aid Administrators (NASFAA), 2015). Ac- values in the online FAFSA to prevent re-asking for
cording to the publication, the three greatest benefits the same values requested in the previous year from
of PPY to students were as follows: 1) the ability to reapplicants. In fact, anticipating families would
file the FAFSA earlier, 2) Easier and more accurate provide different answers, FSA instead invested in
filing, and 3) the option to use the IRS Data Retrieval creating a new series of edits to find differences. The
Tool (DRT) to avoid verification. [The DRT allows primary tool for communicating to financial aid
federal income tax form information to flow from administrators that an application has a conflicting
the IRS to the Department of Education when au- answer when compared to the previous year was the
thorized via the FAFSA.]
comment code 399 flag.
In their study, Kelchen and Jones found results sim- Students whose records were flagged with comment
ilar to Dynarski and Wiederspan. They also found code 399 received a message stating, “Your Financial
that students narrowly eligible for Pell Grants, as Aid Administrator may contact you to resolve any iswell as independent students who worked before sues related to differences in the 2015 income inforcollege would be more likely to lose Pell Grants un- mation you reported on your 2016-2017 FAFSA and
der PPY(Kelchen & Jones, 2015). In their conclu- 2017-2018 FAFSA.” Aid administrators were told
sion, Kelchen and Jones
“Resolution required. Incalled for a multi-region
stitution must resolve the
or multi-state pilot to
conflicting inforThe primary tool for communicat- possible
track these concerns, enmation” (Federal Student
ing to financial aid administrators Aid (FSA), 2016b). Howcouraging a sensitivity
toward those who were that an application has a conflicting ever, FSA did not provide
likely the most negatively answer when compared to the pre- guidance on which fields
impacted (2015).
in conflict and the
vious year was the comment code were
aid
office
was left to figure
Additional concerns were
399
flag.
out
the
how
to resolve the
raised, including the imdisparity.
pact of having to make labor-intensive professional
In the fall of 2016, FSA
judgements (a manual assessment of what financial relaxed some of the requirements associated with
aid would have been under different conditions comment code 399. In particular, “an institution is
than those reported on the FAFSA) when the PPY not required to resolve the reported Comment Code
income is significantly higher than the immediately 399 if…the student was, or will be, a graduate stuPY income. Approximately 1.5% of Pell recipients in dent for all of 2016-2017 and will continue to be
2011-2012 received professional judgements. An up- a graduate student for all of 2017-2018; and [t]he
tick in this by even a single percent would represent student did not, and will not, receive Federal Worka considerable workload increase for financial aid Study for either the 2016-2017 or 2017-2018 award
administrators (Kelchen & Jones, 2015). Researchers years” (Baker, 2016).
hoped that offering earlier filing would assist those During this study conducted in Spring 2017, the
students who under-file (those who miss state grant DRT was shut down at the beginning of March due
deadlines) as under-filers tend to be the most finan- to IRS “privacy concerns” (Douglas-Gabriel, 2017;
cially needy of students (Cannon & Goldrick-Rab, Internal Revenue Service, 2017) and, according to
2016).
reports, it would not be reinstated until the fall (FedA piece written days after President Obama’s Exec- eral Student Aid (FSA), 2017); therefore, the most
utive Order to move to PPY articulated what many at-risk filing population, that which under-filed,
feared: this one change could upend the historical would be that most likely hurt by the unavailability
uncertainty associated with college selection. In of the DRT. Moreover, according to an April 2017
particular, Boekenstedt lists out the several possible NASFAA survey, 23% of those polled indicated they
unintended consequences including (1) allowing already saw an increase in the number of comment
schools to be less need-blind in their admissions, code 399 records (National Association of Student
which would hurt the very students this policy was Financial Aid Administrators, 2017).

Muma Business Review

3

Perceived Impact of Prior-Prior-Year Financial Aid

The Protocol

The method for this research was qualitative in nature to allow for a more open, exploratory discovery of
the underlying financial aid administrators’ perceptions of the implementation of Prior-Prior Year.
According to Creswell, a phenomenological study is an “exploration of this phenomenon with a group
of individuals who have all experienced the phenomenon […where] a heterogenous group is identified
that may vary in size from 3 to 4 individuals to 10 to 15.” He describes the research as “somewhere on
a continuum between qualitative and quantitative” (Creswell, 2012). Creswell goes on to note that the
researcher “brackets” himself out of the study, as opposed to an approach like action research where the
researcher intervenes. He goes on to state that the research approach collects data from those who have
experienced the phenomenon, the units of analysis can be gradient, and the end product is a discussion
of the “essence” of the experience.
A phenomenological study method was chosen as it allowed exploration of the topic rather than predefining what should and should not be measured through a more positivistic approach. Instead this study
allowed the interviewees to go into detail regarding how they got where they were, what they saw happen,
what they believed to be relevant, and how they felt about the subject.

Sample

The sample size was based on phenomenological research recommendations from Polkinghorne to interview 5 to 25 people (Polkinghorne, 1989). In accordance with this guideline, five individuals were interviewed about their experience with implementing Prior-Prior Year (see Table 1 profiles). They were also
asked about records marked with Institutional Student Information Record (ISIR) Comment Code 399.
According to NASFAA, 21% of aid officers are male (National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators, 2016). As such, the desired sample was 4 females to reflect the distribution. Unfortunately,
the actual response rate among females was very low, and the ratio of female to male participants ended
up being only 2 to 3.
The researcher did not choose to include any impacted financial aid applicants in the study because only
a student who worked in her institution’s financial aid office or had a close relationship with an aid officer
would likely know or be able to identify if he or she was impacted by this regulation. The assignment of
code 399 by the Department of Education was not readily obvious to the student.

Study Design

The researcher has worked in Financial Aid and was a great proponent of PPY. PPY was discussed frequently during the researcher’s formative years in financial aid as a workstudy student in the early 1990s.
As such, it was necessary for the researcher to acknowledge this bias in preparation for the study. In
addition, the researcher owns a financial aid software consulting firm, and was careful to only accept
participants who did not use her firm and were not currently working directly with her. The researcher
also acknowledged that reporting on implementation shortcomings by Federal Student Aid may create
tension between her firm and FSA.

