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By Jim Paterson

A New Day
for Financial Aid

Change is on the horizon 
as the FAFSA shrinks and 
colleges seek to simplify 
award letters.  
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In both the stacks of research 
compiled by education think tanks 
and in the conversations had 
around the dining room table by 
families of aspiring college students, 
one stumbling block to college 
enrollment predictably crops up—
financial aid. 

The topics range from avoiding 
endless, crushing debt to options 
for part-time jobs. But often the 
focus returns to the complexities 
of applying for financial aid and 
determining what a student has 
been awarded.

To help, a sizable segment of 
the higher education community 
has been working to make 
financial aid options clearer and 
simpler—especially the sometimes 
inconsistent and confusing 
messaging about what has 
been awarded—so students can 
determine their final costs and 
weigh which schools they  
can afford.

“There are many universities out 
there that have best practices in 
place when it comes to guidance 
and transparency in an award 
letter, but we still have a lot to 
do,” said Brent Benner, assistant 
vice president for enrollment 
management at the University of 
Tampa (FL), who has spoken to 
higher ed groups on the topic.  
“It definitely seems to be less than 
half of them.”

Benner said his university 
simplified and clarified the 
language in its financial aid 
letter over the last few years 
based on input from admission 
counselors and families. So 
has The University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC) 
where Jackie Copeland serves 
as the institution’s interim 
associate provost and director 
for the Office of Scholarships 
and Student Aid. “It is something 
that has been buzzing around 

a lot lately—this idea that the 
offer should be more clear and 
easier to understand. We have 
been working over several 
years to redesign ours so that it 
accomplishes that,” she said.

After finding that 
misunderstandings about 
financial aid caused students 
to have a negative attitude and 
even sometimes drop out, The 
University of Iowa financial aid 
office also revised its award 
information to make it personal 
to the individual student and 
less confusing. Officials reported 
the change reduced calls to the 
financial aid office and resulted in 
better, more informed questions 
from students and parents.

But such changes are needed 
across the board to help applicants 
compare offers from multiple 
schools and plan for college costs, 
said Rick Shipman, executive 
director of financial aid at Michigan 
State University.

“Simplifying the award notice 
would be a major step to reducing 
the confusion families experience 
when pursuing financial 
assistance,” Shipman said. “In 
the end, the student should know 
how much they are expected to 
borrow or work. And if there is 
a gap between what the school 
costs and the total aid, that should 
be expressly noted so the student 
can look for additional funding or 
consider other schools.”

CHANGES TO FAFSA 
The FAFSA will undergo a number of changes under legislation 
passed late last year that should make it less confusing and 
daunting. However, students will have to wait until July 2023 to 
take advantage of the improvements.

The FAFSA Simplification Act:
• Reduces the number of questions on the form from 108 to 

less than 36. The number depends on a student’s status.  
• Eliminates questions about drug charges and selective 

service registration.
• Changes the calculation for the amount of aid a student is 

eligible for by adjusting the way the cost of attendance is 
determined.

• Eases the process for disclosing assets.
• Changes the Expected Family Contribution to the Student 

Aid Index.
• Makes it easier and quicker to obtain information about 

eligibility for Pell Grants. 
• Makes the form available in 11 languages (instead of the two it 

is provided in now).
• Allows for the US Department of Education and Internal 

Revenue Service to share information, making it easier for 
applicants to provide some financial information.

The National Association of Student Financial Aid 
Administrators spelled out the changes in a detailed analysis of 
the legislation.  
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http://admitted.nacacnet.org/WORDPRESS/?S=STUDY%3A+FINANCIAL+AID+AWARD+LETTERS+NEED+MORE+CLARITY%2C+TRANSPARENCY
https://www.nasfaa.org/news-item/24269/NASFAA_Deep-Dive_Changes_to_Federal_Methodology_Other_Student_Aid_Changes_From_Spending_Bill#:~:text=The%202023%2D24%20FAFSA%20will,said%20NASFAA%20President%20Justin%20Draeger
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THE WILD WEST
Those changes are overdue, said 
Rachel Fishman, a researcher with 
New America who has studied 
the process. She co-authored a 
report in 2018 that spelled out 
recommended upgrades to award 
notifications—a report that likely 
spurred renewed interest in 
federal legislation to standardize 
and simplify award documents. 
Although that legislation wasn’t 
passed, Fishman believes the 
proposal will find its way into 
a future Higher Education Act 
reauthorization. “There is still some 
resistance, but we are in much 
better place than we were five or 10 
years ago,” she said. 

