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Abstract of Dissertation 

 Three Proposals to Simplify the Federal Aid System: A Critical Reply from Financial  
Aid Administrators at Historically Black Colleges and Universities 

     Financial aid programs are supposed to improve access and affordability in higher 

education (Gillen, 2009). The effectiveness of these programs is increasingly being 

questioned as college attainment figures stagnate and the financial burden on students and 

families continues to climb year after year. The purpose of this study was to examine the 

views of financial aid administrators at Historically Black Colleges and Universities 

(HBCUs) on simplifying the federal student aid process. The quantitative research study 

attempted to answer questions using descriptive statistics. The data were compiled by 

surveying HBCU financial aid administrators. The simplification proposals reviewed were 

designed by the Obama Administration (U.S. Department of Education), National 

Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA), and Rethinking Student 

Aid Study Group.   

     The study focused on HBCU financial aid administrator’s preferences regarding three 

simplification proposals. In an effort to add to the field’s understanding of the challenges 

faced by low-income students, a survey regarding the simplification of the federal student 

aid system was distributed to HBCU financial aid administrators. Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities were chosen because they assist and service a disproportionate 

number of low-income students.  Survey respondents agreed in their perceptions 

regarding the simplification proposals that promote an easier application process with 

consolidated and streamlined individual programs. The survey respondents strongly 

agreed with performing a U.S. Department of Education and Internal Revenue Service 

database match. Survey respondents agreed with eliminating the links between Title IV 
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participation, voter registration material distribution, and Constitution Day observances. 

Surprisingly, the survey respondents had mixed perceptions about whether the 

application process as it currently exists act as a barrier to access, especially among low-

income applicants. The key attributes─ simplicity and certainty─are sorely missing in the 

federal student aid system (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2007).     
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Chapter 1 

The Problem and its Context 

     The purpose of this study was to examine the views of financial aid administrators at 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) with regard to simplifying the 

federal student aid process. “Student aid has long been a component of American higher 

education” (Mundel & Hansen, 2013, p.2). In 1944, “the G.I. Bill was enacted by 

Congress to reward veterans who had served their country during wartime and to help 

them catch up with their peers whose lives had not been interrupted by military service” 

(Gladieux, 1995, p.1). During the 1940s and 1950s, G.I. Bill benefits extended higher 

education opportunities to thousands of men and women who otherwise might never have 

gone to college (Gladieux, 1995). The National Defense Education Act (NDEA) of 1958 

was passed to help ensure that highly trained individuals would be available to help 

America compete with the Soviet Union in scientific and technical fields; the NDEA 

included support for loans to college students and graduate fellowships (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2013). The Kennedy legacy, the civil rights movement, and the Johnson 

Administration’s War on Poverty converged in the mid-1960s to break new ground. 

Along with the breakthroughs in civil rights came large scale aid to education including 

the Higher Education Act ([HEA], (Gladieux, 1995). 

     Created by the HEA of 1965, federal student aid was designed to ensure that students 

who otherwise could not afford to attend college have the financial resources to enroll 

and persist through degree completion (Maag & Fitzgerald, 2004). Fundamentally, the 

HEA funds programs and initiatives aimed at mitigating social and cultural barriers to 

higher education access and completion faced by low-income students (Clinedinst et al., 
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2003). This remains the policy of the HEA, which is reauthorized every five to seven 

years. The HEA of 1965, as amended, authorizes the major federal student aid programs 

(Chitty, 2012). During reauthorization Congress often makes changes and improvements 

in the legislation, such as adding new programs, streamlining existing programs, and 

increasing or decreasing authorized funding levels (Kantrowitz, 2013). As the largest 

single source of funding for postsecondary education in the United States, federal student 

aid has helped literally millions of people realize their dream of a college education 

(Rethinking Student Aid Study Group, 2008). 

      Federal student financial aid is administered primarily by the United States 

Department of Education (ED), but significant student funding is also administered by 

the Veteran’s Administration, Department of Health and Human Services, Department of 

the Interior, Department of Defense, and others (National Association of Student 

Financial Aid Administrators, 2010). According to the ED (2009), “financial aid’s core 

mission is to ensure that all eligible students benefit from financial assistance--grants, 

work study, and loans for education beyond high school” (p. vii). The Advisory 

Committee on Student Financial Assistance ([ACSFA], 2002) further states that “federal 

student aid is essential to students, but most critical for low-to-moderate income students 

who are academically prepared to attend college and for whom a shortage of family 

resources constitutes the most important barrier to college” (p.1).   

     Gillen (2009) identified three primary purposes of federal student aid: to promote (a) 

access, (b) affordability, and (c) equality of opportunity. However, there is substantial 

debate about whether the current financial aid system is effective in achieving those goals 

(Huelsman & Cunningham, 2013). Over the years, federal student aid has evolved into a 
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complex structure of separate programs providing subsidies to students through grants, 

loans, tax credits and deductions, and other approaches─each with different eligibility 

criteria, different coverage of expenses, and different forms of support (The Rethinking 

Student Aid Group, 2008). In addition, it has been documented that the complexity of the 

current system and forms like the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) 

discourage students─especially from low-income families from applying for aid (Chitty, 

2007).     

     As a result, questions about the goals and effectiveness of the federal student aid 

process have come to the forefront of higher education policy debate. The idea that the 

complexity of the process by which low-income students apply for and receive federal 

financial assistance deters some students from higher education has become firmly 

established in the last few years by higher education leaders, policy makers, researchers, 

and the public (Chitty, 2007; Lederman, 2008). “Concerns about the low visibility of aid 

programs and the complexity of the aid process have spurred calls to simplify the form 

and enhance the visibility of programs that are meant to educate students about the 

availability of financial aid “ (Bettinger, Long, Oreoppoulos, 2007, p.1). Yet five years 

later, the problem continues to be unresolved.  

     Jennifer Engle, Vice President for Policy Research of the Institute for Higher 

Education Policy (IHEP) states:   

although the federal government has taken steps to simplify the financial aid 

process and  increase transparency of institutional outcomes for students in recent 

years, many barriers remain. The availability of financial aid represents a bare 

opportunity for students─an opportunity in name only─if students do not apply for 
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it. And yet, research demonstrates that low-income, underserved populations lack 

information about financial aid, and as a result, do not attend college or attend 

college but work significant number of hours, reducing their eligibility for aid as 

well as their chances for success. (Gordon, 2013, p. 1) 

     The ability to pay and financial aid are major determinants of whether and where 

students choose to pursue postsecondary education (McPherson & Schapiro, 1998; Perna, 

1998; 2006). Unfortunately, the likelihood of attending college varies substantially by 

family income. Many students who attend HBCUs come from low-income families. 

These students are at risk of not enrolling or dropping out not for academic reasons but 

simply because they do not have the money to attend or continue (Cole, 2007). According 

to Burgdorf  and Kostka (2004), low-income students face a variety of barriers that limit 

their access to financial aid. Although there are many barriers to college access and 

success for low-income students, most can be grouped into three major categories (Long 

& Riley, 2007). The first set of barriers relates to cost (Long & Riley). The high cost of 

education and the burden of educational debt are significant barriers to higher education 

for low-income students. College costs have increased dramatically, overwhelming the 

modest increase in median family income. According to the College Board, from 2008, 

college costs have climbed 5.9% annually, almost double the rate of inflation, as the 

growth in grant and scholarship aid has only increased by 4.2% (The College Board, 

2010).  

     A second major set of barriers to college access is academic preparation (Long & 

Riley, 2007). Students are increasingly finishing high school with less than grade level 

competency, thus affecting their ability to access and succeed in higher education (Long 
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& Riley, 2007). The third major impediment to higher education for many students, 

particularly those from low-income families, is the complexity of the college admissions 

process and financial aid system, as well as a lack of accurate information about higher 

education cost.  

     The federal student aid system includes the processing of applications, determination 

of  student aid eligibility, administration of Title IV funds─loans, grants, workstudy, 

delivery system, and transfer of data and funds between the ED and over 6,000 

participating postsecondary institutions (Long, 2008). The federal student aid process 

begins with the FAFSA.  The FAFSA is the application for federal financial aid, and it is 

often required to apply for state and institutional aid, as well (Long, 2008). The FAFSA 

collects information on family income and assets to determine the expected family 

contribution (EFC), the amount that a family is estimated to be able to provide toward 

higher education expenses (Stoll & Stedman, 2004). Asher et al. (2007) argued the 

FAFSA is longer than the federal tax form, complex, and intimidating in tone and it 

requires a great deal of personal and family financial information that can be difficult to 

ascertain, especially for low-income students. Dynarski and Scott-Clayton (2006) 

asserted that the most underserved and needy students are those most likely to be deterred 

by the aid application process. Cunningham and Santiago (2006) argued that low-income 

students are frequently at a double disadvantage, as they are often first-generation 

students whose parents themselves did not attend college and therefore have little or no 

knowledge of the process of applying to and paying for postsecondary education. Some 

researchers have theorized that the current FAFSA is a barrier to college access 

(Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2007). As a result, the FAFSA application is perhaps the 
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focus of most discussion regarding ways to reduce complexity (Bettinger, Long, 

Oreopoulos, & Sanbonmatsu, 2009).  

       The federal need analysis is the next step in the application process. Real 

complications arise with the federal need analysis, the federal formula that determines the 

EFC. The EFC is an estimate of the money the government perceives a family can 

contribute to the student’s educational expenses in a particular year (Loyola University, 

2010). The federal need analysis system delineated in HEA Title IV is the basis upon 

which the student’s eligibility for, and level of, Title IV student aid is determined (Stoll 

& Stedman, 2004). In 1992, the HEA amendments (P.L. 102-325) by Congress 

overhauled the federal need analysis system to create a “simplified” system consisting of 

the FAFSA and a single methodology for determining the EFC for students desiring to 

attend postsecondary school (Mercer, 2006). In the past authorizations elements of the 

need analysis system, particularly the determination of the EFC, have been subject to 

debate and amendment (Stedman, 2002). The federal methodology evaluates a family’s 

assets and income and determines how much the family can contribute.  To determine the 

financial aid award, colleges and universities use the following formula: total cost of 

attendance─tuition, fees, room, board, books and supplies, and miscellaneous minus the 

EFC equals demonstrated need. The result of that formula is then used to determine the 

amount and type of aid program, such as federal work study, loans, and grants, that a 

student is eligible to receive (Petersons, 2010).  

     According to Bellia (2007), in some cases families are surprised by their EFC, and 

they will inform the financial aid office that the EFC is simply too high in relation to 

other family expenses. Many families, particularly low-income families, have difficulty 
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meeting the expectations of the EFC; therefore, the remaining financial need that is 

unmet is extremely difficult to manage (Long, 2007). The EFC is a figure used to ration 

limited aid funds to needy families and  may not provide a realistic expectation of the 

amount a family should be able to contribute to a college education.  

     More than 18 years after its inception, simplification of need analysis remains a perennial 

issue. Many researchers and policymakers continue to debate the complexity of the federal 

need system (Chitty, 2007). Most proposals focus on changing the formula for calculating aid 

eligibility, usually by using fewer pieces of information to determine a student’s family 

contribution toward college expenses. Chitty (2007) argued that deleting questions does not 

necessarily guarantee a simpler need determination system and removing questions could 

limit the need analysis formula’s ability to effectively determine student need. The approach 

to change the formula by reducing the number of questions can change who qualifies for aid 

and how much aid each student receives, creating ambiguity in determining demonstrated 

student financial need (Asher et al., 2007). Mercer (2006) concluded that researchers and 

policymakers remain concerned with ensuring that the system is able to accurately gauge an 

individual’s ability to contribute to the cost of a college education. Baum (2007) noted that 

there is much interest and concern about the need analysis formula, so it must be addressed 

carefully. She argued that any revision to the current formula will shift the distribution of aid, 

benefitting some and hurting others (Baum, 2007). 

     Most studies on financial aid simplification have focused on reducing barriers for 

students and families by simplifying either the FAFSA or the need analysis formulas. The 

simplification of the delivery system is also needed. The delivery system involves the 
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administrative burdens and cost to the aid office. Reducing the administrative burdens on 

the aid office will help ensure timely and cost-effective distribution of student aid.      

     The complexity of federal student aid programs is also viewed as a major barrier in the 

federal student aid process. Bettinger, Long, and Oreopoulos (2007) asserted that few 

families appear to know about the types of aid and programs available. A poll 

commissioned by the Sallie Mae Fund found that two thirds of all parents of students 

planning to go to college, as well as the young adults themselves, did not name grants as 

a possible source of funds when asked about types of financial aid (Sallie Mae Fund & 

Harris Interactive, 2003). This survey was conducted for Sallie Mae Fund by Harris 

Interactive and involved 1,090 telephone interviews of parents and 811 students aged 18 

to 24 (Sallie Mae Fund & Harris Interactive, 2003). The study reported vast inequalities 

among students and parents in terms of possessing financial aid information.  Many 

parents and students are not aware of basic sources of financial aid and cannot name 

scholarships or grants as a source of financial aid (Sallie Mae & Harris Interactive, 2003). 

Low-income and Latino families tend to get information later than upper-income and 

other families. The survey found that 43% of all Latino young adults and more than half 

(51%) of Latino parents reported that they were not aware of even a single source of 

college financial aid (Sallie Mae & Harris Interactive, 2003). Burgdorf and Kostka (2006) 

discussed eliminating complexity and inconsistency in federal financial aid programs. 

They argued that “federal student aid programs [are] a cumbersome maze of programs; 

each added over time but never strategically aligned towards an overarching policy that 

guides federal participation in financing the costs of higher education paid by students 

and their families” (Burgdorf & Kostka, 2006, p.5). Burgdorf and Kostka also found that 
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each program had different goals, priorities, and procedures. Their analyses illustrate that 

differing eligibility criteria and lack of uniformity of programs to support the mission of 

student aid present a formidable barrier for families trying to plan financially for college. 

     Many students lack knowledge of what financial aid is available, what they are 

eligible for, and when and how to apply for financial aid. Low-income students are more 

likely to state that financial aid is too complicated to apply for and believe that the costs 

of college are too high for them to apply, and they are less likely to apply for financial aid 

early in order to maximize their likelihood of receiving institutional and state aid 

(American Council on Education, 2004). The American Council on Education (2004) 

estimates that approximately one in five low-income students who are enrolled in college 

and would likely be eligible for Pell grants never filed a FAFSA.  

     It is increasingly clear that as much as the individual student relies on federal 

programs to finance the cost of higher education, the complexity of the federal aid 

application process, eligibility formula, and the myriad federal programs create undue 

difficulty and confusion among users, leading to underuse of some programs (Burgdorf & 

Kostka, 2006). As a result, there have been many calls for the simplification of the 

federal student aid system: a simpler system that is more predictable, transparent, and 

easy to navigate.  

     Much has been written and discussed in recent years regarding the perceived need for 

simplification of several aspects of the federal student aid system (NASFAA, 2008). 

According to Margaret Spellings (2009), former Secretary of the U.S. Department of 

Education, complexities of the federal student aid system have been well documented and 

discussed over time. Her bipartisan Commission on the Future of Higher Education stated 
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in its report that the current federal financial aid system “is confusing, complex, 

inefficient, duplicative, and frequently does not direct aid to students who truly need it” 

(Spellings, 2009, p.2). There are multiple proposals to simplify the student aid system. 

Over the years, various stakeholders, including financial aid officers, economists, and 

higher education researchers have examined ways to simplify the federal financial aid 

system and remove the financial barriers facing students as they pursue postsecondary 

education.  The problem has been getting the stakeholders to agree on how to simplify the 

system, especially for low to moderate income students (Chitty, 2007). The three 

proposals identified for this study are discussed in chapter 2.  

     In summary, the complexity of federal student aid programs is viewed as a major 

barrier in the federal student aid process. Concerns about the complexity of the aid 

process and the low visibility of aid programs have spurred calls to simplify the FAFSA, 

the eligibility formula, and to enhance the visibility of federal programs.   

Problem in Practice 

       Despite the existence of student aid, college remains an elusive opportunity for many 

students (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). The challenges related to college access 

go well beyond being accepted into postsecondary programs to include the hurdles that 

prevent many students, particularly low-income students, from completing degrees 

(Education Week, 2004). Researchers contend that the rising cost of tuition, lack of 

adequate academic preparedness, and the complexity federal student aid system have 

contributed to under-representation of low-income students on college and university 

campuses (Education Week, 2004). There are only 13 out of 103 HBCUs at which low-

income students are not a majority of all students (Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, 
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2008). The fact that such a large percentage of all students at the nation’s HBCUs come 

from low-income families demonstrates the continuing need for increased financial 

support from the federal government for these institutions (Journal of Blacks in Higher 

Education, 2008). 

     To understand the proposals to simplify the federal aid system it is essential to 

understand the current system. This section presents a discussion of federal programs and 

proposed simplification of the federal process.   

     Federal programs. Beginning with the passage of the HEA in 1965, providing 

financial assistance to students has been the principal way the federal government has 

supported higher education (Hauptman & Rice, 2000). Title IV of the HEA includes the 

major federal student aid programs: Pell Grants, student loans, and campus-based 

programs (Federal Work Study, Federal Perkins Loan, Supplemental Educational 

Opportunity Grant). Each program has unique characteristics, eligibility requirements, 

and funding sources. The federal Pell Grant program was designed to help college 

students from low-income families afford the high cost of going to college without 

getting buried in debt (Kingkade, 2012). In the Budget Control Act of 2011, a provision 

was included to preserve the maximum Pell Grant but reduced eligibility to use them 

from 18 semesters to 12. The Summer Year Round Pell Grant was also eliminated. Other 

discretionary student aid programs, such as the Federal Work Study, the Supplemental 

Educational Opportunity Grant were cut by 5.52%.  

     Simplification of the federal student aid process. Even when sufficient financial aid 

funds are available, many students have difficulty accessing those funds (College Board, 

2012). Millions of students who aspire to college are overwhelmed by the complexity of 
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the student aid process. According to the ACSFA (2005), rather than promoting access, 

student aid often creates a series of barriers--a gauntlet that the poorest students must run 

to get to college. To dismantle this gauntlet, three imperatives have emerged: (a) shorten 

and streamline the application process, (b) simplify the eligibility formula, and (c) 

condense and restructure financial aid programs. Simplifying the federal student aid 

system is the subject for a number of policy initiatives that continue to emerge. Dynarski 

and Scott-Clayton (2006) quantified the complexity in the aid system, showing that the 

FAFSA rivals IRS tax forms in length, with more questions than the Form 1040EZ, 

1040A, or even the 1040. Stoll and Stedman (2004) explored the complexity of the 

eligibility formula and the ways eligibility determinations could be streamlined by 

calculating the EFC using fewer data points. Burgdorf and Kostka (2006) stated that the 

myriad of federal programs create undue complexity and confusion among students and 

families; leading to underuse of some programs. Concerns about the complexity of the 

federal student aid system have prompted concerted policy efforts to simplify the aid 

application process and to support student and families to complete the FAFSA 

(Castleman & Page, 2013).  