Procedure

1. The researcher attempted to post a request for interviews (stating the expectation of at least one
interview and maybe a second) on FINAID-L. According to FinAid.org, FINAID-L is a “discussion
list for issues facing financial aid offices” focusing on topics such as “changes in federal aid regulations” (FinAid.org). The request to post was denied because the researcher’s assertion that this research was for academic purposes was belied by his affiliation with a for-profit financial aid software
consulting firm.
2. The researcher successfully posted requests for interviews on LinkedIn and Twitter. Requests for
interviews included:
a. Informed Consent document.
b. Demographic Information supplemental document.
3. The interviews were conducted over a two-month period after obtaining both forms.
4. Interviews were recorded on Just Press Record (an iPhone app) and join.me.
5. No money or benefits were offered to participants.
6. The interview questions that drove the primary interview were used in all interviews.
7. Before starting each interview, the participant was reminded of his or her right to stop the interview
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at any time and to decline to answer any question.
8. Each interview lasted between 46 and 69 minutes with an average of 58 minutes.
9. All interviews were transcribed by www.rev.com.
10. Interviews were then read and listened to multiple times to identify emergent themes across all participants.

Analysis

Moustakas’ method as described in Creswell’s Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design was employed (2012).
The collected interview data were read and listened to multiple times. General concepts were gathered and
then captured in a spreadsheet. Significant statements supporting the concepts were identified. Meanings
were then determined based on the significant statements. The meanings were then grouped into themes
common to the participants.
Table 1: Participant Profiles
Participant
Key Demographics
1
Director of Financial Aid at a private, non-profit college within doctoral-level university
Large institution (more than 10,000 students)
Worked in financial aid for 33 years
Undergraduate Degree: Music
2
Associate Director of Financial Aid at a private, nonprofit graduate and undergraduate university
Medium institution (between 2,500 and 10,000 students)
Worked in financial aid for 17 years in for-profit, state, and private non-profit schools
Undergraduate Degree: Sociology
3
Associate Director of Financial Aid at a private, non-profit graduate and undergraduate university
Small institution (less than 2,500 students)
Worked in financial aid for 16 years in a community college and private non-profit
schools
Undergraduate Degree: Communications
4
Director of Financial Aid at a private, non-profit undergraduate university
Small institution (less than 2,500 students)
Worked in financial aid for 33 years
Undergraduate Degree: Film
5
Executive Director of Financial Aid at a public community college
Large institution (more than 10,000 students)
Worked in financial aid for 17 years
Undergraduate Degree: Biology

Findings

The participant with the earliest recollection set the
tone with his observations about the way that PPY
was perceived in the profession:
A lot of people were complaining that [PPY] would
drastically increase the number of professional judgment calls we’d be asked to make because you were
widening that window of time between the earning
of the income that was being reported and the beginning of the enrollment that using financial aid determined by that income. You already had things, adjustments to possibly make from a prior year. If you
Muma Business Review

go back two years, you’re talking about even more
adjustments, so that was always the objection. I
think for a long time, those objections were drowning
out the argument about the potential advantages of
it…. I thought it was something worth looking into.
I don’t remember having a really strong opinion to
it, about it. I was not on board with the people who
were completely opposed to it because of the fear that
it would increase the number of professional judgment adjustment requests because that’s not a very
student-centered way to look at this.
Participant #1

5

Perceived Impact of Prior-Prior-Year Financial Aid

Theme 1: In some ways, Prior-Prior
Year had a few pleasant surprises…

having anticipated that prior-prior year was going to
be something of a disaster, I have to say, it has been
very, very smooth.
Participant #4

My initial thoughts, because I was still at a public
[university] at the time, my initial thoughts were that
it was not going to be a good idea, simply because
I was very concerned about the number of income
We’re right at 13,000 ISIRs. Prior to the prior-prior
adjustments that we would have to make because of
year ... Normally, the application becomes available
people’s life changes. I mean, we have enough from
January one, by this time of year, we probably would
one year to another, but then going back two years,
only have eight or nine thousand ISIRs. Typically,
I was just very concerned about people getting marour students wait very late to apply. They’re a much
ried, people getting divorced, people losing their jobs.
more adult population, average age 29. We used to
So, I was just concerned about the number of profesget the majority of our ISRs in April, May and June.
sional judgments that were going to need to be doActually, it would have been probably more like May,
ne….I think getting the information out to our high
June and even into July. The majority of our 30-toschool seniors sooner is definitely a good thing.
40,000 ISIRs come in in those three months. The
Participant #2
prior-prior year, coming up in October, has really
helped us. We’re at almost double. In the last couple
I first heard about prior-prior in the early ‘90s. Probof weeks, we doubled the normal amount of ISIRs
ably the mid-1990s. It was always one of these things
that we normally would have at this point in time.
that was just sort of getting kicked around and noSo that’s a good sign, I think, going into summertime,
body really took seriously….I’m not sure that anythat if we can keep up that trend of staying about
body really, really thought that it was going to come
twice as many ISIRs received as in previous years,
about. Certainly not in my orbit here in the Philaby the time we get to April, May, June, July, August,
delphia area. I know that none of us who had talked
our busiest months of the
about it ever could imagyear, we may not be as
ine that it would actually
work. I think that we were
I still anticipated that there would busy because we’ve gotall pretty cynical about it. be a lot more appeals because again ten so many kids filling
out the FAFSA so much
In fact, I know a lot of us
information two years old is theo- earlier. I think prior-prior
were cynical about it right
up to the moment where retically going to be less an accurate year is helping students
we were forced in it. Here’s
picture than information one year fill out the FAFSA earlier.
Because a lot of our stuthe funny thing, a lot of
old. I haven’t seen that happen.
dents, especially our adult
the high-end colleges were
students, even though we
vehement against it. Nosay
you
could
go
fill
out
the FAFSA and then just
body wanted to change. Nobody wanted to do it. Evuse
estimated
data,
and
then
fill it back out, I think
erybody saw that there’s a logic to this, that if you use
the majority of our students waited until after they
data that’s two years old, it’s going to be less than an
filed their taxes before they actually did the FAFSA
accurate measure of somebody’s finances now than
application.
if you use information that’s one year old. The argument against it certainly had logic to it, but I have
Participant #5
to say, sitting here at [my school] where we do….We
have early decision, which is all admissions realm.
The…thing that I think is positive about the priAdmissions decides applicants between mid-Novemor-prior year is, at our institution, we generally
ber, mid-December, and the financial aid decisions
would award our returning students in June,…that’s
go out with those decisions in mid-December, so you
around the time that we would start verifying them,
were always used to having people fill out the Profile,
and we would award them whether they’d been verhaving them guess what next year’s income was going
ified or not, so they would get [an] estimated letter.
to be, and then actually wait until they file their taxBecause the FAFSA’s available so much earlier this
es and go back and re-do it. I did at least know, when
year, we’re actually going to require a student to
prior-prior year was coming, I was like, “Please. We
be verified, if they’re selected, prior to getting their
will now actually have the accurate information. We
award in June. We’re doing that in order to, one, endon’t have to chase these people afterwards. We’re gosure that we’re awarding them accurate information,
ing to get it up front on the Profile.” I still anticipated
because we don’t want a student getting a Pell grant
that there would be a lot more appeals because again
in June, being selected for verification, finally getting
information two years old is theoretically going to be
us their documents in October, and losing their whole
less an accurate picture than information one year
Pell grant, which is what could potentially happen,
old. I haven’t seen that happen. I’m not seeing any
and what has happened in the past. Now, we’re saymore appeals coming through this office…. [B]ut
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ing, “Hey, listen, you were selected for verification.
You filled your FAFSA out in January. We’ve been
asking you for documents since then. We will wait
to do your financial aid award until you get us your
verification documents.” We’re hoping that that will
do two things. One, we’ll provide students with accurate awards upfront, because they’re already verified.
Two, it will prevent us from chasing students down
in October and November and canceling aid because
they haven’t gotten us the documents. As part of that,
though, we’re not reducing or eliminating aid.
Participant #3