In the past, for instance, the net 
price figures used by colleges 
often were based on different 
calculations and some award 
letters suggested students would 
have no out-of-pocket expenses, 
although that calculation included 
work-study income or loans, 
Fishman said. “It was a lot like 
the Wild West for a long time. It 
was impossible to compare one 
financial aid offer to another or 
often to understand what was in 
each,” she said.

Many colleges and universities 
have worked to correct those 
issues. But more changes are still 
needed to make the financial aid 
award process more transparent, 
advocates say.

New America recently 
developed design principles for 
financial aid award information 

based on prototypes reviewed by 
college-goers of all types and their 
families. That process indicated 
that clarity in the financial aid 
offer reflected well upon an 
institution, according to Sophie 
Nguyen, who co-authored the 
report with Fishman. “We found 
that students were pretty well-
informed about financial aid, but 
when we asked them to look more 
closely at some of the offers, they 
recognized that material was 
missing or confusing and they 
wanted something more,” she said. 
“And the prestige of the colleges 
increased in their eyes when the 
institutions offered clearer, more 
complete information.”

 The National Association 
of Student Financial Aid 
Administrators (NASFAA) has 
carefully tracked efforts to 
standardize the process and 
encouraged its member institutions 
to improve their award letters. “A 
lot of institutions are working on 
them right now,” said Megan Coval, 
vice president of policy and federal 
relations for NASFAA. “I don’t 
believe the intent of colleges is to 
be unclear or nefarious, but there 
is a lot of information and it hasn’t 
always been presented in the most 
clear and accessible way.”

A 2017 NACAC survey of 
counselors and families suggested 
improvements to aid award 
information could fill some 
important gaps. Only about half of 
high school counselors said they 
were well-versed in interpreting a 

LUMINA GRANT
A grant to NACAC and 
the National Association 
of Student Financial 
Aid Administrators 
(NASFAA) from the 
Lumina Foundation will 
bring new ideas about 
the college admission 
and financial aid systems 
that should benefit all 
students, particularly 
those from underserved 
communities.

“Each year, overly 
complex admission and 
financial aid processes 
discourage otherwise 
qualified students from 
pursuing higher education. 
The very systems created 
to encourage students 
to enroll in college 
disproportionately 
disadvantage marginalized 
populations,” said NACAC 
CEO Angel B. Pérez. 
“This project seeks to 
reconstruct admission and 
financial aid processes by 
putting students at the 
center and building it from 
the ground up.”

Pérez said that focusing 
on students can also 
help with institutional 
success. “We believe we 
can achieve equity for 
racial and ethnic minority 
students while helping 
institutions of higher 
education meet their 
goals,” he said.

The wide-ranging 
grant from Lumina, 
announced in 
November, will allow 
NACAC and NASFFA 
to reimagine college 
admission and financial 

i

Only about half of high school counselors said 
they were well-versed in interpreting a financial 
aid award letter, and fewer than 30 percent felt 
knowledgeable about the terms of student loans and 
using a net price calculator. 

https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/policy-papers/decoding-cost-college/
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/design-principles-financial-aid-offers/
https://www.nacacnet.org/news--publications/Research/pwc-barriers/
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financial aid award letter, and fewer 
than 30 percent felt knowledgeable 
about the terms of student loans 
and using a net price calculator. 
Only about 42 percent felt they 
had a strong understanding of the 
difference between a federal and 
private college loan. Admission 
counselors reported a better 
understanding of those topics, 
but still less than half reported a 
solid understanding of key topics 
addressed in the award letter.

NACAC and NASFAA have 
worked on efforts to clarify award 
information in recent years, and in 
November were together awarded 
a Lumina Foundation Grant to 
reimagine the admission and 
financial aid processes to enhance 
equity in higher ed. (See sidebar.) 

WHAT IT TAKES
Important work is already 
underway to address the barriers 
students face in the financial aid 
process. Colleges and universities 
have attempted in recent years to 
spell out aid options more clearly. 
And the federal government and 
organizations, such as NACAC and 
NASFAA, have created additional 
resources to help families 
understand the financial aid 
options available to them.

But major hurdles persist, 
including the complicated nature 
of the Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid (FAFSA). “Part of 
the reason students don’t apply 
for financial aid is complexity. 
The current FAFSA form has 108 
questions and may be intimidating 
and overwhelming,” said Jeff 
Levy, an independent educational 
consultant in Santa Monica, 
California. He noted that data 
indicates low-income and first-
generation students in particular are 
often dissuaded from completing the 
form because of its complexity and 
the types of questions asked.