     Although many options for simplification exist, in this study the simplification 

proposals from three sources are discussed: (a) the Obama Administration (U.S. 

Department of Education), (b) National Association of Student Financial Aid 

Administrators (NASFAA), and (c) Rethinking Student Aid Study Group. The Obama 

Administration proposal was selected for this study because the president sets the 

national agenda for education policy, suggests policy changes to Congress with regard to 

the eligibility formula, and makes recommendations for funding Title IV programs. The 
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Obama Administration simplification plan has outlined key objectives to simplify the 

federal student aid system; and make aid easier for families in need, and to provide more 

students access to postsecondary education. The NASFAA proposal was selected because 

it gathered input on the various approaches to simplifying the financial aid system from 

financial aid administrators. The NASFAA has presented eight specific recommendations 

for an efficient and effective process that they argue will eliminate roadblocks to access 

while maintaining system integrity. The Rethinking Student Aid Study Group was 

selected because it engaged the input of policy experts, academic researchers, and higher 

education professionals (Rethinking Student Aid Study Group, 2008). The Rethinking 

Student Aid Study Group, an independent team of policy experts, researchers, and higher 

education professionals convened by the College Board, issued recommendations to 

overhaul the federal student aid system by creating a straightforward application system 

as one form of simplification and by consolidating and streamlining individual programs. 

According to the Rethinking Student Aid Study Group, the recommendations were 

proposed to generate a new and open conversation about federal approaches to increasing 

postsecondary educational opportunities. These proposals focus on the federal student aid 

process and college access. 

     Historically Black Colleges and Universities. Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities are institutions established before 1964 whose main mission is the education 

of African Americans (Pugh, 2010). These institutions enroll 16% of all African 

Americans attending college in the United States (Simmons, 2010).  Minor (2005) noted 

that, traditionally, research has not heavily influenced conversations about the status of 

HBCUs, thereby confusing the necessary facts and contextual understanding needed to 
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interpret the condition of this sector. Historically Black Colleges and Universities lack 

the substantial endowments of larger institutions and, as a result, rely primarily on tuition 

fees for funding. Generally, tuition fees are generated by students through the federal 

student aid system (Simmons, 2010). Typically, these schools serve a student population 

that is disproportionately low-income. As a result, financial aid is of particular 

importance to students that attend HBCUs; because they are disproportionately affected 

by the obstacles of the current system.  

     This study examines three simplification proposals to evaluate the federal student aid 

process and determine whether such reform proposals would help eliminate the 

complexities associated with the federal student aid process and thereby remove financial 

barriers for low-income students at HBCUs as perceived by financial aid administrators. 

For this study, HBCUs were used as a convenience sample to help assess the 

simplification proposals on federal student aid.     

  Statement of the Research Problem 

       The federal student aid system has been a source of frustration and focus of reform 

efforts for decades; yet the complexity of the federal student aid system remains a 

financial barrier that disproportionately burdens those with the least ability to pay and 

undermines the original intent of the HEA (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2007). There is 

almost unanimous agreement that the process used to determine a student’s financial need 

and EFC to pay for higher education is overly complicated (Chitty, 2007). More 

importantly, parents and students have been frustrated in their efforts to fill out the 

application form, to understand what aid they might be eligible for, and to use 

information about federal aid to plan for their college experiences (Tucker, 2009). The 



15 

 

 

effectiveness and efficiency of these programs remain in doubt, particularly in the context 

of providing access and making college affordable for needy students; and HBCUs are 

disproportionately affected by this. 

Research Questions 

     The problems with the current student financial aid system have been identified as 

falling within three areas (application process, federal methodology, and delivery 

system), the research questions address each of these areas.   

       This section presents the research questions that guided this study.  

1. What are the opinions of HBCU financial aid administrators regarding the current       

application process? 

2. What are the opinions of HBCU financial aid administrators regarding the current 

federal methodology (need analysis)? 

3. What are the opinions of HBCU financial aid administrators regarding the current  

federal aid delivery system (administrative requirements that must be met by the 

school and students)?  

4. How do the proposals Obama Administration, NASFAA, and Rethinking Student 

Aid   Study Group) match the preferences of HBCU financial aid administrators with       

regard to the application process, need analysis, delivery system, and federal 

programs? 

Significance of the Study 

       As a sector of American higher education, HBCUs play a critical role in expanding 

educational opportunities for African Americans. These institutions─public and private, 

2-and 4-year─together enroll 16% of African Americans in all postsecondary education 

(Mance, 2008). Many of these students are unable to attend majority institutions due to 
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poor academic preparation and limited financial resources (Nagaoke, Roderick, & Coca, 

2008). Cutbacks in federal and state spending have caused severe financial constraints for 

American HBCUs. The Federal Work Study and Federal Supplemental Educational 

Opportunity Grant programs were cut by $89.5 million for 2013-2014, a 5.52% decrease 

from 2012-2013.  As critics continue to question the viability of HBCUs, the fact remains 

that HBCUs play a critical role in educating low-income and traditionally 

underrepresented students (Nealy, 2008). A federal student aid process that is overly 

complex contributes to reduced enrollment and persistence (St. John, 2004). Over the 

years, scholars, policymakers, educators, practitioners, and students have argued that the 

federal student aid system should be transparent, simple, and fair (ACSFA, 2007). This 

study is significant for several campus constituencies. One group that will benefit from 

the results of this study consists of low-income students. Low-income students  must deal 

with a number of unique issues when applying and receiving financial aid. Identifying 

ways to eliminate the complexities of the federal aid system could dramatically improve 

the current process by which students apply for and receive federal aid and expand the 

goal to dramatically increase the number of college graduates. Lack of adequate funding 

for low-income students is an ongoing issue for HBCUs, and one that affects student 

retention and graduation rates. At HBCUs, the simplification of the federal student aid 

process would improve student enrollment, retention, and completion rates (Rueben, 

2013). 

Assumptions of the Study 

     An assumption is any important “fact” presumed to be true but not actually verified 

(Gay, 1992). One issue in this problem area is the abundance of rhetoric. In some of the 
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literature concerning the federal student aid system, researchers have maintained a rigid 

scientific orientation in their reporting.  However, other writers have presented opinions 

and perceptions that are not necessarily grounded in research. There was a difference of 

opinions expressed throughout the literature; however, there remained a commonality of 

view concerning the importance of federal aid to students and institutions of higher 

education. One basic assumption of this research is that respondents were knowledgeable 

about the complexities of the federal aid system. Another assumption is that a simplified 

system would provide help to those who are unlikely to meet their educational goals 

without financial help. It is also assumed that the financial aid administrators surveyed 

provided honest answers to the questions in the survey. There is an assumption that the 

proposed simplification will provide results. 

Delimitations of the Study 

       Delimitations refer to the populations to which the study specifically applies and for  

which generalizations can be made (Creswell, 2002). In 1965, the federal government  

created a "Historically Black Colleges and Universities" designation to describe  

approximately 100 schools located mostly in the South and a handful of other nearby  

states that were founded with the mission of educating Black Americans in the years just  

before and in the decades following the Civil War (Cole, 2007). Today, there are 91  

public and private 4-year HBCUs that are geographically located in 20 states (Alabama,  

Arkansas, California, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland,  

Mississippi, Missouri, North Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, South Carolina,  

Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia) plus the District of Columbia and U.S.  

Virgin Islands. Two of these institutions have lost their accreditation and, therefore, no  

longer participate in the federal student aid programs. Therefore, 89 financial aid  
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administrators were selected strictly on the basis of their professional position at HBCUs  

and strictly speaking conclusions should be limited to this population. However, HBCUs  

can also be considered a convenience sample of low-income students and the findings  

may offer insights to the larger population.  

Limitations of the Study 

       Limitations refer to conditions that restrict findings and weaken generalizability 

because they cannot be controlled as part of the design (Creswell, 2002). This study 

involved the use of a self-report instrument that relied upon opinions. These opinions 

might have been affected by a number of variables, including years of experience of the 

aid administrators; those individuals with five or fewer years might not have experienced 

the reauthorization of the HEA, which changed some rules and regulations for Title IV 

federal aid. Although numerous simplification proposals existed, this study focused only 

on proposals from the Obama Administration, NASFAA, and Rethinking Student Aid 

Study Group.  

Organization of the Dissertation 

     This dissertation is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 contains the introduction 

and overview of the study, including the context and background of the problem. This 

chapter also includes the research problem statement, and the research questions. the 

significance of the study, assumptions, delimitations, limitations, and overview of the 

methodology. Definitions and terms for this study are provided in Appendix A.  

     Chapter 2 presents literature and research specific to the federal student aid system. 

First, the conceptual framework for the study is presented. The HEA provides the 

foundation for the framework. The HEA provides financial resources for low-income 

students and ensures access to postsecondary education. An historical overview and 
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research pertinent to the federal student aid system is also presented. Second, the current 

status of the federal aid system is discussed.  Third, the future status of the federal aid 

system is explored. The simplification proposals identified in this study (Obama 

Administration, NASFAA, and the Rethinking Student Aid Study Group) discussed areas 

that include (a) the federal aid application process; (b) the federal methodology, including 

need analysis; (c) federal delivery systems, and (d) federal programs. Each proposal 

outlines the need to simplify the federal student aid process and by streamlining the 

FAFSA, need analysis formula, federal delivery system, and student aid programs.  

     Chapter 3 describes the methodology for the study. The chapter presents the research 

questions and research design of the study. Included is a discussion of research 

procedures and methods, the population, data collection, data treatment and analysis, and 

guidelines regarding human participants.   

      This study employed a descriptive research design. A survey instrument was 

distributed to a population of 89 HBCU financial aid administrators. After the completion 

of a pilot test. The collected data included demographic characteristics as well as the 

opinions about the application process, federal methodology, delivery system, and the 

simplification of the federal aid system. The study used frequencies and percentages to 

depict the views of financial aid administrators of HBCUs about the simplification of the 

federal student aid system. Frequencies also helped to establish a profile of HBCU 

financial aid administrators; survey results are reported in Chapter 4 using narratives and 

tables. The results are reported in two main sections: (a) demographic data summaries 

and (b) data analysis to answer research questions. The conclusions, recommendations, 

and suggestions for future research are discussed in Chapter 5.    
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Summary 

       Federal student aid is intended to play an integral part in fulfilling the promise of 

greater academic access and success for less affluent students (United States Government 

Accountability Office, 2009). There is widespread agreement that the current federal 

student aid system is so complex in structure and timing that it can be an obstacle rather 

than a path to a college education (Abernathy et.al, 2013). According to Mark Kantrowitz 

(2009), publisher of FinAid and FastWeb, student aid policy experts have argued for 

years that the FAFSA is too long and too complicated. He noted that the FAFSA form is 

a source of confusion and frustration for many families. As a result, the current process of 

applying for financial aid prevents millions of students from applying and, ultimately, 

from graduating with a college degree (Kantrowitz, 2009). This problem is a particular 

concern for low-income students attending HBCUs. The students enrolled in HBCUs 

disproportionately rely on federal student financial aid programs (Ponder, 2001). 

However, The Obama Administration, NASFAA, and the Rethinking Student Aid Study 

Group offered separate proposals that would make the federal student aid system more 

accessible to low-income students and more effective in achieving the HEA goals. 

Financial aid administrators hold strong and divergent beliefs about the best ways to 

approach simplifying the system (NASFAA, 2008). This study examines the views of 

HBCU financial aid administrators. The simplification proposals are designed to direct 

federal aid toward students most in need and give students and families a much clearer 

sense, earlier in the process, of how much federal financial help they qualify for 

(Lederman, 2008). It is argued that simplifying the federal student aid process would also 

help financial aid administrators by allowing their efforts to be directed to more outreach 
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and access initiatives for those HBCU students in need of assistance (JBL Associates, 

2010).  
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

      In this dissertation, literature specific to the federal student aid system and 

simplification reform endeavors is reviewed. A conceptual framework is provided and it 

incorporates research  most relevant for this study. Sources of information include journal 

articles, books, Internet sources, and dissertations. ERIC (OvidSP), JSTOR, and ProQuest 

computerized databases, were accessed to collect information regarding federal student 

aid. Word searches such as financial aid, student financial aid, Title IV aid, federal 

student aid, state aid, and institutional aid were employed. 

        The purpose of this study was to examine the views of financial aid administrators at  

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) on simplifying the federal student 

aid system. The goal of federal student aid is to remove access barriers for all low-to-

moderate income students (Hossler, 2000). Despite this goal, there is a growing sense that 

the federal student aid system has become so complex and has been enacted to achieve 

such different objectives that it no longer serves students, public policy goals, or 

institutions very effectively (Archibald, 2002; Kane, 1999; Mercer, 2006). These growing 

concerns about the federal student aid system have spurred calls to simplify the 

application process, programs, and the methodology that determines student financial 

need. Nevertheless, more research is needed to determine whether such reforms would 

truly improve college access and what form simplification of federal student aid should 

take (Bettinger et al., 2009; Chitty, 2007).  

     This study also drew from research by NASFAA. In July and August 2008, NASFAA 

conducted a survey of financial aid administrators to gather input on various approaches 
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to simplifying the financial aid process and the FAFSA. The questionnaire had four 

sections covering (a) the application process, (b) federal methodology, (c) the delivery 

system, and (d) possible pros and cons of some simplifications proposals. More than 

1,400 financial aid administrators responded to the survey. More than 90% of the 

respondents support or strongly support the use of a smart electronic FAFSA linked to 

various federal databases to populate the appropriate data (NASFAA, 2008). Aid 

administrators were supportive of eliminating non pertinent items from the FAFS, using a 

“FAFSA Postcard” for students from low-income families, and adding “consider me for 

financial aid” on IRS tax forms (NASFAA, 2008). Aid administrators suggested a federal 

student aid system that uses one grant, one loan, and one work study program would 

reduce confusion and frustration currently experienced by students and families as they 

try to understand various types of student aid available to them (NASFAA, 2008). 

       This chapter is organized into three sections. The first section provides a conceptual 

framework, theoretical framework, and historical overview of the federal student aid 

system. Specifically, this section presents a brief history of the federal student aid system 

in a dynamic environment influenced by social, cultural, economic, and political forces. 

The conceptual framework provides basic concepts regarding the federal student aid 

system. This section also presents the theoretical framework. The theoretical framework 

most responsible for the sensible adoption of education and development policies has 

come to be known as human capital theory (Almendarez, 2011). The second section 

examines the current status of the federal student aid system. The federal student aid 

system includes a description of the application process and the federal methodology 

(need analysis), federal programs, and the delivery system. The third section explores the 
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possible future of the federal student aid system if the simplification proposals are 

instituted. Overall, these sections examine the literature and the proposition that the 

federal financial aid system is broken, dysfunctional, and complex. Examination of the 

research has suggested that as long as the existing system is in place, the simplification of 

the application process and the federal methodology─need analysis, federal programs, 

and delivery system─should be top priority (Vedder, et.al, 2007).   

     In general, data for studies in this field come from various sources which are housed 

by different educational entities at different levels; namely national, state, and 

institutional (Chen, 2011). The empirical literature is fairly consistent in showing that 

student aid has increased the demand for higher education (Dynarski, Ichimura, & Taber, 

2002; Leslie & Brinkman, 1998; Stanley, 2003). The theoretical literature has suggested 

that even minor differences in financial aid program design can have a profound impact 

on behavior (Kahneman & Tversky, 2000). Anecdotal evidence from the institutional 

perspective has confirmed that: “many schools, particularly in the independent sector, 

devote considerable resources to packaging financial aid offers, so as to attract the 

students they wish to have attend” (Brewer & Kaganoff, 1997, p.4). Years of research 

have supported the view that student financial aid can influence students’ postsecondary 

decisions, but questions remain about the best ways to design and implement such 

programs and policies (Long, 2008).  

     A review of the federal student aid system by the Federal Commission on the Future 

of Higher Education (Burgdorf & Kostka, 2006) concluded what many observers had  

voiced for years:  

          The financial aid system is not addressing the problems facing students. Although  



25 

 

 

          financial aid can dramatically reduce the overall cost of college, many students still   

have significant unmet need. Moreover, the receipt of financial aid is predicated on  

          navigating a lengthy and complicated process. (p. 12) 

     This literature review synthesizes research and information from a variety of 

disciplinary perspectives to describe what is known about the federal student aid system and the 

proposed  simplification of the process. Federal student aid studies have followed different 

theoretical approaches: economic, psychological, sociological, and educational. A number of 

studies have examined the existing evidence on the effectiveness of aid programs in increasing 

educational opportunities (Callan, 2010; Hansen, 1983; Hossler, Hu, & Schmit, 1999; Mundel, 

2008; Sallie Mae Fund and Harris Interactive, 2003; Teran, 2007; Zarate & Pachon, 2006). Perna 

(2010) noted, “As a substantial body of research demonstrates human capital models are also 

useful in understanding that financial aid promotes college enrollment, by increasing resources, 

and reducing college expenses students and families have to pay” (p. 170).  

Conceptual Framework of the Study.  Human capital theory predicts, and has generally 

been supported by empirical evidence, that more financial aid leads to increased college 

entry and therefore completion. This theory has provided a broad framework for 

assessing numerous public investment decisions (Becker, 1964; Paulsen & Smart, 2009). 

The human capital theory suggests that people might not be able to perfectly predict the 

costs and benefits of a college degree but they are assumed able to form expectations 

about what will happen under each scenario and therefore make choices that maximize 

their expected happiness (Goldrick-Rab, Harris, & Trostel, 2009).  

     With human capital theory as the foundation the HEA and resultant, financial aid 

system─the application process, determination of student aid eligibility, administration of 

Title IV-loans, grants, work study, and the delivery system as experienced by HBCUs 
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comprises the conceptual framework of this study. The HEA, which defined limits for all 

subsequent regulations and future legislation for student financial aid has created 

opportunities and barriers. These barriers to college access and factors preventing access 

to low-income students have been widely studied (Greenstone & Looney, 2013; Hoxby & 

Turner, 2013). In the context of broad literature, however, relatively less is understood 

about particular obstacles low-income students at HBCUs face when applying and 

receiving federal student aid.  This conceptual framework incorporates research regarding 

the policy, practice, current and future state of the federal student aid system.  

  The HEA is one of the most important pieces of the Great Society legislation (Green, 

2007). The essential components of the federal student aid programs in existence today 

began under Title IV (Student Assistance Act) of the HEA. This legislation mandated 

equal opportunity, access, and funding for underrepresented students with regard to 

economics, race, and religion (Green, 2007).  The adequacy requirement, or social 

contract, for Title IV student aid is implied in the legislative intent of the title, which is 

focused explicitly on promoting equal opportunity, access, and funding (Gladieux & 

Wolanin, 1976). Consistent with legislative intent, the objectives of Title IV are generally 

defined as follows: (a) to increase access (enroll more students), (b) to increase 

affordability (make higher education less expensive for students and their families), and 

(c) to promote equality of opportunity (ensure that they have the opportunity to go to 

school) (Gillen, 2009). 