with the 399 code. We also have people that we aren’t
even looking at that don’t match, and some of them
could be potential issues that come up because they
may have Pell in one year, but whatever they did on
their FAFSA in the other year is not making them
Pell-eligible. So, they aren’t even coming up with the
399 code…. We did have to pull back spring aid for
some of them, because they had not been resolved
yet. I think all of those have pretty much turned in
their paperwork at this point, and if they haven’t,
they’re not going to be able to register [for fall semester], so even though I sent letters home and put the
documents out there, and we emailed them about
Theme 2: …but Comment Code 399 pulling back the aid, if they haven’t turned it in yet,
was a missed opportunity for FSA to probably the first time I’m going to hear from them is
when they go to register and find out that they can’t.
collaborate
So yes, we did have some that we had to pull back
When discussing the challenges faced by students
aid for. The other ones, for 16-17, we have not pulled
whose spring aid was delayed due to getting a comaid back yet, but have prevented disbursement of
ment code 399, Participant #1 stated, “[A] student’s
spring aid. Some of them that I’m getting right now,
landlord doesn’t care about 399s that have to be reobviously, their spring aid has already paid, so I’m
solved.”
going to have to, over the next several months, I’m
They…assured us that we’re only going to have to
probably going to have to monitor them a little bit
resolve these issues if it really makes a significant
more closely, because I don’t want them to leave for
difference, that the department would be checkthe year thinking that everything is okay and that
ing to see how much of
they can keep their 16-17
a difference this really
aid, because eventually,
makes to a student and
we’re going to get to a point
would be focusing mostwhere we’re going to have
ly, if not entirely, on stu- [A] student’s landlord doesn’t care to pull that back too, for
dents whose Pell grants about 399s that have to be resolved. the whole year, if they don’t
changed. Here we are
resolve it…. Sometimes it
now seeing 399s for stufeels like there’s a discondents, graduate students
nect between the regulation
whose package consists of an unsubsidized loan and
and reality. Just because I don’t think [those at FSA]
a plus loan, where it doesn’t matter if their family
fully understand the difficulty in dealing face-to-face
contribution is zero or a million. They qualify for the
with families…. I think there’s a disconnect someexact same thing…. Probably just back to the theme
times. They don’t fully understand how much time it
of “It’s always better to plan ahead and get everybody
takes and what the realities of people’s real lives are.
in the loop.” These are not new lessons. Our friends at
Participant #2
the Department should have done a much better job
in having a plan in place. They knew this was likely
to be coming. The conversations about how some of
I’m sending a personal email [to each student with
the things were going to be rolled out, especially the
comment code 399] and I’m trying to explain in this
399s, could have taken place much earlier…. They’ve
email, “This is what’s happening. This is what you rebeen through things like this before. They should
ported last year. This is what you reported this year.”
have known.
I’m sending it to the student and then I’m forwarding
it to their parent, and then the parent’s calling me, so
Participant #1
I take that, as far as the experience goes, that there’s
a lot of talking to multiple people…. I’m dealing with
[A comment code 399] does take a lot of time to reone specific student. She’s one who we did an update
solve, because you’re looking at the two years. I actufor. She was selected for verification afterwards in
ally print the student and the parent student financial
16-17, the EFC did not change, which was surprispage from PowerFAIDS for both years so that I can
ing. Then I had to say, “Okay, now I need this other
look at them side by side, see exactly what is wrong. I
information,” and we’re having a hard time getting
highlight it. I put comments in. I put a cross-year edit
the information. Her mom doesn’t want to do the revalidation on 16-17 so that we don’t disburse any
trieval, when it was back up, but her mom swears
more aid. I send the letter out. So, it is time consumshe sent us tax returns, when she sent us tax forms,
ing to resolve. It really is. And this is only the people
so it is equally frustrating for the student. She’s doMuma Business Review
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ing everything that she can, and the mom’s trying to
do everything she can, but you know, she just has
very specific ways she wants to do things…. I’m into
March now, and the student still has a balance because her aid is not disbursed, so I’m taking her hold
off, making sure she can still do what she’s doing, because she’s trying to work as hard as she can to get
everything that we need. The issue was so small…
and I remember being so annoyed, because it was so
small. It didn’t even change her EFC.
Participant #3