Recent legislation simplified the 
FAFSA, with the changes slated to 
go into effect for the 2023–24 school 
year. (See sidebar.) Coval said 
the move will reduce the number 
of questions and allow students 
to quickly determine if they are 
eligible for the Pell Grant. The 
extensive changes will improve the 
form in a number of other ways, 
benefiting nontraditional college-
goers in particular. 

Interpreting and comparing 
financial aid award letters is 
another hurdle for students, despite 
recent improvements made by 
several institutions. NASFAA 

spells out fundamental standards 
in its Code of Conduct for member 
institutions, which it recently 
updated. That code recommends:

• A breakdown of estimated 
individual cost of attendance 
components, including 
which are direct (billed by 
the institution) costs versus 
indirect (not billed by the 
institution) costs

• Clear identification and proper 
grouping of each type of aid 
offered indicating whether the 
aid is a grant/scholarship, loan, 
or work program

• Estimated net price 

University of Tampa students receive advice about financial aid services. (Photos courtesy the 
University of Tampa.)  

https://studentaid.gov/h/understand-aid
https://www.nacacnet.org/knowledge-center/financing-college/financial-aid-basics-what-students--families-need-to-know-ppt/
https://www.nasfaa.org/students_parents
https://www.aau.edu/sites/default/files/AAU-Files/Key-Issues/COVID-19/FAFSASimplificationActof2020_ SECTIONBYSECTION_CLEAN_lms12.17.2020.pdf
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Four snippets of 
four prototypes 
created at New 
America's 
Financial Aid 
Offerpalooza. 
New America 
later developed 
these into 
offers that were 
presented in 
one-on-one 
interviews with 
the students.
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• Standard terminology and 
definitions, using NASFAA’s 
glossary of terms

• Renewal requirements for each 
aid type being offered as well 
as next steps and financial aid 
office contact information.

Coval and others believe a 
fundamental and necessary 
improvement would be the use 
of consistent, simple language in 
award letters. “We should eliminate 
the financial aid-ese,” said Benner. 
“You don’t have to dumb it down too 
much, but assume that the person 
receiving it is the first person in 

their family to attend college. Just 
make it understandable.”

Copeland agreed and said the 
form also should provide clear 
information about ways to get 
further support. The revisions 
to the UNC package will make it 
more “dynamic” so that students 
can easily link to information that 
will help them immediately and 
thoroughly understand specific 
issues. For instance, it can link 
to clear information about how a 
federal loan works and its interest 
rate—or specifically what work-
study employment would mean.

SPELLING OUT COSTS
Copeland said providing a clear, 
accurate cost of attendance 
should be a priority, and Benner 
noted that the estimate should 
include information about whether 
changes to tuition are likely, 
perhaps with information about 
historic trends in annual cost 
adjustments at the institution.

Shipman at Michigan State 
University said various types of aid 
should be categorized and clearly 
identified. “Gift aid that doesn’t 
need to be repaid such as grants 
and scholarships should be in one 

Students and parents, financial aid 
administrators, college counselors, and policy 
analysts work together on prototyping financial 
aid offers at New America's Financial Aid 
Offerpalooza event in August 2019.

aid systems to better promote racial equity in US higher 
education by examining, dissecting, and re-structuring the 
admission and aid processes. Since research shows college 
access is not fairly or equally distributed, the project will seek 
to focus on “equality of opportunity.”

As part of the grant, the groups will convene a panel of 
thought leaders to consider entry challenges to postsecondary 
education for traditional-aged and adult students of color and 
examine ways in which an admission and financial aid system 
would be designed if racial and ethnic equity were the primary 
objectives. NACAC and NASFAA will work with a design thinking 
firm to structure the group’s work and ensure that many voices 
are represented. The work will include direct interviews and 
feedback from students, both traditional-aged and adult, school 
counselors, college advisors, and other stakeholders.  The 
panel will then reexamine internal workings of the admission 
and financial aid processes at the full range of postsecondary 
institutions and provide recommendations about optimizing 
them to achieve racial equity goals.

In announcing the grant, officials from the two organizations 
noted that studies clearly suggest disparities in higher education 
access for traditional and adult students of color are at a critical 
point, exposed by the COVID-19 pandemic and the racial 
justice crisis that crested in 2020. “Researchers believe that the 
inequities will worsen without decisive action,” they noted.