     Historically Black Colleges and Universities have played an historical role in 

enhancing equal educational opportunity for African American students. Federal 

allocations to HBCUs  originated with the HEA. Title III of the HEA, as amended, 
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authorizes funds for enhancing HBCUs (Gasman, 2010). Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities serve a student population that is disproportionately low-income (Nealy, 

2009). In 2008-2009 academic year, there were only 13 HBCUs at which low-income 

students did not constitute the majority of the students (The Journal of Blacks in Higher 

Education, 2009). For African American students, the correlation between student 

enrollment and the provision of federal student aid is especially important (Harper, 2013). 

The fact that such a large percentage of all students at the nation’s HBCUs come from 

low-income families demonstrates the continuing need for increased financial support 

from the federal government for these institutions. 

     Engle and Tinto (2008) analysis shows low-income students disproportionately come 

from ethnic or racial minority backgrounds with lower levels academic preparation. 

According to the researchers, previous research has shown, that even after taking 

demographic backgrounds, enrollment characteristics, and academic preparation into 

consideration, low-income and first generation students are still at greater risk of failure 

in postsecondary education.  

History of Federal Student Aid System. American higher education has evolved over 

the past century from serving society’s elite to espousing meritocratic ideals and, most 

recently, to a commitment to egalitarianism (Cervantes et al., 2005). As the goals and 

objectives of postsecondary education expanded and society’s concurrent demand for 

college graduates grew, federal student aid began to play an important role for U.S. 

colleges and universities (Scannell, 2005). On May 9, 1643, the very first record of 

financial assistance for higher education expenses noted that Lady Ann Radcliffe 

Mowlson gave the sum of 100 English pounds to Harvard College to support needy 
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scholars (Franklin & Marshall, 2010). More than three centuries later, on November 8, 

1965, the United States Congress passed Public Law 89-329, 79 STAT 1219, which was 

designed to strengthen the educational resources of colleges and universities and to 

provide financial assistance to students in postsecondary education (Franklin & Marshall 

College, 2010). This public law, known as the Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965, was 

signed into law by the President of the United States, Lyndon B. Johnson (Cervantes et 

al., 2005; Franklin & Marshall College, 2010).This law was the first attempt to address 

educational inequality. 

     Federal financing of higher education. Federal participation in the personal 

financing of the costs of higher education first took form through the G.I. Bill in 1944, 

followed in 1958 by the National Defense Loan Program (Perkins Loans), the first federal 

loan program (Burgdorf & Kostka, 2006). Prior to World War II, states were primarily 

responsible for financing higher education (Trow, 1994); few public funds were directed 

to independent institutions in the form of institutional aid (Meisinger, 1994). After World 

War II, the federal government became a major source of funding for higher education 

(Meisinger, 1994). Beginning with the passage of the HEA of 1965, providing financial 

assistance to students has been a principle way the federal government has supported 

higher education (Rice & Hauptman, 2000). One of the highest “Great Society” priorities 

was to broaden educational opportunities for all Americans; the chief legislative 

instrument for doing so was the HEA for postsecondary students (Cervantes et al., 2005).  

     Amendments in 1972 to the HEA of 1965 established student aid in the form of grants 

and loans as the federal policy vehicle of choice for expanding opportunities in 

postsecondary education and training in this country (Hansen & Jacob, 1987; Heller, 
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2002; Mumper, 1996). Shifting the flow of federal funding marked the fundamental 

policy change in the HEA of 1972 (Cervantes et al., 2005). By directly funding individual 

students, based on their ability to pay for higher education, the new Basic Educational 

Opportunity Grant program, later renamed Pell, awarded  more than one million students 

financial aid in the first academic year after enactment (Heller, 2002; Mumper, 1996). 

Provision of this support was based on the financial need of students and their families 

and targeted at the nation’s neediest students.      

     The Higher Education Act of 1965. The HEA is the piece of legislation that 

authorizes most student assistance programs (Federal Student Aid, 2013). The HEA 

policy sought to expand educational opportunity and support for participating 

postsecondary institutions with assistance to strengthen their academic, administrative, 

and financial capacities (Stedman, 2004).  In passing the HEA, President Johnson and 

Congress recognized that solely providing financial aid would not open the doors of 

higher education to all qualified students (Cervantes et al., 2005). Clearly, it would be 

necessary for the HEA policy to provide support for both students and institutions 

(Phillips, 1985). In addition to broad-based student aid programs, the HEA also provided 

direct funding for college libraries, teacher education programs, HBCUs, and a number of 

smaller, specialized programs (Cervantes et al., 2005). The reauthorization of the law, 

which is required every five years, becomes an occasion for Congress to examine its 

policies regarding higher education generally (Abrahams & Murphy-McManus, 1998). 

The HEA provides funding for postsecondary education and serves as the foundation of 

the framework upon which the current federal student aid system is built. 
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     Federal student aid policy: Political forces. The various grant and loan programs 

created in the 1960s and 1970s expanded higher educational opportunities far beyond the 

economic and intellectual elites for whom a college education was once reserved 

(Mohrman, 1987). According to Mohrman, throughout the early 1970s, enrollment of 

Blacks, Hispanics, Asians, and Native Americans grew both in absolute numbers and as a 

proportion of total enrollment. Between 1976 and 1980, undergraduate enrollments of all 

minority groups excepts Blacks rose faster than the increase in enrollments among 

Whites. From the 1980s, enrollment for Asian students increased significantly and 

enrollment for Hispanic students grew slightly, but enrollment for Native Americans and 

Blacks declined by 7% and 11%, respectively (Mohrman, 1987).  Limitations on student 

aid have been cited often as the cause of the downturn in minority enrollment (Mohrman, 

1987). Both the decrease in grants and the shift from grants to loans strike especially hard 

at minority students from low-income families who had relied on grants in the past to pay 

for a substantial portion of their college expenses. Mohrman based some of  her 

conclusions on the research conducted by Kirschner and Thrift (1987), this research 

evaluated ways that Black college undergraduates and other private college students 

finance their education are compared, based on data for 2,380 student aid recipients at 38 

colleges. According to Mohrman, minority students in particular are sensitive to financial 

factors in deciding whether to go to college. She points to changes in federal student aid 

policies as inadvertent contributing factors in the numbers of Blacks and Native 

Americans.    

     The 1970s. The late 1970s brought a substantial shift in the focus of aid policy (Long, 

2008).  In 1978, passage of the Middle Income Student Assistance Act (MISAA) 
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expanded educational benefits to students outside the high-need category targeted by the 

HEA in 1965 and 1972 (Gladieux, 1995). The greatest impact of the MISAA was to 

allow any student, regardless of need, to utilize federal loans to pay college expenses 

(Heller, 2002). Since its passage, federal spending on loans has far outpaced spending on 

need-based grants. During this period, the purchasing power of the Pell Grant has 

declined from its high point in 1975 (Heller, 2002). King (2003) reported that in 1976-77 

school year, grants represented 46% of all federal student aid. In 2001-2002, that 

percentage had fallen to 19%, with student loans making up 75% of the total federal aid 

budget (King, 2003). Both the decrease in grants and the shift from grants to loans have 

been especially hard for minority students from low-income families that depend on 

grants to pay for a substantial portion of their college expenses (Mohrman, 1987). Using 

data from  1985-1986,  a discussion about unintended consequences of federal student aid 

policies, Mohrman asserted that about 40% of the students at HBCUs came from families 

with incomes under $10,000; the EFC for these students averaged $34 a year. Such 

undergraduates rely on student aid, employment, and institutional support for virtually all 

of their college expenses. Mohrman further noted, that changes in federal student aid 

policies inadvertently contributed to the decline in the enrollment of the number of Black, 

Hispanic, and Native American students. The passage of the MISAA in 1978 and 

subsequent legislative actions increased the amount of student assistance dramatically, 

especially for middle and upper income students, and shifted the composition of aid 

heavily toward loans (Rivlin, 1982). All these trend lines, however, worked against 

college affordability in the 1980s and 1990s (Gladieux, 1995).  
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    The 1980s. At the university level, assessment and economic accountability became 

important to higher education in the 1980s (Benta & Associates, 1993). Pressure from 

substantial federal budget cuts increased demand for accountability and widespread 

public acceptance of institutional rankings (Machung, 1988) and helped raise the level of 

scrutiny placed on higher education (Ewell & Boyer, 1988). In 1980, Congress 

authorized increased funding for student aid but in 1981 began to withdraw support with 

the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act, which restricted the terms of guaranteed student 

loans and reduced support for Pell Grants (McPherson, 1988). Economic research that 

focused exclusively on the implementation of Pell Grants found that the new program did 

not increase enrollment rates as much as had been expected (Hansen, 1983; Kane, 1995; 

Manski & Wise, 1983). Hansen used Current Population Survey (CPS) data in examining 

enrollment rates for students from families with dependents aged 18-24 for two time 

periods 1971-1972 and 1978-1979. He then calculated the ratio of the enrollment rates of 

below-to-above median income families in the two periods and found that the ratios 

declined for Whites, Blacks, men, and women (McPherson & Schapiroi, 1991). Although 

Hansen was the first to note that there was little evidence of a rise in college enrollment 

by low-income students after the implementation of Federal Pell Grants, later work by 

Kane (1994) confirmed Hansen’s finding.  

     The 1990s. During the 1990s, Congress continued to support students' college 

attendance with renewal of the HEA. More students were able to attend college and the 

new FAFSA was established in 1992, an amendment to the HEA, and signed into law by 

President Clinton in 1993 (Haase, 2010). The FAFSA was instituted to make applying for 

aid easier and to allow students to submit one form to obtain scholarships, grants, and 
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loans depending on their financial situations. Financial aid became tied to ability to pay 

but still provided government subsidized support for those without large incomes (Haase, 

2010). The 1992 legislation also created a new, unsubsidized loan option not restricted by 

financial need. This legislation further established a consolidated federal methodology for 

determining student and family ability to pay that applied to all Title IV programs, not 

just Pell Grants. The net impact of the new methodology (which many states and 

institutions also used as the basis for awarding their own funds) was a dramatic reduction 

in expected family and student contributions, extending potential eligibility for aid 

(particularly loans) to a substantially larger portion of the middle class (Gladieux, 1995).   

     Year 2000 to present. By fiscal year 2000, the HEA had undergone reauthorization 

every five years from its initial passage (U.S. Department of Education, 2008). Hansen 

(1991a) wrote that “the pattern of student financial aid does not exhibit a grand design 

but has evolved over the years in reaction to problems and perceived shortcomings” (p. 

1). With every examination have come changes have come to how financial aid is 

provided to students and institutional support to colleges and universities. The 2008 

amendment required the Secretary of Education to submit to Congress a report on some 

of the Secretary’s efforts to simplify the FAFSA. Specifically, the Secretary of Education 

provided information on how the EFC of a student could be calculated using substantially 

less income and asset information. Also, whether data provided by the IRS could provide 

to the Secretary of Education income and other data needed to compute an EFC for 

taxpayers and dependents of taxpayers. The Secretary of Education was directed by 

Congress to work to make the FAFSA more consumer friendly and to make questions on 

the FAFSA easy for students and families to read and understand. Examine how, and in 
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what manner, the IRS could provide income and other data from preexisting tax forms in 

order to determine a student’s federal student aid eligibility.   

      In 2008, Congress amended the HEA with significant changes. Lederman (2008) 

examined  more than 1,150 pages, a bill about 20 times longer than the HEA of 1965, 

creating 64 new programs and touching on issues as diverse as the availability of Pell 

Grants and illegal downloading of digital music and video. To expand access and make 

college more affordable, the bill aimed to simplify the process of applying for federal 

student aid, making Pell Grants available year round, forgiving loans for students 

entering high demand fields, and pressuring colleges to keep their prices in check, among 

other things (Lederman, 2008). On August 14, 2008, President Bush signed the Higher 

Education Opportunity Act (HEOA) (Pub.L. No. 110-315) into law, amending the HEA. 

Section 483(f)(2) of the HEA, as amended by the HEOA, requires the Secretary of 

Education to submit to Congress a report on some of the Secretary’s efforts to simplify 

the FAFSA.  

Simplification Proposals: As postsecondary education becomes increasingly vital, the 

student financial aid system has been tasked with ensuring that more students can afford 

to attend college (Huelsman & Cunningham, 2013). There is a growing body of research 

on how the financial aid system have and have not been effective in helping students, 

particularly students who have been traditionally underserved by the system (Huelsman 

& Cunningham, 2013). This research provides  insight on the effectiveness of the 

application process, federal methodology (need analysis formula), and the federal student 

aid delivery system. The research suggests that there is room for simplification of the 

federal student aid system, to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of providing 



35 

 

 

access to available resources. This study provides information regarding three 

simplification proposals (Obama Administration, NASFAA, and the Rethinking Student 

Aid Study Group). Although the proposals differ, each proposal provide 

recommendations on how best to simplify the federal student aid system and increase 

transparency for students and families.  

     Obama administration. The Obama administration made several recommendations 

to streamline and improve the efficiency of the federal student aid process. The 

recommendations included (a) shorten and limit FAFSA to demographic and other 

nonfinancial questions, (b) expand Pell Grant and College Tax Credits, (c) modernize and 

expand the Perkins Loan program, (d) create a new college access and completion fund, 

and (e) eliminate certain federal student aid programs to pay for the expansion of federal 

Pell Grants. President Obama increased Pell Grants by eliminating the Academic 

Competiveness Grant, SMART grants, Year Round Pell.  Virtually all students eligible 

for Pell Grants received larger grants.  As of July 2010, the Obama Administration and 

Congress had eliminated one of the federal student loan programs, the Federal Family 

Education Loan Program. Today, all federal student loans are originated and guaranteed 

through the William D. Ford Federal Direct Loan Program. This is the most significant 

investment ever made in student aid. The Obama administration received statutory 

authority to remove 26 data and information requirements from the FAFSA and aid 

calculations. Obama proposal to replace TEACH grants with the Presidential Teaching 

Fellows, a targeted teacher recruitment retention program is still pending approval.       

     National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators. The National 

Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators “plan would significantly simplify 
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the process by which students apply for federal aid, partially by drawing information 

about applicants’ financial situations directly from the IRS, an idea that the Obama 

administration is exploring” (Lederman, 2009, p. 2). The eight recommendations are the 

following: (a) streamline the FAFSA so that it collects only demographic, student 

eligibility, and dependency status data; (b) allow students and their families who are not 

required to file taxes due to low-income or who receive means-tested federal benefits to 

automatically qualify for the maximum federal Pell Grants; (c) give schools the option to 

waive reapplication every other year for individual students or for groups of students 

whose circumstances have not changed significantly, as identified by the institution; (d) 

allow families to initiate the financial aid application process through the federal tax 

system; (e) provide look-up tables for students and families to show them the amount for 

which  they would qualify in federal Pell Grants and loans; (f) eliminate need analysis 

and replace it with an eligibility analysis that relies on adjusted gross income and tax 

exemptions to determine the amount that financial aid applicants can expect to receive in 

federal Pell Grants and loans; (g) use relevant tax schedules for independent students or 

the parents of dependent students to gain a more accurate picture of their financial 

eligibility; and (h) eliminate all nonfinancial aid related questions from the application 

process (e.g., Selective Service, drug convictions). Financial aid is awarded assuming the 

financial aid applicant meets certain requirements. Federal law limits federal student aid 

eligibility for some students who have drug related convictions. In addition, most males 

from age 18 through 25 including permanent residents and other eligible noncitizens are 

required to register with the Selective Service System. According to NASFAA, tying 

unrelated social agendas to the financial process increases the complexity of the 
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application process. Lederman (2009) asserted that NASFAA also shared the Obama 

administration’s goal to dramatically increase the number of college graduates.  

     Rethinking Student Aid Study Group.  In 2006, Baum, senior policy analyst at the  

College Board, and McPherson, president of the Spencer Foundation, initiated the  

Rethinking Student Aid project under the auspices of the College Board. The members of  

the Rethinking Student Aid group met over a period of two years. The goal was to design  

a federal financial aid system that increases enrollment and success rates for low-and  

moderate-income students. The group claimed that the existing federal financial aid  

system was too complex. The application process was difficult and the grant, loan,  

workstudy, and tax benefit policies were poorly integrated and had inconsistent rules and  

regulations. A central problem of the existing federal aid system is that it has developed  

piecemeal, with new programs being devised not with an eye to the effectiveness and  

coherence of the system as a whole, but to meet immediate political demands (College  

Board, 2009, p. 7). The Rethinking Student Aid group called for a set of policies that  

would generate unprecedented breakthroughs in how students and their families think  

about and prepare for college. At issue is whether the current HEA programs and policies  

adequately promote the traditional goal of expanding access to postsecondary education  

for low-income students. According to the Rethinking Student Aid group, the importance  

of making the federal programs more easily understood and more accessible to students is  

basic to the design of their recommendations. The recommendations promoted an easier  

application system with consolidated and streamlined individual programs. They  

concluded the report with the view that simplifying the federal student aid system is a  

prerequisite to increasing its effectiveness (College Board, 2007).  The Rethinking  
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Student Aid study group has recommended a more significant change in the application  

process than most proposals suggested. The recommendations include the following: 

1. Eliminate the FAFSA and retrieve the financial data required for Pell Grant allocation  
 
      from the IRS. 
 
2. Base Pell Grant  awards wholly on family size and adjusted gross income (rather than  

other assets) and link increases in the value of the maximum Pell Grants to annual  

changes in the consumer price index. Families receiving means-tested public benefits  

would qualify automatically for Pell Grants. 

3. Eliminate other programs linked to Pell Grants, such as the recently established  

      Academic Competiveness Grant, SMART, and TEACH grants, and fold the funds  

      into the Pell Grant Program. 

4. Phase out FWS, Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant, and  

      Perkins Loan programs and replace them with block grants for colleges, based on the  

      proportion of Pell-eligible students they enroll and retain to the second year, as  

     “incentive” funds that campuses could use to help low-and moderate-income students.  

5. Eliminate government-paid interest subsidies for students in college, and hence  

      eliminating the distinction between subsidized and unsubsidized Stafford loans.  

6. Use savings from subsidies to expand and strengthen an income-based repayment  

      system and a standard repayment system that tilts bigger payments toward later years,  

      when most borrowers are earning more.  

7. Link the maximum amount of federal loans that students can borrow to the federal  

      poverty level for individuals, allowing it to rise with inflation.  

8. Combine existing education tax credits and deductions into a single (nonrefundable)  



39 

 

 

      tax credit and allow the credit to be used to cover college related expenses other than  

      tuition and fees. 