Theme 3: Federal Regulation burden is
worrisome

There is too much expected of financial aid administrators when it comes to regulation. I have the expectation of following federal regulation when it comes
to awarding and things like that. When it comes to
399, we get that it is only one year, we get it, but the
amount of resources it’s taking [is high]. We are fortunate, we’re fairly small. But I have a colleague who
works at a state institution and their 399s are out of
control. And it is taking them so long to get through
[the 399 codes] that the students didn’t get their aid
disbursed. Students weren’t getting their refunds….
Fortunately, the 399 thing goes away next year. It
[T]hey forget that most aid offices are understaffed
was a one-year anomaly. I’m hoping that when the
and overworked…. [A]nd they expect us to be...tax
feds do audit schools that they’re able to be a little
experts. I’m not an IRS expert…. Do you think [famsympathetic about that. It’s hard to tell. Sometimes
ilies] want me to tell them they have to amend their
that depends on the auditors. I think that because
taxes? And then they get me a letter from their acit’s something different, and it has an impact not just
countant saying, “Oh, no, it’s fine.” …[T]hey have a
for whether somebody can get aid for the upcoming
very high expectation for what we do and we want to
17-18 year, but it could impact their 16-17 financial
be good stewards of federal funding. …[I]t’s a lot and
aid, which let’s face it, …that has all been paid out
it’s decided without a lot of input from us…I feel like
by now, including any refunds that somebody might
the government’s always going to be the government,
be eligible for. A lot of schools are sweating that, that
and they’re going to make the decisions without rethey have to actually [change a student’s aid] or pull
ally knowing how burdenmoney back from a year
some and inefficient they
that is almost over or at
are.
least was almost half over
[T]hey
forget
that
most
aid
offices
Participant #3
at the time that all of this
are understaffed and overworked….
kicked in.
[A]nd they expect us to be...tax
[E]specially with all of the
Participant #4
gainful employment reguexperts. I’m not an IRS expert….
lations, I think that [proMy biggest concern was,
prietary schools’] hands
if we don’t load ISRs until
have really been tied in a
January or February, but that’s a 399, and we made a
lot
of
ways
that
was
necessary
in some respects bedisbursement on a student file and, since then, that’s
cause of the bad actors in that group. But it definitely
out of compliance. It was rocky because I think in
hurts the good ones, I think, to have some of those
October and November, the feds really hadn’t given
regulations in place are just very burdensome.
the best guidance on that. We know that there were
Participant #2
several instances where they were flagging kids for
399 that really shouldn’t have been. I think there was
a lot of nuance in students that ... What we found is,
[M]y feeling is that prior-prior year did not really
there was a lot of students that, they used the DRT
come about so much as an efficiency. What I’ve been
this year and last year, all the data off the DRT was
seeing over the years is more and more suspicion
the same, their household size is the same, and you
on the part of the federal government. I think really
wonder why they got a 399 code. It’s because some
starting with the big witch hunt of 2008. They weren’t
non-verifiable field is different. Some taxed income
trusting colleges. They weren’t trusting financial aid
field that’s not necessarily verifiable. Obviously, that
people, and I think a lot of that distrust has finalis part of the normal V-group verification. I think
ly moved to parents. I saw that in parents because I
that opened up some eyes and caused some initial
see it in the fact that we used to do verification with
frustration with the process. I don’t even think the
copies of tax returns, but no, now it has to be an IRS
feds knew all about what students were going to be
tax transcript. I think the IRS data tool was, again,
selected and why. Insomuch as they didn’t realize
something to try and make sure that people are not
that it would be confusing for colleges that, if they
cheating, and that prior-prior year is [to] encourage
were being selected for 399 because a non-verifiable
that much more use for the IRS data tool. I’m not
field was different, that was something that was out
really happy with the attitude that has brought these
of the norm for schools.
regulations and changes around. I mean, you think
Participant #5
it’s in other areas, too: the unusual enrollment regu-
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lations and such; that kind of thing. I do think that
prior-prior year, from the federal government’s point
of view, is trying to catch offenders.... I just wish there
was a more honorable motive for [PPY’s] existence.
Participant #4

They’re just procedural things. Those are where there’s
the most gray area because it’s created without input.
Sometimes the department doesn’t think it all the
way through, the way they should. This whole 399
thing was a great example of that. I think there have
been some times recently when there’s been some
tension between the department and the aid community. There was a hearing about a year ago where
Justin Draeger, President of NASFAA, spoke before
Congress and really kind of hammered the department on a few things that had been rolled out in a
very sloppy way, especially gainful employment regulations. Sometimes the department then goes and
pouts. We see fewer department event sessions at the
following NAFSAA conference because they’re mad
at us, things like that. Yeah. Sometimes it becomes
a little bit of a territorial thing or a love hate relationship. I have a lot of friends at the Department of
Education. We’ve worked together really well. I ask
them for guidance and they ask me for guidance, but
the Department of Education is a huge entity. There
are some things that the aid community sometimes
has very limited input in...
Participant #1

[Gainful employment regulation] was just extremely
overburdensome for really no reason. It’s a give and
take. You have to understand that [FSA has] a job
to do. We have a job to do. We may not like how
it’s implemented, all the time. But I do think that
the majority of people there are trying to implement
it the most equitable way possible. It goes back to,
I think, fundamentally, we no longer have the college university system we had in the 60s when the
Higher Education Act was written. I think too many
laws are passed viewing college as 18-to-24-year-olds
who go to college, fall and spring, for 15 credit hours,
take summers off to get a job and help pay for tuition
and fees, and that’s the typical college student. When
that is the atypical college student. There was a good
line in the congressional hearing yesterday, I forget
who did it, who said it, but when they talked about
the non-standard student, or the non-traditional
student. She said, “RealTheme 4: The term
istically, the non-tradi“college affordabiliFor families, college affordability
tional student of today is
ty” seems to be brothe typical student.” That could be just simply, “Okay. After I ken
18-to-24-year-old college get this financial aid, and I see what
When asked the meaning
kid who goes fall, spring.
the bottom line is, literally, can we of college affordability,
That’s the non-standard
financial aid administraafford this?”
student. The standard
tors sensed the goal of the
student, today, is the
question but struggled
mid-20s, community college, state college, non-typical fall, spring student. both with defining the term and with speculating
They may take a term off, they may take mini-mod- whether schools were meeting this goal.
ule semesters, they may take online classes. That’s the
I guess college affordability to me is…another kind
typical student today. We really need to stop legisof easy but vague term. I mean, I’m not sure exactlating for that traditional college model that hasn’t
ly…. I think people can throw out the term college
existed, and may have never existed, versus how
affordability and mean a number of different things.
colleges actually work today. To me, the regulations
I think that, for families, college affordability could
are written that fit the…big state universities, the big
be just simply, “Okay. After I get this financial aid,
private universities, and don’t really work well, don’t
and I see what the bottom line is, literally, can we
really help, community college students.
afford this?” Then, are you also going to measure
that against the value of the education and what
Participant #5
your child is going to come out of college capable of
I think [PPY] was an example of something that
doing afterwards? Can that be factored in? It should
the department didn’t deliver what they had prombe. I have an 18-year-old daughter just now, today,
ised. I’ve, on two occasions been on negotiated rule
getting accepted to colleges, and she’s looking at one
making committees, so I have some insight as to how
college, and she’s looking at another, and she’s seeing
these regulations are written. They are genuinely
how much money she can get. She’s really trying to
written with real input from real experts. It’s not just
weigh what her career options are going to be when
top down stuff from the department, but things like
she gets out. We’re talking a liberal arts education.
399 is, that’s top regulatory. That’s just a procedurWe’re not shoving career down her throat, but she
al thing that the department comes up with. There’s
realizes that she does not want to come out of college
always... We have to follow laws. We have to follow
and not know what to do. She wants a college that
regulations, but then we just get things handed down
can support her in the post-graduate process, and
from the department that are not really regulations.
that’s part of what she factors in, when she’s factoring
Muma Business Review
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what’s it going to cost to go. Yeah. I mean, it can become a buzz phrase so easily.
Participant #4