The work will culminate in July with a set of recommendations 
for colleges to follow in developing admission and financial aid 
processes that enhance racial and ethnic justice and inclusion. In 
addition to a step-by-step manual that colleges can follow, the 
project will identify systemic barriers within higher education and 
provide state and federal policy recommendations.  

i
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FINANCIAL AID 
RESOURCES
Department of Education 
• Federal Student Aid (FSA) 

Homepage: Includes info 
about federal student aid 
programs and the process 
for applying for and 
receiving aid.

• Financial Aid Toolkit: 
Student instructions 
and handouts as well 
as outreach tools for 
counselors and college 
access professionals. 

• Loan Simulator: Students 
can view personalized 
repayment options; visit 
the US Department of 
Education’s Homeroom 
blog for more information.

• College Preparation 
Checklist: A tool to help 
students and families 
prepare financially and 
academically for college.

• Federal Student Aid 
Training Materials: Free 

training, information, 
resources, and tools about 
federal, state, and local 
financial aid programs for 
counselors and mentors.

• Helping Students 
Navigate the Path 
to College: What 
High Schools Can 
Do: Evidence-
based practices that 
successfully prepare 
students academically 
for college and improve 
their likelihood of 
enrolling in college.

• Avoiding Student Aid 
Scams: Tips to spot 
potential fraud, avoid 
paying for free services, 
and prevent identity theft.

The Institute for College 
Access and Success (TICAS)

• College InSight: College-
level data (totals and 
averages for states, 
institution types, and other 
groupings of colleges) 

on college affordability, 
diversity, and student 
success.

• IBR Info: Income-driven 
repayment plans (Income-
Based Repayment, Pay as 
You Earn, and Revised Pay 
as You Earn) and public 
service loan forgiveness 
information. 

• Project on Student 
Debt: Multiple resources 
including a report on and 
map of student loan debt, 
a summary on current loan 
limits and interest rates, 
student loan tips for recent 
graduates, and questions 
students should ask about 
private student loans.

National Association of 
Student Financial Aid 
Administrators (NASFAA)

• College Affordability and 
Transparency Resources 
for Counselors: Links 
to and provides helpful 
information about the US 

category, loan programs fall into 
another category, and work-study 
is the final category. It is very 
confusing for families when they 
find so many different awards with 
different names,” he said. 

Shipman also said information 
about loans should be concise and 
clear. “A student might be awarded 
five different kinds of loans with no 
explanation for why that is. Do they 
need all of them? Are the terms 
and conditions, like the interest 
rate, the same? Are some known to 
be better than others?” he said.

Levy said a clear subtraction of 
the cost of attendance minus all 
grants and scholarships should 
be presented to the family to 

show them what their net price 
will be. According to Benner, net 
price calculators can be valuable 
but too often aren’t accurate or 
accessible. He also said expected 
borrowing should be separate, and 
notes that sometimes Parent Plus 
loans and other borrowing can be 
presented in a way that suggests 
it is something other than debt. 
And he recommended institutions 
provide an estimate of other costs 
of attendance and provide the 
offer earlier to allow more time for 
students to weigh their options.

Copeland also noted that 
employment opportunities and the 
potential for them to offset costs 
should be spelled out separately. 

Additionally, she noted that 
sometimes the award letter is 
confusing or misleading because 
the software platform used by the 
college or university to generate 
it doesn’t allow flexibility, does 
not use accessible language, or 
is not well-suited to the specific 
institution. She said standardization 
might prompt software developers 
to address those issues.

PROSPECTS FOR CHANGE
Fishman and New America have 
developed a list of changes to the 
award letter, similar to the one 
NASFAA promoted. They include:

• Require a written financial aid 
offer to all qualified students 
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https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/
https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/
https://financialaidtoolkit.ed.gov/tk/
https://studentaid.gov/fsa-id/sign-in/landing?redirectTo=%2Floan-simulator
https://blog.ed.gov/2020/08/versatile-student-loan-calculator-loan-simulator/
https://blog.ed.gov/2020/08/versatile-student-loan-calculator-loan-simulator/
https://blog.ed.gov/2020/08/versatile-student-loan-calculator-loan-simulator/
https://studentaid.gov/sites/default/files/college-prep-checklist.pdf?_ga=2.260603534.201640094.1599238107-1787301478.1597087689
https://studentaid.gov/sites/default/files/college-prep-checklist.pdf?_ga=2.260603534.201640094.1599238107-1787301478.1597087689
https://financialaidtoolkit.ed.gov/tk/training/materials.jsp
https://financialaidtoolkit.ed.gov/tk/training/materials.jsp
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide.aspx?sid=11
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide.aspx?sid=11
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide.aspx?sid=11
https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/types/scams
https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/types/scams
http://college-insight.org/
http://www.ibrinfo.org/
http://ticas.org/posd/home
http://ticas.org/posd/home
https://www.nasfaa.org/College_Affordability_and_Transparency
https://www.nasfaa.org/College_Affordability_and_Transparency
https://www.nasfaa.org/College_Affordability_and_Transparency
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and employ standardized 
terms with student-friendly 
definitions 