9. Create savings accounts (and deposit into them money for college) for children who   

would  be eligible for Pell Grants if they are of  college age. The accounts in question 

would be, like Social Security accounts, commitments by the federal government to 

pay specified amounts when the requirements for payment are met. These accounts 

are available only for people who go to college. 

     In thinking about reforming the federal student aid system, it is important to 

understand the multiple functions it serves. In theory, federal student aid should provide 

affordability, equality of educational opportunity, and access for all students. It is also 

important to understand the current federal student aid system and why there has been 

numerous calls to simplify the process. 

Federal student aid policy: Social forces. Consistent with the legislative intent of the 

HEA, Gillen (2009) identified the three main objectives of financial aid: (a) to increase 

affordability (make higher education cheaper for students and their families), (b) to 

promote equality of opportunity (ensure disadvantaged students can go to school), and (c) 

to increase access (enroll more students). These objectives are not consistently applicable 

across historical periods because the target populations for student aid programs have 

changed over time, along with the definitions of college qualifications (St. John, 2004). 

Although all three objectives are defined, the focus in this study is on access (entry) and 

the importance of a simpler more transparent federal student aid system. 

     Affordability. One of the most difficult challenges facing prospective and current 

college students is how to accumulate sufficient resources to pay for their college 
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education (Gansemer-Topf & Schuh, 2005). Concerns about college affordability have 

existed for some time. A survey  that found 40% of Americans live “lives of constant 

economic struggle and worry” also found that “making higher education more 

affordable” topped the list of policy steps that people think would be very effective in 

helping them become more secure economically (Bittle, Rochkind & Ott, 2011). The 

survey is based on a nationally representative sample of 1,004 adults living in the 

continental United States. Results are weighted to correct known demographic 

discrepancies, and the margin of sampling error is +   percentage points (Bittle, Rochkind 

& Ott, 2011).  

     U.S. campuses are under increasing pressure from the Obama Administration and the 

public to make college more affordable.  Symptoms include dramatic increases in tuition 

and fees, reduced state higher education budgets, declines in the purchasing power of 

student grant aid, increasing student debt burdens, and heightened demand for 

institutional accountability (Dickerson, 2004). Financial aid has not kept pace with 

increasing college costs or with inflation, often paying for only a portion of what low-

income students need to attend college. According to the National Center for Education 

Statistics, for the 2010-11 academic year, the average cost for undergraduate tuition, 

room, and board (meals) was $13,600 at public institutions, $23,500 at private for profit 

institutions, and $36,300 at private not for profit institutions (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2011). College students have been forced to absorb increasing 

amounts of debt due to rising educational costs. In 2011-2012 academic year, about 60% 

of students who earned bachelor’s degrees from public and private nonprofit institutions 

at which they began their studies graduated with debt (College Board, 2013). Debt 
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figures are based on institutional reporting to the College Board and are best 

approximations. Estimates for 2011-12 incorporate both the responses for that year and 

the change from 2010-11 for schools reporting for both years. Exact dollar amounts 

should be interpreted with caution. The data are not adequate to allow comparable 

calculations for for-profit institutions (College Board, 2013). The three simplification 

proposals reviewed in this study reflects a commitment to increasing Pell Grants and 

reducing student debt to help students and families afford college. Under the Obama 

administration, virtually all students eligible for Pell Grants would receive larger grants. 

The NASFAA and Rethinking Student Aid Study Group would allow all families 

receiving means-tested public benefits to automatically qualify for Pell Grants. By 

increasing Pell Grants, students would be able to manage student debt and promote 

affordability.  

     Equality of education opportunity. Promoting equality of educational opportunity 

has been the federal government’s single most visible and identifiable goal with respect 

to higher education (Deitch, 1978). The HEA, as authorized, provides the basis for 

specifying the social contract for assessing student financial aid and judging the adequacy 

of federal grants. The social contract for Title IV student aid is implied in the legislative 

intent of the Title, which is focused explicitly on promoting equal educational 

opportunity (St. John, 2004). Wright (1970) described equality of educational 

opportunity: “is by all odds the most powerful instrument by which the American people 

irrespective of race, creed, or national origin raises [sic] their socioeconomic status and 

improves [sic] their style and condition of  life” (p. 26). Increasing the opportunity for 

students to choose which institutions to attend, irrespective of cost, also has been a goal, 
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but because of competition for limited funds, with the goal of increasing access, it has 

been a secondary rather than a primary focus of attention (Deitch, 1978). The student 

need analysis for college applicants and students plays an important role in our society’s 

commitment to equality of educational opportunity (Orwig & Jones, 1970). The desire for 

a simplified need analysis formula is one focus of the Obama Administration, NASFAA 

and Rethinking Student Aid Study Group. The Obama administration requested and 

received statutory authority to remove 26 data and information requirements from the 

FAFSA and aid calculations. The NASFAA proposal would eliminate the need analysis 

formula and replace it with an eligibility analysis that relies on adjusted gross income and 

tax exemptions to determine the student financial aid award. The Rethinking Student Aid 

Study Group would eliminate the FAFSA and retrieve the financial data required for Pell 

Grant allocation from the IRS. The simplification of the need analysis formula is 

important when computing the amount of aid needed to attend a given college or 

university. 

     Access. At the end of World War II, providing access to college for all who could 

benefit from it was one of the nation’s primary goals; however, the focus on which 

groups of students could afford to enroll frequently changed (Davis, 1997). According to 

the Learning Points Associates (2010), “the term access suggests that full participation in 

higher education requires the elimination of barriers that have historically limited 

participation for all students” (p. 1). During the late 1940s and the 1950s, the federal 

government focused on providing veterans with education benefits and access to college, 

most states expanded their low-cost public college systems, and many states and local 

communities began building 2-year community colleges (Davis, 1997). By the 1960s, 
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there was a general sentiment that college should become a birthright for Americans, 

much as high school had become a birthright in the 1920s (Cervantes et al., 2005). Policy 

efforts enacted through the late 1960s opened many doors for African American students 

in higher education (Harper et al., 2009). The focus was on providing access for minority 

students, largely through federal funding of campus-based student aid programs, as low 

and low-middle income students’ needs were addressed through expansion of community 

college systems and federal loan programs (Davis, 1997). By the late 1970s and 

throughout the 1980s, the needs of middle-income students drew attention, as the nation 

continued trying to help less affluent students gain access to college (Davis, 1997). Years 

of effort and activities more than tripled the percentage of adult Americans with four or 

more years of college training from 6.2% in 1950 to 21.3% by 1990 (U.S. Department of 

Education, 1995). The Obama administration, NASFAA, and Rethinking Student Study 

Group made specific recommendations to eliminate barriers that pose roadblocks to 

postsecondary access. Each proposal made suggestions with regard to the application 

process, federal programs, and federal student aid delivery system. These 

recommendations address ways to improve enrollment, persistence, and completion of a 

college degree. 

     Questions about whether student aid programs promoted the goal of access and equal 

educational opportunity were first initiated by Hansen in the early 1980s. Hansen (1982), 

in a highly influential study, suggested that it was useful to look at relative enrollment 

rates of more and less affluent students in gauging the impact of federal student aid, on 

the grounds that change over time in federal student aid was the most obvious factor that 

should affect time series changes in the differential enrollment behavior of these two 
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groups. Hansen (1982) stated the income redistribution policies in the 1960s and 1970s, 

with rapid expansion of federal financial aid programs for college age students, reflected 

a shift from the goal of promoting economic efficiency and worsened economic growth 

to the goal of providing greater equity. Hansen argued that the effectiveness of student 

financial aid programs in widening access to college could be assessed in two ways, both 

compared enrollment rates to ascertain the extent that the number of college age youths 

attending or planning to attend college increased as a consequence of the greater 

availability of federally provided student financial aid. Two sources are used in the 

application of these standards. One is the annual October 1971 and 1972 as well as 1978 

and 1979 CPS data on student enrollments, it provides extensive information for 

dependent youths 18-24 years of age on their enrollment by race, sex, and family income. 

The other source of data is two longitudinal surveys of high school seniors: the 1972 

National Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972 (NLS) and High School 

and Beyond – A National Longitudinal Study of the 1980s (HSB). He wrote the expected 

effects of student financial aid were to equalize educational opportunities by overcoming 

the financial barriers to college attendance among youth from lower income families. 

Hansen concluded the evidence indicated that the expected effects of these programs 

never materialized. Using data from the annual CPS, the population surveys showed that 

little or no change occurred in the ratio of college enrollment rates from youth from 

families with income below the median relative to youth from families with above-

median incomes (Hansen, 1982). However, he conceded it was possible that had student 

financial aid not been available in as generous amounts as it was, enrollment rates of 
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lower-income students would have declined or not increased as much as it did (Hansen, 

1982).    

       Hansen’s (1982) findings were controversial. Virtually no one in higher education 

wanted to hear what Hansen asserted in 1982: The federal government’s massive 

investment in student financial aid was not working.  Hansen’s argument galvanized two 

camps: those favoring the federal government’s efforts to achieve equality of educational 

opportunity via aid and those seeking to reduce federal spending on student aid. Hansen’s 

report was criticized on a variety of grounds.  The contemporary empirical evidence also 

contradicted Hansen’s conclusion that the behavioral effects of federal aid programs were 

negligible. Tierney (1980) argued that receiving any type of financial aid affects a 

student’s choice between public and private institutions. In any case, the results of these 

studies are mixed; and indicate that even with no change in the ratio of attendance, one 

cannot conclude that the effort to provide financial aid to low-income students was 

worthless. 

     In summary, the drift toward a system that relies primarily on student debt to finance 

higher education have turned the original commitment to equal educational opportunity 

in the wrong direction. The legislation of the 1960s and early 1970s established a 

commitment to help disadvantaged students through need-based grant programs, at the 

same time helping middle class families through government-guaranteed (but minimally 

subsidized) private bank loans (Gladieux, 1995). The antipoverty origins of the 1960s 

legislation have faded into history as eligibility for federal student aid has been expanded 

up the economic ladder. Loans are far and away the largest source of aid, even for the 

lowest income students (Gladieux, 1995). This development has been double edged. On 
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the one hand, broader eligibility has popularized programs with the middle class and, 

therefore, strengthened their political base. The stronger political foundation resulting 

from the middle-income legislation of 1978 may have helped to protect these programs 

from what could have been worse cutbacks in the early 1980s. On the other hand, the 

shift has diluted the federal emphasis on subsidies for low-income students and led to the 

predominance of loans in the mix of available aid (Gladieux, 1995). The shifts in both the 

types of funding (loans vs grants) and who gets funded (low vs moderate income) have 

implications for the social role of higher education: for example, its role in providing 

equality of opportunity (Dougherty, 2004).  

The Current Federal Aid System 

       According to Perna (2010), financial aid is a critical lever for increasing 

postsecondary attainment in the United States and perhaps the most useful tool in the kit 

of policymakers for increasing college access and choice among Blacks, Hispanics, low-

income students, and other groups underrepresented in higher education.  The College 

Board reported that more than $ 238 billion in financial aid was distributed to 

undergraduates and graduates  during the 2012-2013 academic year in the form of grants, 

work study, loans, and tax exemptions (College Board, 2009). The data were provided by 

ED, Annual Federal Program Databooks and the National Student Loan Data System 

(NSLDS).  Today, the federal government is by far the largest sponsor of student aid for 

postsecondary education (Gladieux, 1995).   

     Student financial aid is delivered through a complex structure of federal, state, and 

local agencies and organizations, as well as by thousands of colleges and universities (St. 

John, 2004). The federal government plays a substantial, but often inconsistent and 
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confusing, role in financing the costs incurred by individual students pursuing a higher 

education (Burgdorf & Kostka, 2005). This section presents a discussion of the federal 

student aid system which comprises the application process, federal methodology, and 

federal programs. It concludes with the federal delivery system.   

     The application process.  Each year, students and parents seeking financial assistance 

for college complete a detailed questionnaire about their finances, the FAFSA. The 

FAFSA serves as the basis to award federal and most state and institutional need-based 

aid, and it is a critical gatekeeper to most financial aid (Long, 2008). At its most basic 

level, the FAFSA is used to determine how financially needy students are (Long, 2008). 

In fiscal year 2012, Federal Student Aid of the U.S. Department of Education, processed 

approximately 22 million aid applications (Runcie, 2012).   

     Nevertheless, many researchers and policy experts believe the FAFSA is a deterrent to 

getting students from low-income families to apply for college. In part because of the 

FAFSA’s multiple pages (length) and questions seeking personal and financial 

information about student and their families. In addition, to meet eligibility requirements 

students must answer questions that are non financial related such as selective service and 

drug convictions. For low-income students, there are other problems with the FAFSA, 

such as its cost and uncertainty concerning aid eligibility and awards arising from its’ 

complexity. The Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance (2005)  argues, 

many of the poorest students and families see the financial aid process as “a long ordeal 

of scaling access barriers: poor information, unfair expected contributions, impenetrable 

forms, inflexible processes, burdensome verification, lack of coordination among funding 

sources, and insufficient total aid” (p. 1 ).  
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     Dynarski and Scott-Clayton (2006) concluded that, the FAFSA is longer and more 

complicated than the typical federal tax return. Although ED suggests that the FAFSA 

takes about one hour to complete, Dynarski and Scott-Clayton estimated that, 

conservatively, an average FAFSA application takes about 10 hours to complete. The 

authors based this conclusion on the fact that the FAFSA asks about items that are not on 

the 1040 (such as assets and food stamps). The authors illustrate a contrast between form 

1040EZ and FAFSA with one-third of the FAFSA’s questions and one fifth of its pages, 

the 1040EZ captures the information needed to determine tax liability for the very 

population that is targeted by Pell Grants (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2007).  Dynarski 

and Scott-Clayton concluded the IRS more realistically estimates that it takes 16 hours to 

complete a 1040, 13 hours to complete a 1040A, and 8 hours to complete a 1040 EZ. The 

one-hour estimate would be plausible if filling out the FAFSA were simply a matter of 

copying data from a completed tax form. The two reasons cited for the implausible time 

frame are the following: (a) the FAFSA asks about items that are not on the 1040 (such as 

assets and food stamps); and (b) many schools require completion of the 1040 (such as 

W-2 and 1099 forms). The FAFSA requires detailed tax and asset information from 

students and parents. Another challenge is knowing the assets that should be reported on 

the FAFSA. Some schools require the FAFSA be submitted in January or February, 

before the arrival of tax documents or completion of tax returns. In cases when the 1040 

is completed after the FAFSA, the ED requires that the FAFSA be updated, initiating 

another round of paperwork (Dynarski & Scott Clayton, 2007). The requirement is 

intended to improve the accuracy of the information submitted on the FAFSA. See Table 

1. 
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Table 1 

 Complexity of the FAFSA versus IRS 1040 
________________________________________________________________________  
                                                            1040                  1040A               1040EZ          FAFSA 
Measure                                              2005                  2005                  2005                2006-2007 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Number of pages (excluding             2                    2                     1                        5 
                              instructions) 
Total number of questions                118                    83                     37                       127 
 
Nonfinancial items                                                                                                    
   
    Identifying information                      6                     6                       6                         22 
 
    Demographic/family information     8                     8                       2                         18 
 
    Enrollment status/school                    0                   0                        0                          7 
    information 
 
    Signature and preparer                      12                  12                       12                         8 
    information 
 
     Other                                                    1                    1                        1                        10 
 
Financial items 
 
   Earned income                                      1                    1                        1                         5 
 
   Other income                                       19                  12                        2                       33 
 
   Assets                                                     0                    0                        0                          6 
 
   Deductions/credits/allowances           39                 22                        2                         12 
 
   Tax amounts from tables,                   21                 12                        6                           6 
   calculation lines 
 
   Withholdings, refund                          11                   9                         5                           0 
 
Number of items required for 
computation of tax, refund, or           71                43                         8                         72 
aid amount 
 
Length of signing statement            49 words      64 words          59 words          232 words 
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Official estimate of time to prepare 16 hours 13 hours 8 hours 1 hour  
________________________________________________________________________
Source: Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2006 

    

 The ED acknowledged that the “volume and type of data required on the FAFSA lists 

104 questions with another 29 sub questions [and] is difficult to collect” (ED, 2009, p. 6). 

Secretary of Education Arne Duncan noted that “you basically have to have a Ph.D. to 

figure that thing out” (Field, 2009, p.6).  

     Dynarski and Scott-Clayton (2006) used the perspectives of optimal tax theory and 

behavioral economics to explore the costs of complexity in financial aid for college. The 

researchers argued that much of the complexity in the aid system involves lack of 

information, inaccurate information, and the complicated FAFSA form. One focus of 

their analysis was compliance costs. The authors defined compliance costs as the time 

and resources required to learn about the system and its rules, time to collect all of the 

required documents, and time to fill out the FAFSA form. The researchers found low-

income families have little prior experience with the aid system, since the parents are 

unlikely to have gone to college and applied for aid themselves. Half of low-income high 

school seniors do not have a parent who ever attended colleges. According to Dynarski 

and Scott-Clayton, this lack of college going peers and relatives blocks a channel that 

could communicate information about need-based aid to the target population. This data 

was extracted from the National Education Longitudinal Survey of 1988. The researchers 

argued the federal student aid system delivers information about aid too late for it to 

affect schooling decisions (Dynarksi & Scott-Clayton, 2007). The researchers argue that 

parents do not get definitive information about aid eligibility until after their student has 

applied to and been admitted to colleges in the spring of the senior year in high school. 
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Delivering a subsidy after a person has made a purchase is no way to increase a demand 

(Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2007). Dynarski and Scott-Clayton also identified language 

as another barrier, with 13% of low-income students primarily speaking a language other 

than English at home, double the rate of families with above medians.    

     Using data from the 2003-2004 National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey (NPSAS), 

Dynarski and Scott-Clayton they examined the relationship between federal aid received 

and financial information on the FAFSA. Student aid statistics and simulations are based 

on individual level data from the nationally representative 2003-04 (NPSAS:04). The 

NPSAS includes data from the FAFSA for 53,025 undergraduate federal aid applicants. 

The authors limited their sample to full-time, dependent undergraduates who attended the 

same institution for a full year; from the dataset, 47% of aid applicants were dependents, 

and of these, 61% attended a single institution full time for the full year. This yielded an 

initial sample of 17, 604. From this sample 460 individuals (2.5%) were dropped, these 

individuals were missing the EFC, family size, or number of family members in college. 

The authors also dropped 1,001 individuals (6%) whose EFC and Pell awards could not 

be replicated within $1,000 using the published aid formulas (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 

2006). The final sample of the study consisted of 15, 603 undergraduates who attended 

college full-time in 2003-2004 and who applied for federal aid.  