that, it just is what it is. I mean, I feel that I worked
at a good proprietary school. There’s a lot of not so
good ones out there, but I think I worked at a good
proprietary school. It had a good reputation, it had
good programs that led to gainful employment for
I think that college affordability, as a term, sounds
students. They had a very good career development
good. I think that while institutions claim they want
office there that definitely helps students a lot to get
to strive for affordability, I believe that most of the
employed in their field, not just get a job…. At the
time they’re not really on point, especially private inpublic, the reason that I left there really was because
stitutions, because there is a difference between givtheir affordability, I felt, as a public school was being somebody enough financial aid to pay for their
coming out of range, and it wasn’t even so much the
tuition and actually having college be affordable
tuition. It was all of the new housing that was bewhen they get here.
ing built. It got to the point where the housing and
Participant #3
meals were more expensive than the tuition, and I
had very great concerns about what that was saying to our students about what was really important.
It used to mean a financial aid. To me, now, it really
Was it more important to get an education and live
has to mean costs upfront because I don’t think the
in a cinder block dorm room, like was common in
industry has done nearly as much as it should over
the ‘60s, ‘70s, and ‘80s, or is it more important to
the years at containing the cost to students and familive in a suite-style, almost bordering on a hotel, that
lies. It’s not just a financial aid issue anymore. It’s the
has all the amenities and everything you could possticker price, to begin with. It’s something that in the
sibly want, and knowing full well that a lot of those
past X number of years, the industry has not done a
newer dorms are much, much better housing than
very good job at…. It’s not just colleges. As most stuwhere the student is living at home. I can certainly
dents in American Higher Ed attend public colleges,
understand why they would want to live there, but
states have not done their part either. Much of the
is it really affordable? And
time [politicians] will sit
it’s just a different mindback and grandstanding
There is a difference between giv- set, I guess, of the modabout college costs, while
ing somebody enough financial aid ern student that wants to
at the same time voting to
cut funding. There’s a lot to pay for their tuition and actually be comfortable while they
So that’s really why
of political hypocrisy gohaving college be affordable when learn.
I left the public school.
ing on with that…. Colthey get here.
And yeah, here at a prilege affordability becomes
vate, there is some concern
a public policy issue as
about affordability, but at
well as decisions that are
least we have flexibility with students in that they
made on campuses. Obviously, can say private coldo have merit aid, they do have an appeal process,
leges, like the one I’m at now, can’t use that excuse.
where they can ask for more money, and we will help
Looking at this globally, what is it, something like [70
them do whatever is possible for them, offer suggesor 80 percent] of students in higher education [are in
tions, tell them where to look for scholarships, tell
the] public sector.
them to go talk to their guidance counselors, as well
Participant #1
as offer as many things as we can. Unfortunately, no
matter what type of school it is, there’s always going
The following observation came from one of the parto be some students that absolutely just cannot afford
ticipants, who worked at private for-profit, state, and
it, no matter what. And whether that, unfortunately,
private not-for-profit schools, discussing the various
is due to poor credit history on their parents’ part
perspectives of college affordability in the contexts
or unwillingness on their parents’ part to help them,
of those different environments:
there’s always going to be some students like that. Is
Some of our programs at the proprietary school were
there concern about affordability? Sure, but everyvery, very affordable. Students, in some cases, if they
thing is going up in price as well. You go to buy a
had lower EFCs would not even have needed to take
new car, and it’s expensive too. So I think that peoout an alternative loan to be completely covered.
ple need to think about that as they’re making their
Other programs were very expensive. I mean, when I
college selections, and not just be looking at, “Okay,
left there in 2007, I think the higher cost program for
well school A offered me X amount of dollars, and
an associate’s degree was their computer science proschool B offered me Y amount of dollars. Can you
grams and their culinary programs, and they were
match school A?” Well, maybe, but maybe we don’t
getting close to about $35,000 for a two-year prohave to, because even though we’re offering you less,
gram. So those students did need alternative loans,
our overall cost is less, so I think sometimes, parents
and I kind of think, in the proprietary world, some of
just don’t understand that either.
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Participant #2
school. He always would tell me, “Look, I’m working
two jobs as a truck driver and volunteering as a fireAnother participant expanded on the need to have
man so that I can afford to make sure that you have
an earnest conversation about students and families
a better life. You make sure that you sacrifice and do
making sustainable decisions within the context of
things to make sure that your kid has a better life.”
the resources required from parents or future generWe always think about ourselves, a lot, in a society,
ations to afford an expensive education now:
and not think generationally. We have all these kids
It’s funny, in the committee hearing that they had on
that come to community college and they’re going to
Capitol Hill the other day, they kept bringing up the
be a nurse but they can’t pass, or they can’t even get
Bennett [Hypothesis] which is the idea of the more
out of, remedial math. You have to be willing to have
financial aid they provide, the higher tuition fees are.
a hard conversation with a student and say, “Look,
If you raise college financial aid maximums, you imyou’re probably not going to become a nurse, but I
mediately go into, well, then it means colleges are just
have all these other programs that you can get, afgoing to raise their costs. I think that does a disservice
fordably, that then, you could get a really good payto college affordability. I think college is extremely afing job and be able to support a family, so that maybe
fordable if you make the right, informed decisions….
your kid has a better chance of becoming a nurse or
When the government, when the feds, when the Dea doctor, or something like that.” I think that’s where
partment of Education, when news media portrays
we talk about college affordability we always want to
college affordability, they paint it through the lens of
go from zero to 1,000 in the first jump and that’s not
the traditional universities. The Notre Dames, the
always the case. Sometimes you have to take those
Harvards, the Yales, the Dukes, or Vanderbilts. Or
baby steps. Work down the road. Get the associate’s
the big state universities, the flagship state universidegree now, come back to get a baccalaureate later.
ties, University of Michigan, Texas, Florida. Those
Participant #5
are very expensive schools. Even some of the Texas,
Ohio State, even though they’re state schools, they’re
not that expensive. But
Building on the theme of
the reality is sixty to sixthe college affordability
ty-five percent of all coldiscussion being skewed
The reality is sixty to sixty-five
lege students in America
toward a small sector of
percent of all college students in
are at community and
higher education, ParticiAmerica are at community and
state colleges, which are
pant #3 stated:
state colleges, which are the more [Y]ou know, whenever a
the more affordable options. I think if you can
affordable options.
reporter or media wants
afford to go to NYU at
to talk about financial aid,
$80,000 a year, great.
they’re always talking to the
That’s affordable for you. If you can’t, then there are
same institutions, right? We’re talking to the Ivies
extremely affordable options. I think the argument
and we’re talking to these institutions that we expect
is too nuanced for a Twitter feed. 256 characters. It’s
financial aid to be change makers or change agents,
too complex a thing to really just boil down to a senbut they’re so, they’re just the smallest little piece of
tence or two. Is college affordable? Yes. Can it become
what really financial aid is, and what the financial
extremely unaffordable if you make the wrong deaid office is or being a student on financial aid is all
cisions? Absolutely. I think that’s the argument that
about. I’d like to see a broader, larger conversation.
needs to happen in the discussion about college afThere are too many colleges, people in state schools,
fordability. How do we make sure that each family
people at private schools that maybe really struggle
is given all the information they need where that it’s
to get their enrollment, because…I don’t think there’s
not information overload, but they can compare apa really good sense of what financial aid is out in the
ples to apples and make some smart decisions? The
world. Affordability, access, aid, things like that.
other aspect, too, is even though you are a bright, really good student, and you can get in to the Universi- Theme 5: Financial Aid Administrators
ty of Florida, or Vanderbilt, maybe it’s better for you did not plan to become FAAs but noneto go to community college for two years because it theless have a shared passion and, often,
cuts your cost in half. Yeah, you’re a first gen student history
and your parents don’t make a lot of money. Why
burden yourself with $50,000 in loan debt? If you go
If you went into the NASFAA conference with five
to [a community] college and get your bachelor’s dethousand financial aid professionals and said, “Raise
gree, and then go off in the work force, and you make
your hand who went to college with the goal of workmore money, your kids can go to Vanderbilt because
ing in financial aid,” you’d basically have no one
you’ll have the financial support for it. That’s where
would raise their hand. But if you [instead] asked
I come from my dad. My father didn’t graduate high
how many were first-gens or were work study stuMuma Business Review
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dents in college and fell in love with the idea of helping people, in a way that, “you’re not going to get paid
well and you’re not going to get a lot of recognition
for it, in fact you’re going to get beat up more often
than not,” thousands of hands would go up…. I think
when I went in grad school and learned how much
of a [financial] burden it can be, especially in first
gen families, it became a passion of mine. I volunteer
every year and I go and talk at the NACAC fair to
thousands of students. I talk about my experience. I
tell them what mistakes I made, the reason why I’m
here today volunteering my time. I’m not here for my
college. I don’t care if you go to my school or not. I
just want you to make the right choice, financially,
for you and your family.
Participant #5