• Include full cost of attendance 
with a breakdown of direct 
costs and indirect expenses 

• List grants/scholarships and 
loans separately 

• Separate Parent PLUS loans 
and federal work-study from 
scholarships, grants, and 
student loans 

• Calculate the student’s net cost 
and estimated bill 

• Identify critical next steps.
Coval was skeptical, however, 

about full standardization of award 
letters because each institution and 
each potential student has different 

needs. She said there is “a lot of 
interest” in the award letter process 
and that NASFAA supports some 
standardization guidance from 
the federal government, but with 
limits. “We are OK with Congress 
engaging a little bit. But some 
of the draft legislation has been 
concerning. This is an instance 
where we want to self-regulate as 
a community as much as possible 
because we know what needs to be 
done and our members want to do 
it,” she said.

Copeland agreed and suggested 
that while some standardization 
would be beneficial, the aid 
report required by a community 
college or small urban school 

might be different than one from 
a sprawling state university. 
Employment information or 
institutional loans may vary 
widely from institution to 
institution. And some schools 
may also report out graduate 
student eligibility for aid. “The 
student’s financial aid offer is very 
important and should be clear 
and accurate. I think colleges and 
universities understand that and 
are working in that direction. They 
know it will benefit them and their 
incoming students,” she said.  

Jim Paterson is a former  
school counselor living in  
Lewes, Delaware.

Department of Education’s 
College Affordability and 
Transparency Center.

• Student Aid Tips 
for Unique Student 
Populations: Includes 
guidance aimed at adult 
learners, undocumented 
students, service 
members, veterans, wards 
of the court, foster youth, 
and single parents.

• Issue Brief: Aid Offers:  
A look at financial aid 
offers and efforts to 
standardize award letters.

• Aid Offer Comparison 
Tool for Students and 
Parents: A tool to help 
students and parents 
compare financial aid 
offers from different 
schools.

• Financial Aid Offer 
Examples: These financial 
aid offer examples are 
intended to serve as 
samples for institutions 

seeking to incorporate 
the elements included 
in NASFAA's Code of 
Conduct in their financial 
aid offers.

• Glossary of Terms for 
Financial Aid Offers: 
Created in 2012 and 
updated in 2019, this 
glossary contains 
universally accepted 
definitions of terms 
typically included in  
award notifications.

Other
• SwiftStudent, developed 

by the Seldin/Haring-
Smith Foundation, helps 
students write a financial 
aid appeal letter—  
for free.

• The Urban Institute's 
online resource, 
Understanding College 
Affordability, aims to help 
students and parents from 
various backgrounds and 
income levels decipher 

what affordability means 
when it comes to college.

• TGR Foundation and 
Discovery Education’s 
Financial Pursuit is a self-
paced, digital module for 
students to learn about 
how to pay for college.  
An educator guide is  
also available.

• The Federal Reserve Bank 
of San Francisco offers 
a tool to help students 
calculate a quick and 
simple estimate of the 
return on their investment 
in a college education. 

• The Federal Trade 
Commission provides 
dependable consumer 
information on an array 
of financial aid topics, 
including terms and 
definitions, tips for financing 
your education, clarity 
on different loan types, 
warning signs of debt relief 
scams, and more.  
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https://www.nasfaa.org/Unusual_Student_Circumstances
https://www.nasfaa.org/Unusual_Student_Circumstances
https://www.nasfaa.org/Unusual_Student_Circumstances
https://www.nasfaa.org/issue_brief_aid_offers
https://www.nasfaa.org/award_letter_comparison_worksheet
https://www.nasfaa.org/award_letter_comparison_worksheet
https://www.nasfaa.org/award_letter_comparison_worksheet
https://www.nasfaa.org/offer_examples
https://www.nasfaa.org/offer_examples
https://www.nasfaa.org/glossary
https://www.nasfaa.org/glossary
https://formswift.com/swift-student
https://www.shs.foundation/
https://www.shs.foundation/
http://collegeaffordability.urban.org/
http://collegeaffordability.urban.org/
https://www.tgreduexplore.org/curriculum
http://www.frbsf.org/education/teacher-resources/value-of-college/
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/1028-student-loans
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/1028-student-loans