     Dynarski and Scott-Clayton argue that language is another barrier, with 13% of low-

income students primarily speaking a language other than English at home, double the 

rate of families with above-median incomes. Even the basic step of locating financial 

records is an obstacle for poor students, due to higher mobility rates. Low-income 

families are also less likely to have access to the internet at home, a handicap in a system 
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that relies heavily upon the web for the dissemination of information and is moving 

towards an exclusively on-line application system. In addition, they identified multiple 

aspects of the aid system that behavioral economics suggest will blunt its impact upon 

schooling decisions.  

     With student level data from the 2003-2004 NPSAS:04, they showed that much of the 

complexity in the aid system fails to improve the targeting of aid. Dynarski and Scott-

Clayton found that the aid system imposes large costs in order to measure small 

differences in ability to pay. According to the researchers, nearly all of the variation in 

aid is generated by a few of the more than 70 data items used in the aid formula. Parents’ 

adjusted gross income (or, for nonfilers, earnings from work) marital status, family size, 

and the number of family members in college explain over three-quarters of the variation 

in Pell Grant awards. With only a few more variables, they replicated 90% of the 

variation in Pell Grants for dependent students.   The radically simplified process 

eliminates 80% of the financial items on the application. The result was an aid 

application that could fit on a single page. The researchers concluded that the IRS 

1040EZ already collects most of the key pieces of data that determine aid eligibility; a 

reasonable option would be to eliminate the FAFSA completely and run student aid 

through the tax system. 

     Moreover, some students and parents appear to be confused by the form. Over 90% of 

low-income students who are allowed to skip most questions on the FAFSA complete the 

questions anyway, suggesting they are confused or do not understand that these questions 

need not be answered (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2006). The sample consists of 15,603 

undergraduates who attended college full-time in 2003-04 and who applied for federal 
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aid. In the sample just half of the applicants from families with income between $5,000 

and $15,000 had their applications processed using the automatic zero EFC or simplified 

need analysis tests.  

     The length and complexity of the aid application is clearly a problem, but it is not the 

only the problem with the aid application process. A report by Perna (2004) focused on 

the experiences of lower-income and minority students, as well as students from families 

in which the parents have not attended college. Students and families typically learn 

specifics about financial aid and types after they receive financial aid offers very late in 

the college process (Fitzgerald, 2006; Heller, 2006). Perna (2004) summarized research 

to describe to what extent have families, especially families of lower income and 

minority students, been affected by their awareness, understanding, and predictions of 

college prices and student aid program resources. Perna (2004) found that most students 

learn about financial aid in the final years of high school, after already making decisions 

about whether or not to attend college. Additionally, low-income, African American, and 

Hispanic students and parents are less likely than other students and parents to gain 

access to the resources that promote college enrollment through social networks.  

Dynarski and Scott-Clayton (2007) extended the work and found that completing the 

lengthy FAFSA provides no indication about aid eligibility. By reviewing the application 

process, the researchers noted that upon completing the FAFSA, the aid applicant is no 

more informed about the financial aid eligibility than when the applicant began the 

process. Families are informed of their EFC on the student aid report (SAR), a document 

sent after the FAFSA is filed. Beyond the EFC, “this document reports nothing about the 

student aid the applicant can get” (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2007, p. 9). The student 
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must wait until each college assigns a package of grants, loans, and work-study funds to 

each admitted student (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2007). The lack of information 

regarding financial aid awards, could have a potential impact on college enrollment rates 

and patterns (Perna, 2004).  

       In summary, the HEA requires the U.S. Secretary of Education to produce, distribute, 

and process, free of charge, a single common financial reporting form (FAFSA) to 

determine a student’s eligibility for aid under Title IV of the HEA. The current FAFSA 

and EFC formulas have long been questioned by financial aid professionals, academics, 

families, and others with regard to the complexity, relevance, and fairness of the 

formulas.   

     The federal need analysis methodology. A federal need analysis system underlies 

the annual allocation of billions of dollars in student financial aid supported by Title IV 

of the HEA (Stoll & Stedman, 2004. The present federal need analysis system is the 

product of the 1992 reauthorization of the HEA, which combined two federal 

systems─one then in use for the Pell Grant program, the other used for campus-based aid 

and Stafford Loans─into a single need analysis system (Stool & Stedman, 2004). 

Congress intended this single, simplified system, using a common application form (the 

FAFSA), to be the sole basis to the greatest extent possible for the determination of need 

for federal, state, and institutional aid (Stool & Stedman, 2004). See Figure 1. 
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Student and Family Provide FAFSA  

Information 

•Basic ID data                                                            FAFSA data                                                EFC  calculation by central 
• Federal program eligibility data                               submitted to                                              Processor using selected FAFSA 
•State and institutional eligibility data                       central processor                                       data: 
•EFC financial data                                                                                                                                       Income  
•EFC nonfinancial data                                                                                                                                  Assets 
•Aid packaging                                                                                                                                                Dependency status  
•Dissemination data                                                                                                                                        Number in college 
 

 

 

EFC and other data                                                                                                                                                                           EFC and other data 

transmitted to school                                                                                                                                                                      transmitted to the student 

Financial aid administrator                                                                                                                                Student aid record (SAR) 

Determines COA                                                                                                                                                   to student 

Financial need 

Student aid package  

Award notification to student 

 

Figure 1. The flow chart of federal need analysis process for students. The figure shows a simplified view of the need analysis and aid 
packaging process that underlies the awarding of federal student aid. Cost of Attendance = COA, Expected Family Contribution = EFC, 
and Student Aid Report (SAR). Source: CRS Analysis, 2007       
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     Historically, the aid formula has been difficult to simplify because changes typically 

raise flags for elected officials and constituency groups. The current formula is very 

complex because Congress has mandated that the formula for determining aid account 

for so many variables. Kantrowitz (2009) stated, “The policy experts have established 

that the current process of applying for financial aid is itself a problem that prevents 

millions of students from applying for student financial aid and ultimately graduating 

with a college degree” (p. 1). Nevertheless, any reform will require statutory action by 

Congress (Kantrowitz, 2009). 

     Federal programs. Long et. al. (2004) asserted that the vast majority of college 

students today rely upon financial aid to help them pay for college expenses. One way 

to lessen the educational expenses of a college education is through government 

educational subsidies, such as student aid in the form of grants, loans (both subsidized 

and unsubsidized), and work study (Cortes & Kwak, 2010). Each of the many programs 

has different eligibility requirements and in theory has been formulated for a different 

purpose. There are more than 20 different programs of federal student aid (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2009). Long (2007) argued, 

          The myriad of financial aid programs aimed at helping families pay for college, 

and the   shifts in the foci of governmental and institutional financial aid programs have 

left the neediest students facing higher prices minus financial aid. In the early years, the 

emphasis was on meeting the college access needs of poor students through the use of 

grants. (p. 44)  
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     This complexity creates confusion for students and families. Without clear direction 

regarding who is eligible for what, benefits are often unused or underused by the 

college students (Burgdorf & Kostka, 2006).  

     Nevertheless, federal grants have not kept pace with either inflation generally or 

tuition increases specifically (Burgdorf & Kostka, 2005). Despite recognition of the 

importance of adequate grant aid, a shift in policy priorities has occurred particularly at 

the federal and state levels, that has fueled a shortfall in need-based grant aid (ACSFA, 

2002). This shortfall has required staggering levels of work and loans, which undermine 

enrollment. It also has forced those who do enroll to attend on a less than full-time basis 

and to work excessive number of hours, thereby decreasing the amount of grant aid that 

students can be awarded in subsequent years and, ultimately, their chances of obtaining 

a college degree (ACSFA, 2002). Student loans have more than tripled over the past 

decade, according to new data from the Federal Reserve (Federal Reserve Bank of New 

York, 2012). According to the Federal Reserve, student loan debt hit $904 billion in the 

first quarter of 2012, up from $241 billion a decade ago. That is up 275% from the 

same period in 2003. 

       The number of dollars appropriated for federal financial aid has increased so 

dramatically that from the enactment of the MISAA of 1978, student financial aid has 

become the largest subsidy for higher education in the United States. The availability of 

financial aid to students is so critical to the higher education enterprise that it has been 

characterized as the “very lifeblood of most institutions” (Atwell, 1981, p. 69). 

Archibald (2002) pointed out: 
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          Through the years, the (financial aid) system has evolved with changes in 

funding levels, adjustments in rules, and the addition of programs. For the most 

part, this evolution had been unplanned. On occasion, programs have been 

changed with no thought to how other programs might be affected. The financial 

aid system of today resembles something that has been patched up many times 

with duct tape, bailing wire, clothespins, and spit. It is   dizzyingly complex, and 

is not doing its job efficiently. (p. xi)  

     Financial aid is awarded in two basic forms: gift aid and self-help aid (Lam, 1999).     

Grants that do not require repayment, tend to be the focus of most research on financial  

aid.  

     Campus Based Programs. The federal government offers a number of financial aid  

programs (ED, 2013). Funds from these programs are given to the institution for  

distribution, rather than directly to the student (NASFAA, 2013). Campus based federal 

student includes the Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant (SEOG),   Federal 

Work Study (FWS), and Federal Perkins loan. The SEOG  is a campus-based matching 

grant program that provides additional grant assistance to Pell Grant recipients. The 

SEOG was designed as the partner program to the Pell Grant and continues to provide 

financial assistance to Pell Grant recipients with the greatest need (Association of 

American Universities, 2006). Federal work study was originally enacted as part of the 

Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 and later transferred to the HEA, the FWS program 

was designed “to stimulate and promote the part-time employment of students…who 

are in need of the earnings from such employment to pursue courses of study at eligible 

institutions” (Higher Education Act of 1965, as amended 2008 [42 U.S.C.2751, p. 2]. 

The Federal Perkins loan is awarded to undergraduate and graduate students with 
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exceptional financial need. This is a campus-based program, with the school serving as 

the lender using limited funds provided by the ED (ED, 2009). Most of the 

simplification proposals target the Pell Grant and Stafford Loan programs, the largest 

Title IV programs. 

     Federal Pell Grants. The Federal Pell Grant was created to improve the access of 

low-income students to post-secondary education. Over the 40 years since the federal 

grant program was introduced for low and moderate income students, it has expanded 

dramatically in both size and scope, and now serves a much more diverse mix of 

programs and institutions (Baum & Scott-Clayton, 2013). During the 2012-2013 

academic year, the program provided $33.6 billion in grants to some 9.4 million 

students at U.S. educational institutions (Congressional Budget Office, 2013).        

     Pell Grants were intended to serve as the “floor” or “foundation” of an 

undergraduate student’s financial aid award. Other financial aid would be added to the 

Pell Grant up to the limits of a student’s financial need (Center for Higher Education 

Support Services, 2003). The Pell Grant program introduced the concept of portability 

in the federal student financial aid programs, as opposed to campus-based aid, for 

which the funding level is different for each college and the college makes the 

determination of which students receive funding and in what amounts. Pell Grant 

amounts are dependent on the student’s EFC, cost of attendance, enrollment status (full-

time or part-time); and whether the student attends for a full academic year or less. By 

providing portability, Pell Grants offered students not only access to postsecondary 

education but also, for the first time choice among institutions (Center for Higher 

Education Support Services, 2003).  
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     The Pell Grant program has received gradual increases but to sustain the program 

students are now limited to 12 semesters of grant eligibility. Higher education leaders, 

policy makers and analysts have expressed concerns about the program’s costs, 

complexity (application process and rules for eligibility), and the purchasing power of 

Pell Grants. According to the Congressional Budget Office (2013), the cost of the 

program has risen dramatically in recent years. From 2006-2007 to 2010-2011, real 

(inflation-adjusted) spending on Pell Grants increased by 158%. The changes resulted 

from an 80% rise in the number of recipients and a 43% real increase in the amount of 

average grant during these four years (Congressional Budget Office, 2013).  

     According to the Congressional Budget Office (2013), the current purchasing power 

of Pell Grants reflects the rapid increase in college tuition rates over the past three 

decades ─on average, tuition has risen 3.6% per year more than has the consumer price 

index for all urban consumers (CPI-U).  The Congressional Budget Office reported that 

from 1979-1980 through 1995-1996, the maximum Pell Grant lost two-thirds of its 

purchasing power falling from 244% to 82% of average in-state tuition and fees at 

public four-year colleges. Between 1995-1996 and 2011-2012, lawmakers more than 

doubled the maximum Pell Grant, from $2,340 to $5,550, but its value relative to in-

state tuition and fees at those colleges still declined from 82% to 72% (Congressional 

Budget Office, 2013). 

     When filing the FAFSA, students must specify up to (but no more than) six schools 

they are considering attending. The federal government provides the listed schools with 

the student’s EFC and FAFSA information, and these schools calculate federal grants 

and loans. Students receive a financial aid package from each school specifying federal, 
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state, institutional grant, and loans. Students do not see their Pell Grant award until this 

point, where it is included as a component of the final price displayed in their financial 

aid package (Turner, 2012). The Pell Grant is the same for all institutions. Typically the 

financial aid award is received after a student makes the decision to accept admission at 

a particular institution. This complexity makes it difficult for students and families to 

determine in advance how much assistance they can expect (Baum & Scott-Clayton, 

2013).  

     Although many proposals exist on how to improve the Pell Grant program, this 

study presents the recommendations of the Obama Administration, NASFAA, and the 

Rethinking Student Aid Study Group. The Obama Administration recommended 

investing $115 billion in Pell Grants over the next ten years. Virtually all students 

eligible for Pell Grants (99%) would receive larger Pell Grants under the proposal. The 

Obama Administration would consolidate the other federal grant programs into the Pell 

Grant program. The NASFAA would phase in Pell Grant increases over 5 years to 

bring maximum grant to 70% of average tuition, fees, room and board at four-year 

public colleges (now $12,900). The Rethinking Student Aid Study Group proposal 

would base Pell Grant awards wholly on family size and adjusted gross income (rather 

than assets) and link increases in the value of the maximum Pell Grant to annual 

changes in the Consumer Price Index. Families that receive “means tested” public 

benefits would qualify automatically for Pell Grants. In addition, the group 

recommended that the eligibility criteria for Pell Grants be dramatically simplified to 

rely only on AGI and family size. The Rethinking Student Aid Study Group proposal 
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would also consolidate federal grant programs for Pell Grant recipients into a more 

generous Pell Grant for all low and moderate income students.  

     Each of these proposals presents advantages and disadvantages. Each proposal 

recommended increasing Pell Grants for low-income students. Unfortunately, each 

proposal would increase spending for the Pell Grant program. These increases in 

spending could threaten the program’s future. Analysts and policymakers are concerned 

about the cost of Pell Grants, the grants adequacy to help pay for education, and the 

complexity of the rules for eligibility and the application process (Congressional 

Budget Office, 2013).  Some critics of higher education complain that increases in 

federal aid have encouraged colleges to raise tuition to take advantage of students’ 

increased ability to pay; however, virtually all researchers find no evidence of such a 

link (Lederman, 2009). A report mandated by Congress in the 1998 reauthorization of 

the HEA found no association between the aid variables (federal grants, state grants, 

and student loans) and changes in tuition in either the public or private not for profit 

sectors but also stated that over the past decade increases in college tuitions are in fact 

driven most by public revenue shortfalls and greater institutional spending (Cook & 

Hartle, 2012).  

      In summary, the Pell Grant is intended to function as the foundation aid for needy 

undergraduates; all other federal need-based aid is built on the Pell Grant. Some of the 

critics of the Pell Grant program have argued that it does not provide students with 

incentives to enroll or, for some, to complete a degree (Cooper, 2011). In addition, 

despite regular increases in funding, the main federal grant program has failed to keep 
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its value over time and does not cover the same proportion of expenses as originally 

designed (Long, 2008). 

     Federal Loans. Many students rely on federal student loans to pay for college. 

Without loan guarantees, many students would be shut out of financing for their 

undergraduate education (Archibald & Feldman, 2010). The main federal loan for 

students is called the Stafford Loan. All Stafford Loans are either subsidized (the 

government pays the interest when the student is in school) or unsubsidized (the student 

pays the interest, although the student can have the payments deferred until after 

graduation). Federal student loans have existed for decades; the impetus for the 

development of the government-backed loans in place today was the passage of the 

HEA of 1965 (Heller, 2008).  

     In an effort to facilitate college access, the federal government has ended up with an 

array of loan programs that significantly increase the complexity of the student 

financing system and arguably create real hardship for students at the same time that 

they increase access (Baum & Schwartz, 2013). Our higher education financing system 

has become increasingly dependent on debt. Data from the ED illustrate the precipitous 

growth of debt over recent years (Bergeron, Baylor, & Valenti, 2013). In the 2011-2012 

academic year, 40% of undergraduates borrowed under federal student aid 

programs─an increase 18% since 2004 and 15% since 2008. More troubling is the fact 

that among those borrowing, the average amount borrowed in 2012 was nearly $7,800 

up 44% from the 2004 amount of $5,400 and up 26% from the 2008 amount of $6,200 

(Bergeron, Baylor, & Valenti, 2013).  
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     Further data released by the ED provide clear evidence of the difficulty that many 

graduates are having in repaying their student loans. Repayment rates measure the share 

of students in a program that are able to make payments on their loans that reduce the 

principal balance by at least $1 in a given year. The ED examined 1,930 associate’s 

degree programs at for-profit institutions of higher education and found a median 

repayment rate of 29%. This rate means that fewer than 3 in 10 students were able to 

make payments that reduced their loan balance and that half of the programs measured 

at that degree level had an even lower rate. Of 732 for-profit bachelor’s degree 

programs measured, the median repayment rate was 38%, and the 4,567 undergraduate 

certificate programs at all types of postsecondary institutions had a median rate ranging 

from 43% and 47%. The program level with the highest median rate─71%─was the 

post-baccalaureate certificate level at all types of postsecondary institutions (Bergeron, 

Baylor, & Valenti, 2013).   

     The burden of the debt also has become a popular topic of debate. The Rethinking 

Student Aid Study Group suggested the reliance on loans among students from low and 

moderate income families cannot continue with negative consequences. Baum (1996) 

cautioned about the intergenerational implications of shifting the burden of college 

payment from parents to students. Baum and O’Malley (2003) presented survey 

evidence that half of the respondents reported feeling burdened by their debt payments. 