I’ve had my fair share of feeling burnt out, in lots of
different ways, where I’m just tired of telling people,
“I’m sorry I can’t offer you more financial aid.” When
you get to that point of the year where everybody’s
received their aid packages and they’re calling you
and they’re saying, “I need more,” or when some new
regulation happens and you’re trying to scramble
and figure out, “Will [the] software system allow for
it? Will [I] have to do it all manually?” I think that
if I wasn’t passionate about it, if I didn’t feel like it
was something that I should be doing, that I probably
would have left a while ago, because there’s a lot of
hard times. You’re kind of exhausted. You’re tired of
telling people no, and you’re tired of reports and taking money away because you found out somebody
didn’t do something right. I would say that anybody
who sticks with it for this long has to be passionate
about it, right? Has to be.
Financial aid administrators do not appear to have
started out with the intention of becoming such. To
Participant #3
quote Participant #4: “I don’t know anybody who
I don’t know that I’ve ever lost my passion for it beplans to get into financial aid.” In the words of ancause I’ve always seen it. I’ve figured it out. It’s one
other participant:
of these things that I just sort of took to. No one in
I can’t say I ever [lost my
my family ever thought
passion for working in fithat I would last at a
nancial aid]. I really can’t. I was able to see what financial aid desk job for more than a
It wasn’t my life goal as a
does for people, what a difference year. When I did make it
young man or anything,
through my first year of
it does make. It doesn’t show on
but I ... Actually, a colaid, my mother
their academic transcript. It’s not financial
league of mine…who was
confessed to me that she
going to show up in their resume, was surprised that I lasted
also involved in the training for the NASFAA lead- but you’re getting students through a year. She expected me to
ership conference, had a
college and hopefully, they’re get- quit within the first couple
line in a group panel we
weeks, …I was able to
ting through the college that they of
did together that I realspot it. I was able to see
ly liked. He said, “You
want to.
what financial aid does
bloom where you’re plantfor people, what a differed.” I, like everyone else
ence it does make. It doesn’t show on their academic
in this business, I did not grow up wanting to be a
transcript. It’s not going to show up in their resume,
financial aid administrator, but I became one and I
but you’re getting students through college and hopethink in ways I got pretty good at it. I got to learn a
fully, they’re getting through the college that they
lot about it and it became like, “Okay, this is what I
want to. Hopefully, they’re getting through with some
do.” I have other interests in life, but when it comes to
level of debt that they can manage, which is harder
the need for having to get up every day and go earn
and harder every year.
a paycheck, that part of me is a financial aid adminParticipant #4
istrator… I can’t really say I ever lost my passion for
it, which obviously, it has its frustrations, but so does
everything. I consider myself very fortunate that I All but one participant received financial aid. The
have not had a time where I’ve said, “Gee, I wish I one who did not receive financial aid reported this
experience:
wasn’t doing this anymore.”
My choices were kind of limited because I rememParticipant #1
ber my high school guidance counselor saying, “Well,
you’re a middle-class kid, so you’re not going to
Participant #2 said, “[W]ho starts out graduating
qualify for financial aid, so you’d better go to a state
from college thinking that this is what they want
college.” Whether or not it was true that I wouldn’t
to do with life, and they want to be a financial aid
qualify, we never really found out because this was
officer?” Statements like these notwithstanding, the
back in the 70s and guidance counselors might not
financial aid administrators who participated shared
have really been up on these things very well.
a common passion for their work.
Participant #1
I’ve been [working in financial aid] for 16 years, and
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Theme 6: The work of a financial aid administrator is meaningful but difficult
and overlooked