During the period of 1988 to 2003, Nellie Mae, a student loan company, sponsored four 

National Student Loan surveys (Baum & O’Malley, 2003). The survey population was 

drawn from a random sampling of student loan borrowers in repayment who had at 

least one federal student loan (subsidized or unsubsidized Stafford Loan or 
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Supplemental Loan for Students) with Nellie Mae and a valid U.S. postal address. A 

response rate of 24% yielded 1,280 usable survey responses upon which the study is 

based (Baum & O’Malley, 2003). The surveys posed several questions that probed the 

attitudes of former students about the repayment process. Using a 5-point continuum 

ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree, the surveys asked the respondents to 

indicate level of agreement with the statement, “Since leaving school, my student loans 

have caused me more financial hardship than I had anticipated at the time I took out the 

loans.” Using a 5-point continuum ranging from not at all burdened to extremely 

burdened the surveys also asked the respondents to respond to the question, “To what 

extent do you feel burdened by your student loan payments?” Finally, the survey asked 

respondents to indicate if they would have borrowed less, more, or the same amount if 

they could do it again (Baum & O’Malley, 2003). The results indicated that the 

proportion of respondents feeling burdened increased from 50% to 55% from 1988 to 

2003, whereas the proportion of respondents who indicated that the loan repayment 

caused them more hardship than they had anticipated declined slightly from 1998 to 

2003; there had been a substantial increase from 1991 to 1998. The most important 

finding was that the percentage reporting they would have borrowed less if they had it 

to do again rose in each of the three surveys (Baum & O’Malley, 2003).  

     In 2013, the American Institute of CPAs (AICPA) by Harris Interactive conducted a 

survey to determine the top financial concerns of Americans. Harris Interactive 

conducted the telephone survey on behalf of the AICPA within the United States 

between March 14 and March 17, reaching a nationally representative sample of 1,011 

adults aged 18 and older by landline or mobile phone. It identified 237 respondents who 
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either have student loans or whose children currently have them. Three quarters of 

those surveyed, 75%, said they or their children have made sacrifices because of 

monthly student loan payments. Forty-one percent have postponed contributions to 

retirement plans; 40% have delayed car purchases; 29% have put off buying a house; 

and 15% have postponed marriage (AICPA, 2013). Most did not anticipate the financial 

strain, according to the survey. Only 39% said they fully understood the burden student 

loan debt would place on the future, and 60% now have at least some regret over the 

choice of education financing (AICPA, 2013). Given the shift in aid policy to loans, 

such differences have important implications for college access and success.   

     The NASFAA recommended creating a single loan program combining “best 

aspects” of direct loan, guaranteed loan, and Perkins Loan programs, with loans 

financed by a mix of private, state, and other parties, originated by the ED, and serviced 

by contractors. The Rethinking Student Aid Study Group and NASFAA suggested 

eliminating government paid interest subsidies for students during the time in college; 

and using the savings from the subsidies to expand and strengthen repayment options 

once students leave college. Under the Obama Administration, the federal family 

educational loan program and some subsidies for both undergraduate and graduate 

subsidies were eliminated.  

     In conclusion, loans have become the predominant form of financial aid. The 

average debt for a college graduate has soared 50% in the past decade, after inflation, 

according to the Project on Student Debt, a nonprofit advocacy group (Block, 2006). 

Although loans may be less costly for the government, they are far more complicated 

for the student and could have substantial long-term costs that are difficult to express in 



 

67 

 

monetary terms. The complexity of the loan system has implications for students’ 

decisions of whether or not to use it, as well as concerns about student debt burden and 

the impact of loans on academic, employment, and other decisions (Long, 2008).        

The Federal Student Aid Delivery System  

      Student financial aid is delivered through a complex structure of federal, state, and 

local agencies and organizations, as well as by thousands of colleges and universities. 

Although there is has been substantial research on the impact of student financial aid on 

enrollment and persistence, there has been very little research on how the student aid 

delivery system─the processes whereby, the federal government makes aid apparent 

and available to students─influences students’ enrollment and persistence decisions (St. 

John, 2007). 

     With most students learning about financial aid through the internet and FASFAs  
 
filed electronically, technology is considered a critical tool to increase access to aid  
 
(Cochrane et.al, 2007). The IRS data retrieval tool reduces application burden for  
 
some students and processing burden for aid administrators by allowing the FAFSA  
 
filer to populate the FAFSA with actual IRS tax data (NASFAA, 2011). However, the  
 
tool has limited applicability because the federal methodology currently requires the  
 
use of prior year tax data. Oftentimes, applicants will not have filed their taxes before  
 
applying for financial aid. Using prior-prior year tax data would greatly expand the use  
 
of the IRS data retrieval tool, reducing burden for both students and schools  
 
(NASFAA, 2011). .  In 2012, NASFAA Board of Directors convened a  
 
Reauthorization Task Force to produce a set of proposals for the reauthorization of the  
 
HEA. The task force recommended implementing the use of  income data from the  
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prior prior year, commonly referred to as prior prior year, as the basis for the EFC  
 
calculations, across the board (NASFAA, 2012). The task force indicated that prior  
 
prior data provides more accurate income data in greater detail and enhances the  
 
verification efforts. NASFAA analyzed more than 70,000 student records from five  
 
years of data to determine whether the use of prior prior year income data in place of  
 
prior year income data would impact student aid eligibility. The study showed  
 
that dependent students from very low-income families and independent students with  
 
dependents of their own could be ideal candidates for prior prior year data because  
 
even some variability from year to year does not affect their aid eligibility  

(NASFAA,2013). The Obama Administration, NASFAA, and Rethinking Student Aid  
 
Study Group recommended that the application process should rely on the IRS for  
 
information and encourages the use of the IRS data retrieval tool. The NASFAA  
 
reinforces the idea that the use of prior-prior year data would allow students to file  
 
their FAFSAs and receive notification of financial aid packages earlier. One of the  
 
most problematic issues with the FAFSA is resolving conflicting information.  
 
Unfortunately, federal financial aid programs require the “verification” of many  
 
students’ applications─the corroboration of information included in a financial aid  
 
application. Students who cannot find all the necessary documentation are shut out  
 
from the aid application process at colleges and universities even though such  
 
documentation is not required to apply for aid (Cochrane et. al, 2007). 

 
          Another issue has to do with the nonfinancial items related questions from the  
 

application process (e.g., Selective Service Registration, drug convictions, voter  
 
registration, Constitution Day). The NASFAA argues that the work that financial aid  
 
administrators do should solely focus on helping students who cannot afford college to  
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meet their educational costs. Tying social agendas to the financial aid process  
 
increases complexity of the application process. According to NASFAA there is strong  
 
support in the financial aid community for disassociating from student aid the  
 
enforcement of unrelated social policies and federal initiatives (NASFAA, 2011). 
              
     Most studies on financial aid simplification have focused on reducing barriers for  
 
students and families by simplifying either the FAFSA or the federal methodology,  
 
NASFAA argues that adequate attention should also be given to reducing  
 
administrative burden on the aid office to ensure timely, cost effective distribution of  
 
student aid. The NASFAA describes the complexity as an administrative burden  
 
associated with the Return of Title IV funds is partly due to the proliferation of  
 
program formats and partly due to the specificity of the law and regulations. The HEA  
 
of 1998 required schools to implement the Return of Title IV funds policy when a  
 
Title IV funds recipient withdraws from school. The law states when a student  
 
withdraws, the institution must determine whether any of the student’s federal  
 
financial aid must be rescinded and returned to Title IV programs (NASFAA, 2010).  
 
The specificity of the law and regulations impedes the ability of the aid community  
 
from adjusting policy quickly to altered circumstances. The degree to which guidance  
 
increases specificity rather than allows institutional discretion has become  
 
overbalanced in the Return of Title IV funds rules (NASFAA, 2010). 
 
     In summary, the broad goals of the federal student aid system are unsustainable (ED, 

2013). Our federal student aid system has some major challenges. Over the years, the 

Pell Grant program has increased the number of recipients, resulting in a program 

budget shortfall. In addition, the amount of the grants has not kept pace with college 
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costs. Students seeking college degrees are faced with staggering tuition costs and 

student debt. Simplification of the application process and federal methodology is often 

delayed by Congressional review and approval. For a variety of reasons, low-income 

student and families find the federal student aid system intimidating and confusing. 

Researchers, educators, financial administrators, and analysts have identified a range of 

possibilities on how they would change the federal student aid system. Overall, the 

simplification of the federal student aid should be based on the principles of providing 

adequate funding, reducing student debt, and increasing access for low-income 

students.   

The Future of the Federal Financial Aid System 

     The complexities of the federal financial aid system have been well documented, 

and policy experts, researchers, and higher education professionals have studied and 

debated recommendations for its improvement (Baum & McPherson, 2008). The 

number of students filing the FAFSA is up by about a third in the past three years. More 

of the applicants are qualifying for the Pell Grant. The Health Care and Education 

Reconciliation Act of 2010 was supposed to provide stable funding for the Pell Grant 

program; however, $20 billion in savings from the switch to 100% direct lending was 

diverted to deficit reduction (Kantrowitz, 2011). There is an ongoing debate in the 

Congress about the future of the Pell Grant and Subsidized Stafford Loan programs. 

The debate revolves around elimination or reduction in the size of the Pell Grant 

program. The elimination of the Pell Grant program may spell doom for some private 

HBCUs as their enrollment numbers will drop perilously (Gibson, 2011). Some will 

face the possibility of closure; at the same time, publicly funded HBCUs may find 
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themselves at the risk of being merged into larger predominantly White public 

universities (Gibson, 2011). Today, the Obama administration has proposed a freeze in 

future Pell Grant values, as well as some additional costs for graduate students taking 

out federal loans. This spending freeze would be in contrast to the grant increases made 

in 2010, but it would at least keep the level of aid at the current amounts. Beginning 

2007-2008, gradual increases were made to the maximum Pell Grant. For the 2013-

2014 academic years, the Pell grant increased by $95 to a new maximum rate of $5,645 

(ED, 2013).  

       The Federal Direct Student Loan program offers loans to students to help pay for  

postsecondary education. Subsidized loans, awarded based on financial need, make up  

just under half of all Stafford Loans, which represent the federal government’s largest  

pool of student loans. Recent legislation increased the cost of borrowing Federal  

Direct Loans. The Budget Control Act of 2011 (BCA), called for cuts to federal  

student aid programs. As a result, the student is responsible for paying the interest on  

the loan. The BCA also eliminated the up front interest rebate. Effective July 1, 2012,  

Federal loan borrowers are charged the full origination fee (1% on Direct  

Unsubsidized Loans and 4% on Graduate PLUS Loans).  Reformers are looking for  

ways to simplify the student loan process and repayment options. A long term solution  

would be a new student loan repayment plan that will help eliminate student loan  

defaults. The plan would emulate Australia, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom,  

where the repayment systems are based solely on income. The IRS would collect  

payments via automatic payroll withholdings or for the self-employed, as part of their  

tax return. Representative Tom Petri from Wisconsin is drafting legislation to create  

such a system (Bowers, 2012). The proposal H.R. 1716, the ExCEL Act, was  

introduced and is still under review.  

     Reform of student aid would involve simplification of the FAFSA form and federal  
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methodology, evaluation, and reduction of the multiplicity of federal programs.  

Simplification proposals by the Obama administration, NASFAA, and Rethinking  

Student Aid Study Group have made several recommendations to reduce the  

complexities of the federal student aid system. The three proposals do not represent an  

exhaustive list of simplification proposals. The Obama administration proposal was  

selected because the President sets the national agenda for education and requests  

funding for Title IV funding. The NASFAA represents the practitioners of the field  

(financial aid) and is based on actual experience. The Rethinking Student Aid Study  

Group, a team of policy experts, academic researchers, and higher education  

professionals reviewed evidence from the research literature to develop  

recommendations for improvement of the federal student aid system. The common  

theme all of these proposals was providing access and improving the federal student  

aid system. 

     In summary, the student financial aid system has been tasked with ensuring that  

more students can afford and attend higher education, and also complete their studies  

with manageable levels of debt (Huelsman & Cunningham, 2013).  Simplifying the  

financial aid application process and delivery processes, and ensuring that students  

clearly understand their award and responsibilities may go a long way in ensuring the  

effectiveness and meeting the needs of low-income students (Huelsman & unningham,  

2013). 

Summary of the Chapter 

     Most students learn about financial aid in the final years of high school, after already 

making decisions about whether or not to attend college (Perna, 2004). The Obama 

Administration proposal would increase spending on the Federal Grant program and 

implement the ED/IRS data base match. The federal family educational loan program 

was eliminated to ensure a permanent source of money for the Pell Grant program. The 
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NASFAA recommendations would touch every aspect of the framework for helping 

students pay for college (Lederman, 2009). This proposal would double spending on 

Pell Grants and create a single loan program. Eliminate Academic Competitive Grant 

and SMART Grant and consolidate the funds into one fund; significantly altering how 

students repay their loans; basing students’ eligibility for financial aid not on a 

complicated need analysis but on their families’ income and size. The Rethinking 

Student Aid Study Group sought a politically viable set of proposals, and specifically 

made some tough choices about what to include and omit with budgetary and other 

realties in mind (Lederman, 2009). The Rethinking Student Aid Study Group suggested 

eliminating the FAFSA and obtaining all needed information from the IRS. With regard 

to grant increases, the group sought to link aid increases to the rate of inflation. The 

group would distribute funds based in part on how successful colleges are in getting 

low-income students to return to college for the second year, Baum said, so that schools 

would have an incentive to get students through to completion (Lederman, 2009).  

     Cochrane et al (2007) argued that  

          The current labyrinth of federal higher education of federal student aid was 

developed over the years as the cumulative product of individual programs 

enacted one at a time by Congress, often lacking a defined purpose or even the 

efficiency of a well-documented uniform application process. Federal 

policymakers have never attempted to integrate and restructure that system into a 

cohesive policy driven program, despite the obvious benefits and cost savings. 

The resulting tangle of bureaucracy yields results that are difficult to measure 
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while generating confusion in the marketplace of higher education consumers. 

(p. 7) 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

       The purpose of this study was to examine the views of financial aid administrators  

at Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) about simplifying the federal  

student aid system. The HEA of 1965 defined an HBCU as “any historically Black  

college or university that was established prior to 1964, whose principal mission was,  

and is, the education of Black Americans” (Sallie Mae, 2010, p.1). Historically Black  

colleges and universities have played a critical role in the American higher education  

system. In 2010, there were 105 HBCUs, which represented 3% of the nation’s  

institutions of higher learning; these institutions graduated nearly one quarter of  

African Americans who earned undergraduate degrees (Stripling, 2010). Today, there  

are 91 public and private 4-year HBCUs. Two of these institutions have lost their  

accreditation and, therefore, no longer participate in the federal student aid programs.  

Nevertheless, research on HBCUs and their students has remained scant (Brown &  

Freeman, 2002; Coaxum, 2001).  

     The barriers most often highlighted by researchers, practitioners, and policymakers  

as impediments to college entry are costs or affordability, academic preparation, lack  

of information, and the federal student aid system (Long, 2009). The focus of this  

study was the federal student aid system. This chapter presents the research questions  

and research design of the study. Methods used in the study and a discussion of the  

population, instrumentation, data collection procedures, data preparation and  

treatment, data analyses, and human participant and ethics precautions are presented.  

The chapter concludes with a summary of the methods. 
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The Research Questions 

      This section offers a review of the research questions that guided this study. The 

study examined four research questions: 

1. What are the opinions of HBCU financial aid administrators regarding the current 

application process? 

2. What are the opinions of HBCU financial aid administrators regarding the current 

federal methodology (need analysis)? 

3. What are the opinions of HBCU financial aid administrators regarding the current   

federal aid delivery system?  

4.  How do the  proposals (Obama Administration, NASFAA, and Rethinking Student 

Aid  Study Group) match the preferences of HBCU financial aid administrators 

with regard to the application process, need analysis, delivery system, and federal 

programs? 

     Most of the discussion about access and financial aid focuses on the application 

process, need analysis, delivery system, and federal programs. The FAFSA is the 

gateway to all federal grants, loans, workstudy, as well as most aid from states and 

colleges (Cochrane et. al, 2010). A federal “need analysis” system underlies the annual 

allocation of billions of dollars in student financial aid supported by Title IV of the 

HEA. Student financial aid is delivered in several ways, at several points along a 

student’s career, and through several mechanisms. To be effective, financial aid must 

be provided to students when it is most beneficial, and designed in a manner that 

ensures that students utilize it (Huelsman & Cunningham, 2013). The combination of 

federal grant, loan, and work study allows for aid to be packaged to meet individual 

student needs. The discussion surrounding federal student aid programs, specify that aid 
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programs should provide appropriate incentives and supports for both students and 

institutions to succeed in meeting the educational goals of our nation and its students 

(Baum, 2013). 

Research Design 

     The purpose of this section is to provide a description of the research design that was 

used in this study. It presents an overview of quantitative, descriptive, survey research 

design. The research design framed the procedures for collecting, analyzing, and reporting the 

research.  

Quantitative Research Design 

     Fraenkel and Wallen (2003) defined quantitative research as “research in which the  

investigator attempts to clarify phenomena through carefully designed and controlled  

data collection and analysis” (p. G-7).  The quantitative design was most appropriate  

for this study because it emphasizes measurement. 

     Strengths of quantitative research design. The strengths of the quantitative design 

are that its methods produce quantifiable reliable data that are usually generalizable to 

some larger population. Although investigators strive to produce quantifiable reliable 

data that are replicable and can be used to generalize to some larger population, this is 

not always guaranteed. The structure has not changed for centuries; therefore, it is 

standard across many scientific fields and disciplines (Shuttleworth, 2008).    

     Limitations of quantitative research design. Requirements for the successful  

statistical confirmation of results are very stringent; there is usually some ambiguity,  

which requires retesting and refinement to the design (Shuttleworth, 2008). According  

to Dannels (2011), the potential for bias exists but it is disguised in the “scientific  

method,” which may make it difficult to detect. Qualitative researchers argue that  
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numbers do not tell the whole story. 

Descriptive Research Study 

     This study employed a descriptive research design. This descriptive research entails 

the thorough examination of the research problem, for the specified purpose of 

describing the phenomenon, as in defining, measuring, and clarifying it (Dane, 1990). 

Many scientific disciplines, especially social science, use this method to obtain a 

general overview of the subject (Shuttleworth, 2008). Descriptive studies are used to 

determine “what is”; therefore, observational and survey methods frequently are used to 

collect descriptive data (Borg & Gall, 1989). One common type of descriptive research 

involves assessing attitudes or opinions about individuals, organizations, events, 

programs, or procedures; pre-election political polls and market research surveys are 

examples of this type of descriptive research (Gay, 1992). The descriptive study allows 

the researcher to use simple but very useful processes to analyze and interpret data. The 

research questions in this study, examined the views of HBCU financial aid 

administrators regarding the federal student aid system. The underlying reason for 

conducting this study is the concern that has been expressed about the complexities of 

the federal aid system impeding progress toward making college accessible and 

affordable and promoting equality of opportunity (Asher, 2007). To examine attitudes 

toward simplification strategies, a descriptive research approach was determined to be 

the most appropriate design.     

     Strengths of descriptive research study. Descriptive research provides a  

relatively complete picture of what is occurring at a given time. It often focuses on a 

particular variable or factor. As can other types of research, descriptive research can 

include multiple variables for analysis; yet, unlike other methods, it requires only one 
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variable (Borg & Gall, 1989). Quantitative experiments are often expensive and time 

consuming; therefore, it is often practical to determine what hypotheses are worth 

testing (Shuttleworth, 2008). These types of studies are a means of discovering new 

meaning, describing what exists, determining the frequency with which something 

occurs, and categorizing information.  