I would say that it is a really, really delicate balance
of wading through bureaucracy, whether it’s federal,
state or institutional. But also, being a good counselor, people person, listener, creative, outside-thebox thinker, because we are so rigid. We have really
specific federal regulations that we have to follow
in order to maintain our compliance and keep our
aid. However, we’re also given professional judgment
from the federal government to make adjustments
to situations that may need them. I think finding a
person that can do both of them, that can think both
ways, being really rigid, which is how I always was,
and the professional judgment part was the piece
that I really had to learn and grow into and realize
that one half of me has to be black and white, but
then the other half of me can be a little gray. I think
that people forget the part where we do listen to people and we do want to know what experience in their
family situations are. We’re not just here to process
forms and deny people their dreams. I think it’s hard.
Participant #3

ly easy job, go do something else for a living.”
Well, I think on a daily basis, everybody feels frustrations, and it certainly can get to you at a point
when it’s really busy, like August and January are
extremely busy times, because it’s the beginning of
the semester. And I think anytime that anyone loses
that passion, it’s probably due to being overwhelmed
and being frustrated with the amount of work that
you have to do, and not enough hours in the day to
get it done. So, when that happens to me, I just try
to go home, not think about it, and refocus again
the following day. Every day is a new day, and every day is an opportunity to get something done that
you weren’t able to do the day before. So I think you
just have to keep that in mind, that while you have
a frustrating day, and maybe a parent was yelling
at you on the phone, or a student was snotty to you
in person, that they aren’t all like that, and there’s a
whole lot more out there that are grateful for your
help. So, you just have to kick it to the side and move
on. It’s another day.
Participant #2

There are certain things that are universal. If you
want to be good at this job,
The meaningfulness of How I would describe financial aid you don’t leave any stone
unturned. You don’t nechelping students fund
essarily handle a student
as
a
profession
is,
people
that
deephigher education was a
theme returned to again ly care about others and realize that a particular way because
and again by participants. it’s something that is exceptionally it’s the easier way. You still
want to handle students in
If you’re actually able to
complex.
what is going to be the best
take a family that can’t
way. You’re always trying to
afford college, and if
do what is best for a student
you, through your own efforts and the resources that
without breaching legality. We’re always, always tryare provided by your institution and by the various
ing to find, each year, how to do the next year better
government agencies…if you can actually make that
than the year before. Can we get the financial aid to
work, then you’ve actually done something that is goa student quicker than they’ve gotten it before? Can
ing to influence a student’s life for the rest of their life,
we make sure that they get all the aid that they’re
hopefully for the better. That’s really where the gut
entitled to right off the front so that their bills are
satisfaction in this business is.
accurate, or is it going to be more aid coming in later
that we don’t know about, we don’t have any control
Participant #4
over? None of this is unique. Everyone in financial
aid has to juggle this around.
I would say [my job is] very meaningful. I mean, I
Participant #4
personally have a passion for working with lower income students and first-generation students. I think
it’s extremely important for those students to go to
How I would describe financial aid as a profession is,
school, because without that, they’re just going to be
people that deeply care about others and realize that
perpetuating a cycle in their families that’s never goit’s something that is exceptionally complex. It takes
ing to be broken if they don’t get some education and
years of understanding to really know how to do it.
get some ability to have an earning power that will
It’s the ability of taking that complexity and trying
drag their families and themselves out of poverty.
your best to explain it to a layperson, to a first gen, or
Participant #2
someone who’s had three kids in colleges but different
from your school. I think that’s the way to explain
it. It’s not something you ever really go to college to
Discussing the difficulties that come along with
do. It’s something you find. It’s almost like a calling,
working in financial aid, Participant 1 said, “Yeah,
I would say because I don’t know too many people
it’s going to take some more work. If you want a realMuma Business Review
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that would want to do what we do, every day. We
apply financial aid to thousands of students and you
very rarely get the kids that are, “I’ve got the perfect
amount of financial aid and I’m just stopping by to
say thank you.” Although you do get that, more often
than not you get that 10% of the kids who are extremely unhappy. That didn’t get enough money, or
made some mistakes and lost eligibility, or just want
to complain. You have to be able to deal with that,
understanding that you’re helping the greater good,
and block out those troubled parts.
Participant #5

They also help each other move on.
I don’t hold onto every sad story that I get…. That’s
something that I had to kind of teach some of my
staff members, too, because if you hold on to every
sad story, you won’t make it through the day. You’re
just slogging through feeling really bad about these
people who you want to feel bad about, but you have
to move on to the next, and not carry it over with
you. They talk about psychologists and how psychologists have to have their own psychologist so that
they can kind of get stuff off their chest after listening
to everybody else’s problems all day. I feel like that
sometimes, you know, during certain times of the
Financial aid, we are often seen as the dream killers,
year where you’re getting phone call after phone call
and we’re often the ones that pretty much have to
and email after email, and you’re done at the end of
give bad news, and it’s not often we get the phone call
the day, you know, and you just wish that you had
of thanks from somebody, whether they decided to
somebody anonymously that you could talk to that
come or they didn’t, but those times you do see stuyou could just be like, “Meh, here’s everything,” so
dents who make it through because of the help that
that you kind of can move on and be fresh for the
you’ve given them. Those are the times that are worth
next day, when it happens again.
it, and make you think, “Okay, well, maybe last year
was more than just being a paper pusher for the govParticipant #3
ernment,” which sometimes that’s what we feel like Here are some participant comments regarding the
we’re doing.
complexity and the lack
Participant #3
of visibility to students or
We are often seen as the dream
other areas on campus:
killers, and we’re often the ones
When faced with the difI think we’re in an odd
ficulties, financial aid adthat pretty much have to give bad kind of position at an inministrators reach out to
that we need to
news, and it’s not often we get the stitution,
peers to support and teach
have a complete underphone call of thanks from somethem.
standing of the entire institution, and I don’t think
body...
Having other friends in fia lot of people are aware
nancial aid, I say it helps,
of that. You know, because
because, you know, even if
like faculty, faculty just deals with their little piece
you’re not talking about specific people, and you’re
of the world, but as far as what we do, we have to
just talking about things to vent to somebody who
make sure that our public safety or police officers are
gets it… Like, I love my wife, but I’m not going to
handling the Campus Crime and Security Act the
go home and complain about the 399, because she’ll
way they’re supposed to. We have to make sure that
just look at me with a glazed look in her eyes. She’ll
our bookstore is publishing book costs. We have to
try to understand, but you know, having friends and
make sure that our faculty is taking attendance if it’s
colleagues that work in financial aid really helps
an attendance-based school. We have to make sure
sometimes, too.
that our registrar is properly entering information
Participant #3
as far as withdrawals so we can do the calculations
correctly. And I think that it’s a very unusual job at
an institution, in that we do have to have such a deep
Another thing I spend time trying to do is help NASlevel knowledge of what goes on. I mean, you can’t
FAA reaching out to train the people who will be docome into a school as a director and just step in and
ing this in the future because my future’s not going to
say, “Yep. I understand everything I need to do here,”
be forever. Thirty-three years means I’m, at the very
because if you don’t know the pieces and how they
least, on the back nine now. We’ve got to make sure
relate, and where to go to get the information, you’re
that this business keeps moving, so that the students
going to have a difficult time. And I also think that a
and families who are going to keep needing it, the
lot of the other campus offices aren’t always aware of
help more and more will continue to have people to
all of the regulations that are coming at us from all
turn to. When I see people younger than myself who
the different directions and how we deal with them.
have been in financial aid working on doctoral degrees, that’s very encouraging.
Participant #2
Participant #1
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It’s meaningful for me because I never lost sight of
what this job actually does, which is it does help students and their families pay to go to college. Yeah.
There’s not a student out there who’s going to recognize that. There isn’t a parent who won’t recognize it
beyond a fleeting moment, and that’s okay because
that’s how it ought to be. When a student graduates,
if they have good feelings about any particular areas of their college, it probably should be that special
teacher and not some office administrator who managed to get the paperwork right so that the bills got
paid. That’s okay, but sitting where we are, we can
see that function happen. We know that what we’re
doing is helping the student get through.
Participant #4

greater compliance workload (National Association
of Student Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA),
2015). The impact for those institutions that reported a severe shortage of resources was that 70% of the
time, face-to-face counseling was greatly affected, or
reduced to meet shortages (National Association of
Student Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA),
2015). Finally, NASFAA reported the top two (of
seven) impacts on application processing were those
most affiliated with the first year of PPY: “ability to
resolve conflicting information” and “ability to verify discretionary data elements.” These two accounted for 42% of the impact of resource shortages on
processing (National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA), 2015). The respondents also indicated the most likely compliance
item to be greatly impacted was responding to proI think that what stands out for me is kind of, is ac- posed rulemakings (National Association of Student
tually kind of something that isn’t, doesn’t stand out Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA), 2015).
for many other people, is that aid administrators are This paints a concerning picture. The best way to get
really overlooked. I get that we have a negotiating students to apply for aid is to offer them one-on-one
role in aid and we have NASFAA, but we have an guidance but many financial aid administrators do
expertise in so many areas. We have expertise in reg- not have the time. Nor do they have time to particulations, we have expertise in compliance, we have ipate in the process which creates the rules which
expertise in many of us meeting and talking with
govern their work, creatpeople for, you know,
ing a vicious cycle.
under really difficult
This study found FAAs
The best way to get students to
circumstances, talking
concerned before
about really personal
apply for aid is to offer them one- were
PPY
was
deployed about
things.
on-one guidance but many financial the additional workload
Participant #3
aid administrators do not have the resulting from more frequent requests for protime.
After sharing a story
fessional judgments, but
about working with a fano concerns were raised
ther to scramble to address some bad budgeting on about the intentional re-asking for the same data
the father’s part, Participant #4 went on to say:
points. Once PPY was deployed, the volume of professional judgments did not increase as feared but
That’s the kind of stuff that goes on behind the scenes. the new and unexpected administrative burden
If you do it right, that student gets through four years from comment code 399 significantly contributed
of college without feeling much in the way of bumps to the feared increase in workload and hardship for
at all. There’s something to be said for that. There’s individual students.
satisfaction even in just knowing that.
And it appears that cycle will continue. In a recent
study of core competencies as identified by financial aid administrators, the FAAs surveyed indicated
Discussion
While researching ways to get more students to “ability to forecast or identify emerging trends” and
apply for financial aid through the FAFSA, David- “social media application and communication skills”
son found, “the most effective means of increasing as two of the lowest five in a list of 30 (Woolf & MarFAFSA completion is through one-on-one personal tinez, 2013).
assistance” (Davidson, 2013). But, Davidson finds,
Conclusions
there is less funding for FAA positions and the financial aid process demands the FAA “spend a number The participants in the study were unable to confirm
of hours completing paperwork rather than working the findings of either the Advisory Committee on
directly with students” (2013).
Student Financial Assistance or Boeckenstedt, but
Queried FAAs reported the single largest resource instead had experiences similar to what Madzelan
constraint to be not having enough counseling (reportedly), Dynarski and Wiederspan, NASFAA,
staff—100% reported this shortage at least some of and Kelchen and Jones proposed based on their rethe time—and the most frequently identified culprit: search.
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It is worth noting that Kelchen and Jones’ call for a
pilot would have been helpful given that some of the
challenges articulated by the participants could have
been avoided or at least better mapped.
Case studies on individual student experiences
would be helpful for those wishing to understand
the edge cases and the impact of the comment code
399 process on students.
The timing of this study was at the very beginning of
the DRT being unavailable to students. During the
study, the FAAs trusted FSA reports that the DRT
would be back up shortly. However, even as of this
writing in May 2017, the DRT was still unavailable
for FAFSA filers, presumably the neediest filers being those most heavily impacted by the lack of availability to correctly report financial data from the
IRS. The impact on the neediest students will be of
great interest to the financial aid community.
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