     Limitations of descriptive research. There has been ongoing debate among  

researchers about the value of quantitative versus qualitative research, and certain  

remarks have targeted descriptive research as being less pure than traditional  

experimental designs (The Association for Educational Communications and  

Technology, 2001). Shuttleworth (2008) argued that although “the results are always  

open to questions and to different interpretations, there is no doubt that they are  

preferable to performing no research at all” (p. 2). The main limitation of this type of  

research is that you cannot establish causality (Grimes & Schultz, 2002). 

Survey Research 

       Survey research is one of the most important areas of measurement in applied  

social research (Trochim, 2006). Two crucial aspects of this survey research were the  

development of a valid and reliable questionnaire and the selection of the population.  

Kraemer (1991) identified distinguishing characteristics of survey research. First,  

survey research is used to quantitatively describe specific aspects of a given  

population; these aspects often involve examining the relationships among variables.  

Second, the data required for survey research are collected from people and rely  

heavily on the respondents’ memory and honesty (Kraemer, 1991, p.xiii).  

     Strengths of survey research. Survey questionnaires can be used to describe or  

predict phenomena based on results (Davis, 2005). Surveys are capable of obtaining  

information from large samples of the population. “They are well suited to gathering 
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demographic data that describe the composition of the sample” (McIntyre, 1999, p.74).  

Surveys are beneficial because of their ability to target large populations more cost  

effectively than field studies; they also are adaptable to any type of research need  

(Davis, 2005). Other  benefits of survey research include the following: (a) very low  

cost; (b) quickness of the process; (c) anonymity of respondents, thereby  resulting in  

more honest answers to sensitive topics (Creswell, 2002; Gay, 1992). 

     Limitations of survey research. Surveys obtain information by asking people  

questions designed to measure some topic of interest. The researcher wants reliable  

and valid measurements, confidence in the findings, and the ability to generalize  

beyond the current sample and setting (Evans & Mathur, 2005). Response rates  

represent a flaw with all surveys. Low response rates mean results may not fully  

reflect the population being studied (Market Street Research, 2004).  A big drawback  

for online surveys is that potential respondents might perceive e-mailed online surveys  

as impersonal, spam mail, or mail containing viruses; these perceptions lead to survey  

nonresponse (Evans & Mathur, 2005). Individuals solicited via e-mail may not reply  

for fear that their personal information may be disclosed to outside businesses or  

organizations (Evans & Mathur, 2005). Potential respondents may be further dissuaded  

from participating due to confidentiality and anonymity concerns as even anonymous  

survey responses can be traced back to the respondents’ IP addresses (Evans &  

Mathur, 2005; Sax et al., 2003). The participants may not feel encouraged to provide  

accurate, honest answers. In addition, the participants may not be fully aware of their  

reasons for any given answer because of the lack of memory on the subject, lack of  

knowledge, or even boredom (Wyse, 2012). 

      In summary, a descriptive research design provides a detailed picture of the 

phenomenon. Surveys are administered to access opinions, perceptions, and attitudes. 
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In this study, a Web-based questionnaire was used to survey 89 HBCU financial aid 

administrators. This method was chosen because the data collection costs were low and 

the author could reach a widely dispersed population. In addition, the descriptive 

research method was chosen because it allows for the description of the complexities of 

the federal aid process and the proposed simplification strategies. Finally, the 

quantitative research design was selected because it allowed the researcher to clarify 

phenomena through a carefully designed and controlled data collection and analysis 

process (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2003).  

Population 

       One critical component of the data collection process is the identification of the 

study’s population. Identification of the population of interest indicates to whom the 

results of the study can be generalized (Gay, 1992). Financial aid administrators are 

defined as individuals who are responsible for preparing and communicating 

information pertaining to student loans, grants, or scholarships, and employment 

programs and for advising, awarding, reporting, counseling, and supervising office 

functions related to student financial aid (Finance Dictionary, 2013). The financial aid 

administrator provides information to students regarding financial aid programs, 

requirements, and procedures; he or she also interprets, applies, and complies with 

federal, state, and institutional regulations governing student financial aid maintaining 

current working knowledge of guidelines related to financial aid. To participate in the 

federal student aid (FSA) programs, a school must demonstrate that it is 

administratively capable of providing the education it promises and of properly 

managing the FSA programs. One of the requirements of administrative capability 
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(citation 34 CFR668.16) is a participating school must designate a capable individual to 

administer the FSA programs and to coordinate aid from these programs with all other 

aid received by students attending the school (U.S. Department of Education,  

2009).  

     For this study, HBCUs were identified by state through the White House Initiative  

Web site. The White House Initiative maintains the official list of HBCUs. This site  

indicates the school name, city, state, zip code, and region. Subsequently, a Web  

search was used to identify the name, e-mail address, and telephone number for each  

HBCU financial aid administrator. The contact information was captured and recorded  

using Microsoft Excel. A popular Internet survey tool Survey Monkey was employed  

to collect questionnaire data. Once the e-mail address information was entered into  

Survey Monkey, the Microsoft Excel spreadsheet was destroyed. 

     Size of the Population. According to White House Initiative, the United States 

includes 91 four-year public and private HBCUs. These institutions serve both 

undergraduate and graduate student populations that are geographically distributed 

across the country. Historically Black colleges and universities are divided into four 

different types of institutions: (a) four-year public; (b) four-year private; (c) two-year 

public; and (d) two-year private institutions. Typically, four-year public and private 

institutions participate in all Title IV federal student aid programs, whereas some two-

year institutions do not participate in the federal student loan programs. Over the years, 

loans have become the most prominent form of student funding for postsecondary 

education. For these reasons, only four-year HBCU institutions were examined; it is 

important to note, however, that two of the 91 institutions lost their accreditation, in 

2002 and 2004, respectively. As a result, these institutions became ineligible for federal 
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student aid and were excluded from the study.  From the 89 remaining institutions, 89 

HBCU financial aid administrators were invited to participate in this study. 

     Selection of the population. Historically Black colleges and universities are 

institutions founded primarily for the education of African Americans, although their 

charters are not exclusionary. About 214,000 or 12% of all African American higher 

education students in the nation are enrolled at HBCUs, which constitute 3% of all 

colleges and universities nationwide (United States Department of Interior, 2010). 

Historically Black colleges and universities are institutions established before 1964 

whose main mission is the education of African-Americans (Pugh, 2010). Minor (2005) 

noted that, traditionally, research has not heavily influenced conversations about the 

status of HBCUs, thereby confusing the necessary facts and contextual understanding 

needed to interpret the condition of this institutional sector. Further, HBCUs were  

selected for this study because these institutions lack the big endowments of larger 

institutions and, as a result, rely primarily on tuition and fees for funding. Generally, 

tuition fees are generated from students through the federal student aid system 

(Simmons, 2010). As a result, financial aid is of particular importance to students that 

attend HBCUs. Each school has a financial aid administrator whose primary 

responsibilities are the administration and management of the institutional, state, and 

Title IV federal student aid programs. This group of people was selected because 

financial aid administrators serve as liaisons between students and parents regarding all 

general aspects of financial aid. The financial aid administrator also is responsible for 

compliance with Title IV aid requirements for the university. The identified participants 

possessed the desired information about the simplification of the federal aid system and 
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were likely to share it. The selected participants were considered as the most directly 

affected and therefore most knowledgeable to have an informed opinion. Therefore, 

HBCU financial aid administrators constituted an appropriate population for this 

project. The 89 financial aid administrators identified by the Web search and surveyed 

were employed by four-year public or private HBCUs  located in 20 states (Alabama, 

Arkansas, California, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, 

Mississippi, Missouri, North Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, 

Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia) plus District of Columbia and the U.S. 

Virgin Islands. 

     Census. The population frame for this study was a census of 89 HBCU financial aid 

administrators. Arikunto (1983) asserted that if a population consists of fewer than 100 

participants, it is preferable to survey all of them. Eighty-nine HBCU financial aid 

administrators were selected as the population for this study. This population is 

relatively small and readily available. The population was selected because they assist a 

sizable population of low-income students with problems that prevent successful 

navigation through the federal student aid process. The intent was to gather information 

from each person of interest and to provide a true measure of the population. Although, 

89 HBCU financial aid administrators were surveyed, only 25 participants responded. 

To be considered a census the criterion was set for a response rate of at least 75%. Not 

having achieved this rate the data were treated as from a sample. Fortunately, there 

were two variables to use to evaluate the representativeness of the sample─gender and 

school designation (public or private). The respondents were financial aid 

administrators that represent four-year public and private HBCUs. The financial aid 
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administrators are responsible for the compliance and management of all Title IV 

programs. 

Instrumentation 

    This section provides information about the survey instrument design. The title of the 

instrument used in this study was Financial Aid Administrators’ Views on Simplifying 

Financial Aid (See Appendix G). The survey, developed by the NASFAA Federal 

Issues Committee, was intended to gather input on various approaches to simplifying 

the financial aid process and the FAFSA. An e-mail from NASFAA granting 

permission to use and modify the survey is located in Appendix M. The NASFAA 

administered this survey in July and August 2008. Although the original results were 

posted on NASFAA’s Web site, the raw data were no longer available. Through a 

personal communication with a representative at NASFAA, it was explained that the 

raw data for this survey were destroyed. In addition, the researchers responsible for the 

survey were no longer employed by NASFAA and no information was available about 

efforts to establish the validity and reliability of the survey. According to the director of 

research at NASFAA, the survey was administered to 2,618 members. There were 

1,417 responses, approximately 26% from public four-year institutions about 28%, 

public two-year institutions 35% private four-year nonprofit 6%, proprietary 3% other 

(such as state agencies, multi-campus institutions, or state system offices),  and 2% 

private nonprofit two-year institutions. The final overall response rate was 54%. At the 

time of the study, there were 105 HBCUs, but only 69 of the institutions were actually 

members of the NASFAA and, would have been sent the survey URL by the NASFAA 

Federal Issues Committee. The HBCUs rate of response is unknown. A discussion of the survey 
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and results were discussed in chapter 2. The data were not disaggregated to provide the 

response rate or the survey information about HBCUs. 

     The NASFAA survey included four sections covering: (a) the application process, 

(b) federal methodology, (c) the delivery system, and (d) possible pros and cons of 

some of the proposed simplification methods. Section I of the survey contained 12 

questions regarding the simplification the FAFSA. Section II focused on the federal 

methodology used to calculate the EFC. Section III presented 14 simplification methods 

targeting simplifying the delivery system. Section IV asked NASFAA members about 

possible pros and cons of some proposed simplification methods. Based on the analysis 

of the NASFAA data, the survey was revised by adding demographic and simplification 

and comment sections and removing questions 1, 6, 9, 31, 35, 36 from the original 

study. During this study, a number of changes occurred to the federal student aid 

system. These questions were removed because they were no longer relevant.  

Reliability and Validity 

     The instrument used in this study had previously been used but no evidence of 

validation could be found. Therefore, the instrument was pilot tested. Prior to 

administration of the survey to HBCU financial aid administrators, a pilot test was 

conducted to establish face validity and reliability of the modified instrument. The pilot 

test helped to determine if the survey items were understood by the respondents in a 

Web-based environment. The survey was administered to 89 financial aid 

administrators at minority-serving institutions. Institutions used in the pilot testing were 

selected from a list developed by the U.S. Department of Education for Accredited 

Postsecondary Minority Serving Institutions. A minority serving institution (MSI) is 

defined by the HEA as an accredited institution in which one minority group dominates 
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total enrollment. In the United States, racial and ethnic minorities are the fastest 

growing sectors in the country and they make up a disproportionately large segment of 

the economically poor population (ED, 2011).  The financial aid administrators were 

selected from institutions with a minority enrollment of 90% or above. The financial aid 

administrators surveyed are not part of the study’s population. Advance notification and 

a hyperlink to the survey instrument were sent to each financial aid administrator. Three 

follow up emails were sent to nonrespondents. Those responding to the survey were 

asked to offer comments about the instructions, length of the survey, flow of the survey, 

difficulty or ease of questions, and appropriateness of questions. Eighty-nine financial 

aid administrators at minority-serving institutions were asked to review each question 

to confirm that its answer would be relevant to the simplification of federal student aid. 

Fifty-eight financial aid administrators responded to the survey, a 65% response rate. 

The financial aid administrators made recommendations to remove two questions 

dealing with permitting or requiring student loan repayment through payroll 

withholding or debits on income tax returns. The reason for this was not explained but 

it may have something to do with additional administrative responsibilities. The survey 

participants indicated that student loan repayment should remain with assigned loan 

servicers, to assist student loan borrowers with questions about repayment, billing, and 

consolidation. Adding employers into this process would create a great deal of 

confusion in the student loan repayment process. The recommendations were reviewed 

and incorporated into the survey instrument. The pilot test for this study revealed small 

deficiencies in two survey questions, and the deficiencies were addressed before time 
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and resources were expended on the large-scale study.  However, the respondents did 

not find any major deficiencies with the questions or structure of the survey.  

 Survey 

     The resultant survey reflects a minor modification of Financial Aid Administrators’ 

Views of Simplifying Financial Aid created by NASFAA. Part I collects demographic 

data using 10 questions, to develop a profile of the population. This section was not part 

of the original survey. Part II consists of 10 questions, employing a five-point rating 

scale about the application process, that were used to answer the first research question. 

Part III consists of 7 questions, employing a rating scale about the federal methodology, 

these were used to answer the second research question. Part IV consists of 14 

questions, employing a rating scale about the federal student aid delivery system, that 

were used to answer the third research question. Part V consists of four multiple choice 

questions, which were designed to answer the fourth research question. Part VI, the 

final section, consists of one open-ended question for comments.  

     Part I:  Demographic information. The following demographic data were 

collected: gender, race, age, educational background, professional title, length of time 

in current position, school designation (public or private), and reporting lines. The 

information requested was used to develop a profile of the respondents and their 

institutions. Gorard (2001) noted that the first substantive question in the instrument 

should be relevant to all respondents, easy, and interesting, but nonthreatening. This 

section consists of four open-response questions (1-4) and ten closed-ended questions 

(5-14).  
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      Part II: Application process. The second section asks financial aid administrators 

to provide their opinion about the application process and strategies to improve the 

FAFSA. The federal student aid application process begins with the FAFSA. This form 

is used to determine the amount of money a family is expected to contribute to the price 

of attending a postsecondary institution. This survey section consists of 10 questions 

(Items 15-24), employing a Likert scale to rate the extent to which the respondents 

agreed with each item, with 1 denoting strong disagreement or opposition, 5 

representing strong agreement or support, and 3 representing a neutral response option 

for those with no strong feeling in either direction on the continuum. Each item is a 

statement about an action intended to simplify the financial aid process and FAFSA. 

     Part III:  Federal methodology. The third section asks financial aid administrators 

about the federal methodology. The intent of the federal need analysis system is to 

evaluate ability to pay during the award year. The federal methodology is the 

(statutorily defined) formula used to determine eligibility for all federal aid, including 

Pell Grants, Stafford Loans, Perkin Loans, Work Study, and most state scholarship aid. 

This section of the survey consists of seven questions (Items 25-31), employing a scale 

to rate the extent to which the respondent agreed with each item (action intended to 

simplify the federal methodology─need analysis—process), with 1 denoting strong 

disagreement or opposition, 5 representing strong agreement or support, and 3 

representing a neutral response option. 

     Part IV:  Delivery system. The fourth section asks financial aid administrators 

about the financial aid delivery system. The student aid delivery system include the 

processes that institutions, states, and the federal government use to make aid apparent 
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and available to students (St. John, 2004). This section consists of 14 questions (Items 

32-45), employing a Likert scale to rate the extent to which the respondent agreed with 

each item (action intended to simplify the federal student aid delivery system). The 

response scale is the same as listed in part II and III.  

     Part V:  Simplification of the federal aid system. This section addresses the 

possible pros and cons of some of the simplification proposals. Simplifying the federal 

student aid system would complement many other efforts to expand college 

opportunity. Three simplification proposals reviewed in this study included those from 

the Obama Administration, the NASFAA, and The Rethinking Financial Aid Study 

Group. Several student aid policy experts have identified the complexity of the federal 

student aid system as an important problem and have proposed simplifying the form, 

formula, and programs to make it easier for low-to-moderate-income students to apply 

for student aid. The format of this section included four multiple choice questions 

(Items 46-49). These questions included simplification recommendations specific to the 

three proposals examined in this study. 

     Part VI.  Comments. The final section consists of one open-ended question for 

comments. The final question allows the participants to add anything they would like to 

say about possible revisions of the federal student aid process. 

Data Collection Procedures 

     Prior to the beginning of the research, a proposal was submitted to The George 

Washington University Human Research Institutional Review Board. Once approval for 

the study was granted, survey data were collected. This section explains the total design 
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method (TDM) (Dillman, 1978) and how the processes and methods were used to carry 

out the data collection process.  

       Web design of the survey instrument. The survey was administered electronically 

via the World Wide Web. Granello and Wheaton (2004) reported that Internet-based 

surveys are appealing to professionals and researchers due to reduced response time for 

survey participants. The technological capabilities within Internet surveys also can 

simplify data collection and control for duplicate responses. Nevertheless, there are 

several limitations to online survey research, including the potential for technical 

difficulties (Granello & Wheaton, 2004) and poor survey design (Dillman, Tortora, 

Conradt, & Bowker, 1998). Evans and Mathur reported low response rate as a concern 

of Internet-based surveys. Based upon the use of a modified version of Dillman’s TDM, 

a higher response rate was anticipated. Unfortunately, the response rate was lower than 

expected (26%) but the same as that of NASFAA’s simplification survey for four-year 

public institutions (26%). 

     Total Design Method. The data collection process involved a modified version of 

the TDM. This method was used to organize the survey efforts so that the design 

intentions were carried out in complete detail. It was guided by an administrative plan, 

the purpose of which was to ensure implementation of the survey in accordance with 

design intentions. According to Dillman (1978), the failure of surveys to produce 

satisfactory results occurs as often from poor administration as from poor design. 

According to Schonlau, Fricker, and Elliott (2002), the survey process framework for 

Internet surveys should be the same as any other survey medium (mail, telephone, etc.). 

The researchers recommended contacting the respondents throughout the survey 
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process by using the following methods: (a) prenotification that the survey is coming, 

(b) postdelivery reminder and thank you, (c) nonresponse follow up for those who do 

not return the survey, and (d) dissemination of the hyperlink to the survey packet. In 

summary, the TDM consists of five elements that can improve response rates. Key 

suggestions from the TDM include: four or more contacts, personalization of 

correspondence, and providing a financial incentive to survey recipients.  

     A popular Internet survey tool, Survey Monkey, was employed to collect 

questionnaire data. Survey Monkey provides an integrated survey administration 

system that sends out personalized e-mail cover letters, tracks which of the participants 

have completed the survey while keeping their responses anonymous, and sends out 

subsequent reminder e-mails to only those participants who have not responded to the 

survey. Using Survey Monkey's Web link collector, the survey was configured to not 

track IP addresses. As responses came in, they were marked as normal responses in the 

response type field;  no names or e-mail addresses were associated with responses. The 

survey responses were downloaded into the statistical computer software Statistical 

Package of the Social Sciences, SPSS 21.0.  

     Contacts with the respondents. Advanced e-mail message. The first contact to 

respondents provided a positive notice informing potential respondents of the survey 

and its purpose (See Appendix E). All email addresses were verified by reviewing the 

university website. This procedure was consistent with the initial phase of the TDM, 

which consists of sending an advance notification to maximize survey response rates 

(Dillman, 1978, 2000). Dillman (1978) asserted that advance notification establishes 

legitimacy of a survey, thereby contributing to a respondent’s trust. Another advantage 
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is that an advance notification builds expectation and reduces the possibility that a 

potential respondent might disregard the survey when it arrives. It also helps to identify 

invalid addresses. There were 8 invalid email addresses identified. All of the invalid 

email addresses were corrected. To facilitate better open rates for this study, the subject 

line was personalized. Meiner (2007) suggested that e-mail recipients look at the 

subject line and decide if they will read or delete a message. The advance e-mail 

message was sent one week prior to e-mailing the hyperlink to the survey instrument.  

     Survey. The second contact message involved dissemination of the survey to the 

study’s participants. The hyperlink to the survey packet was e-mailed to all financial aid 

administrators (N = 89) one week after the advance e-mail message was sent. The 

survey packet consisted of a cover letter explaining the survey and its importance (See 

Appendix F), the survey link (See Appendix G), and an information sheet (See 

Appendix H). Upon opening the e-mail, the respondent saw the cover letter explaining 

the survey and its importance. The hyperlink opened to the information sheet, which led 

to the actual survey. The return of the survey indicated the participant understood the 

purpose of the survey and voluntarily agreed to participate.   

     Cover letter. The cover letter is an essential part of a survey. To a large degree, the 

cover letter affects whether or not the respondent completes the survey; also, it provides 

an opportunity to persuade the participant to complete the survey (Dillman, 1978; Stat 

Pac, 2005). The cover letter for this study communicated the reasons for conducting the 

survey, information about participant selection, the importance of completing the 

survey, the study’s anonymity policy, the need for a prompt response, and the name and 

telephone number of the researcher in case of questions (See Appendix F).  
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     Information sheet.  An information sheet was used instead of completion of an 

informed consent form as the risk was minimal to the participants. The information 

sheet included  the section labeled “statement of consent” indicated that consent was 

assumed if an individual read the information sheet and continued by completing and 

submitting the survey electronically (See Appendix H). 

    Thank  you/reminder. The third contact message was simply a short thank you-

reminder note (Appendix I) to express appreciation to the survey participants who 

completed the survey and to serve as a reminder to those who did not complete the 

survey. The third communication was sent one week after the second communication.   

     Follow-up e-mail. The fourth contact message was a follow-up email that supplied 

again the hyperlink to the survey and reinforced messages contained in three previous 

contacts that the respondent was important to the success of the research. Dillman 

(2000) explained that this message has a tone of insistence that the previous contacts 

lack. He further stated that the message conveys to the recipient, as a means of 

encouraging response, that others have responded. The social usefulness of the study is 

also reemphasized, implying that the value of the study is dependent on the return of the 

questionnaire. The follow-up email for this study was sent one week after the third 

communication and only to nonrespondents. The survey response rate was significantly 

lower than anticipated to achieve a census. After the fourth communication, another 

contact was made to increase the response rate. A follow up survey was sent to all 

participants on March 3, 2012. The follow up survey yielded one additional response. 

     In summary, a modified version of the TDM was used as a data collection strategy 

to produce satisfactory response rates. The survey was administered electronically via 
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the World Wide Web. The decision to use a Web-based survey was influenced by four 

factors. First, this method of delivery ensured that every financial aid administrator in 

the population had an equal opportunity to participate in the study. Second, Internet-

based surveys are appealing to professionals and researchers who are more likely to 

respond electronically than in a more traditional, mailed, paper and pencil format 

(Basten, 2002). Third, the survey was fairly easy to administer and relatively free of 

errors from data entry. Finally, a Web-based survey administered through Survey 

Monkey was cost effective and convenient to use.  

Data Preparation  

     Data preparation involves checking and logging in the data, checking the data for 

accuracy, entering the data into a computer, transforming the data, and developing and 

documenting a database structure that integrates the various measures (Trochim, 2006). 

The data preparation plan for this study involved organizing, cleaning, reducing, 

analyzing, and displaying the data collected. The data were checked to eliminate any 

unacceptable surveys. The review consisted of checking for the completeness of entries 

and missing values.  The cleaning reviews of the data involved looking for 

inconsistencies and removing any elements in the dataset that appeared  inaccurate.    

     The data were verified to ensure there were no errors, missing fields, or 

inappropriate responses (Alreck & Settle, 1995). If the survey had missing values for 

more than 25% of the responses, that survey was not included in the analysis. For 

remaining surveys, missing values were coded to indicate no answer (999).  

Procedures for Data Handling 
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       This section presents information about the procedures used to handle data in this 

project. Data handling is the process of ensuring that data are transferred, stored, 

archived, or disposed of in a safe and secure manner during and after the conclusion of 

a research project. Data handling is important in ensuring the integrity of research 

because it addresses concerns related to confidentiality, security, and preservation and 

retention of research data. 

     All data were stored and secured on a home computer. The computer is a standalone 

computer and is more secure than a networked computer. Two backup copies of the 

SPSS databases were stored on computer flash drives, which were updated on a daily 

basis until the study was completed. The computer and all files are login and password 

protected. The virus protection was updated regularly to prevent vulnerability of data.  

 Design Issues 

     The major issues that drive the choice of mode or modes employed in descriptive 

research designs are sources of error, response rates, and data quality.  

     Sources of error. The greatest weakness of Web-based surveys stems from their 

sensitivity to coverage error. Coverage error is defined as the failure to include all 

eligible population members on the list or frame used to identify the population of 

interest. Any member not identified on the frame has a zero probability of selection and 

is never measured (Mathiowetz, 2006). This study used a census survey, every member 

of the population had the opportunity to reply but information was not gathered from 

every member; therefore coverage error was reduced to nonresponse bias. (Fraenkel & 

Wallen, 1990). 
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     Response rates. The second issue involves response rates. The response rate is a 

basic parameter for evaluating a data collection effort. A high response rate creates a 

stronger claim in generalizing results from the canvass to the population. Response 

rates generally range from 7% to 44% for Web surveys and from 6% to 68% for e-mail 

surveys (Schonlau et al., 2002). The NASFAA used a survey with similar professionals 

to assess simplification issues. They conducted the survey using an NASFAA mailing 

list. For the 2,618 surveys sent to financial aid administrators representing the 

institutions, there were 1,417 responses (54% overall response rate).    

     Using the NASFAA study as a benchmark, this study used a number of strategies to  

encourage high return rates. The pilot study had a response rate of 65%. All participants 

were prenotified through an introductory letter, which explained the purpose of the 

study. Another strategy consisted of using good follow-up procedures. The pilot study 

yielded a response rate of 65%.  To achieve a census for this study, a response rate of at 

least 75% as considered acceptable. Unfortunately, the census for this study was not 

achieved. The response rate was 26%.  

     Data quality. The third important issue is data quality. The literature (Kiesler & 

Sproull, 1986) indicates that Web-based response modes are well suited to open-ended 

questions. The survey was pilot tested. A respondent could partially complete a section. 

However, if more than 25% of the responses were missing, the survey was considered 

incomplete.  

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 

     The George Washington University ensures the protection of all participants 

involved in human research conducted by its faculty, graduate or undergraduate 
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students, or administration, both on and off campus (The George Washington 

University, 2006). The intent of the review process is to ensure that all investigations 

are consistent with The George Washington University policy guidelines. According to 

the University’s review process, there is an expectation to share the use of a new survey 

instrument, research data, and findings through publication via various media, and in 

these endeavors, to continue to maintain confidentiality agreements as well as give 

credit to consultants, colleagues, students, and others where appropriate. Each participant 

in this study received an electronic mail (e-mail), to inform potential respondents of the purpose 

for conducting the survey. The study’s anonymity policy, and the researcher’s name and 

telephone number were provided with the survey link. The study participants were provided 

with an information sheet (Appendix H), and consent was assumed if the participant submitted 

the survey electronically or collected. No individually identifiable information about the 

participants was made public or collected. Permission to conduct the study was granted after 

review by The George Washington University Human Research Institutional Review Board 

(IRB). All documents required for the IRB are provided in Appendix J. The NASFAA granted 

permission to use and modify the survey (See Appendix M).  

Timeline for the Study 

    The timeline for this study illustrates the organization and several phases of the 

research project. The schedule of activities for this research project is listed in 

Appendix K. 

Summary 

     This chapter has explained specific steps of the methods used in carrying out the 

study. Prior to the administration of the survey, a pilot test was conducted to validate 

the instrument and gather information about the data collection procedures. A survey 
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was distributed to a population of 89 HBCU financial aid administrators. The intent of 

the presentation of the data was not to find causation but to examine views of HBCU 

financial aid administrators toward the simplification of the federal aid system. The 

data collection process started on October 8, 2012 and concluded on November 8, 2012. 

To encourage a higher response rate the survey was resent on March 4 and concluded 

on March 11, 2013. The response rate was 26% and lower than expected. Timing of the 

survey may have contributed to the low response rate. The survey was sent during the 

fall semester the busiest time for financial aid administrators. The responses from the 

data were presented using percentages and frequencies.  
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Chapter 4 

Presentation of the Data 

     The purpose of this study was to examine the views of financial aid administrators  

at Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU), on simplifying the federal  

student aid system.  The study consisted of distributing a survey to the census of  

HBCU financial aid administrators. According to Haley Chitty, (2007), Assistant  

Director of the National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators, a  

simpler system could encourage earlier awareness and planning for college, as students  

and parents would have a better idea about how much aid they are likely to receive to  

help pay for college. The simplification proposals discussed in this study, also address  

other problems with the federal student aid system such as the FAFSA, need analysis  

formula, federal programs, and delivery system. The problem is getting people to  

agree on how to simplify the system. The simplification proposals reviewed were  

prepared by the Obama Administration, the National Association of Student Financial  

Aid Administrators (NASFAA), and the Rethinking Student Aid Study Group.  

Further, a comprehensive review of the Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965 and the  

federal student aid system provided the context for understanding the calls to simplify  

the federal student aid system. Data were gathered from a six-part survey submitted by  

financial aid administrators at 4-year public and private HBCUs. The findings from the  

survey are presented in this chapter and are used to complete a descriptive analysis of  

HBCU financial aid administrators’ views toward the simplification of federal student  

aid.  

       The first section reports the census, review of the data collection strategy, and 

response rate. The second section reports the frequency rates and percentages of the 

demographic characteristics of the participants responding to the survey items. In the 
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third section, the statistical assessment of the study’s individual items are presented. 

The final section presents the analysis to answer the operational research questions that 

guide the study. The chapter concludes with a summary of the sections. 

     Census. The respondents surveyed for this study included financial aid 

administrators from 89  institutions designated as 4-year private or public HBCUs. 

Unfortunately, only 25 participants responded. In the United States, there are a total of 

91 HBCU 4-year public and private institutions. However, two HBCUs lost their 

accreditation and therefore are ineligible to receive federal student aid funds. These 

institutions were excluded from the study.  The HBCUs are geographically located in 

20 states, plus District of Columbia and U.S. Virgin Islands. Typically, 4-year public 

and  private institutions participate in all Title IV federal student aid programs; 

whereas, some two year institutions do not participate in the federal student loan 

programs. Over the years, loans have become the most prominent form of student 

funding for postsecondary education. For these reasons, only 4-year HBCU institutions 

are examined. Arikunto (1983) states that if the participants of the study are less than 

100, it is better if the researcher surveys all of them. For that reason a census survey is 

applicable when the population is relatively small and readily available. Based on this 

statement all of the 89 HBCU financial aid administrators were used because the 

number of financial aid administrators was less than 100.  

      Review of Data Collection Strategy. This data collection process was a modified 

version of  Dillman’s Total Design Method (TDM). Each HBCU financial aid 

administrator was sent an electronic message (e-mail), using his or her university email 

address.  The first contact was to provide a positive and timely notice informing 
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potential respondents of the survey and its purpose (See Appendix E).  The second 

contact message involved disseminating the survey to the study’s participants. The 

hyperlink to the survey packet was emailed to all financial aid administrators (N = 89) 

on October 8, 2012, one week after the advance email message was sent. The third 

contact message was just a short thank you/reminder note (Appendix I) to thank the 

survey participants who had finished the survey and served as a reminder to those who 

had not completed the survey. The third communication was sent on October 22, 2012, 

one week after the second communication. The fourth and final phase of the data 

collection process involved sending a follow up email that supplied the hyperlink to the 

survey and reinforced messages contained in the three previous contacts that the 

respondent was important to the success of the survey. The final contact message was 

sent on October 29, 2012, one week after the third communication. The importance of 

the survey was stressed and how critical each participant’s input was to the success of 

the study. The participant was offered another opportunity to complete the 

questionnaire (See Appendix G).  The data collection process started on October 8, 

2012 and concluded on November 8, 2012.  To encourage a higher response rate, one 

additional notification was sent to all participants and nonrespondents were encouraged 

to return the survey. The survey was sent on March 4, 2013 and concluded on March 

11, 2013. This yielded only 1 additional response. 

Response Rate 

     Twenty-five of the 89 HBCU financial aid administrators responded to the survey; 

and two surveys were deleted because of item nonresponse that exceeded 25%. The 

response rate used for the analysis was calculated as the number of surveys returned 
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divided by the number of surveys that were sent out and not returned as undeliverable 

(American Association for Public Opinion Research, 2000). The response rate for the 

first week of the survey was 9%. The response rate after the second week of the survey 

was 17%.  After the third contact message, a short thank you/reminder note, the 

response rate increased by 4%. During the final phase of the data collection, the 

researcher strongly encouraged the nonrespondents to participate in an effort to convert 

refusals to completed surveys. Following the final contact the response rate increased 

by 6%.  Two surveys were deleted because of item nonresponse that exceeded 25%. 

The data collection process concluded on November 8, 2012. To improve the response 

rate the survey was sent to all participants and nonrespondents were encouraged to 

return the survey. The survey was sent in March 2013, to avoid the peak processing 

period in the financial aid office. However, the request only yielded one additional 

response. The final response rate (N = 23 or 26%) did not constitute a census. However, 

data were available to evaluate whether the sample was representative of the population 

for two variables, gender and school type. To do this chi square goodness of fit tests 

were calculated to assess the likelihood that the distribution of the sample was 

consistent with that of the population. The gender results for the chi-square goodness of 

fit analysis (x²(1, n=23) = 1.146, p = .284) support the conclusion that the gender 

distribution of the sample is not significantly different from the population. A second 

test supported the conclusion that the type of institution (public or private) in the 

sample did not differ significantly from the population  (x²(1, n=23) = .22, p = .883).   
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Demographics Characteristics 

     Part I of the survey collected demographic information to include the number of 

years employed, type of school, school location, academic system, undergraduate 

population, graduate population, gender, age, and race. This section of the survey 

provides information about the respondents and describes the demographic profile.  

     In Part I, participants were asked the question: “How many years have you been 

employed at your current institution” and the mean was 11.85 (SD = 9.66). The age of 

respondents spanned from 21 to 60+ years of age. One respondent indicated the age 

group of 21-29, 8 respondents (age group 30-44), 13 respondents (age group 45-59), 

and one respondent (age group 60+). Forty-one percent of schools are public, 59% of 

the schools are private, and 100% are HBCUs. Seventy-six percent of the participants 

reported their institutions are located in an urban setting, 16% of the schools are in a 

rural setting, and 8% are in a suburban setting. One hundred percent operated on a 

semester based system. The entire general undergraduate population at HBCU 

institutions had a spread from 500 to 8900 (n = 21). The entire general graduate 

population at HBCU institutions had a spread from 20 to 1400 (n = 23).  

     Twenty-three respondents (100%) indicated a large percentage of all students at the  

HBCUs come from low-income families, demonstrating the need for financial 

assistance to attend college. The respondents indicated the percentage of student aid 

recipients were from 70% to 99%. Participants reported five different administrative 

titles: Eighteen respondents were Director of Financial Aid and one each for the other 

four titles (Director of Operations, Dean of Enrollment Management, Vice President for 

Enrollment/Director, and Interim Director of Financial Aid and Scholarships (n = 22). 

One participant did not answer this question. 
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     The participants reported four different reporting structures (n=23), The Vice 

President of Student Affairs (26.1%), Vice President of Administration and Finance 

(21.7%), Provost/Vice President of Academic Affairs (4.1%), Director of Enrollment 

Management (17.4) and 30.7% indicated other. One hundred percent reported full-time 

employment status and indicated their office oversees all aspects of federal, state, and 

institutional student financial aid. Of the 23 participants who responded to the survey 

and provided their gender, 9 were male and 14 were female. See Table 2. The 23 

participants represented 10 public and 13 private HBCUs. See Table 3. 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Table 2 

Demographic Characteristics of Respondent Group by Gender (N=2

Gender             n                 % of 
                                         Sample

 

Male                 9                 39%

Female           14                 61%

 

Table 3 

Demographics Characteristics of Respondent Group by Type of Institution (N

Type of            n                % of
 Institution                         Sample

 
Public              10                43%
 
Private             13                57%

 
 
Summary  

     The average number of years employed as the financial aid administrator 

(SD = 9.66). All of the schools have the federal designation of HBCU and 4

public and 57% were private; i

institutions in the population. One hundred percent operated on a semester based 

system. The undergraduate population had a spread from 500 to 8900. The graduate 

population had a spread from 20 to 1400. The majority of the participants (n = 1

female and the age span for financial aid administrators were 21 to 60

Eighty-three percent of the participants were African American and 17% were from 

multiple races.    
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Demographic Characteristics of Respondent Group by Gender (N=23) 

% of                      Population                                        
Sample                                 

%                      29%                        1.146                   

%                      71% 

Characteristics of Respondent Group by Type of Institution (N

% of                       Population                                        
Sample 

%                       45%                       .022                   

%                       55%  

The average number of years employed as the financial aid administrator 

= 9.66). All of the schools have the federal designation of HBCU and 43

; in comparison to public (45%) and private (55%) 

ns in the population. One hundred percent operated on a semester based 

system. The undergraduate population had a spread from 500 to 8900. The graduate 

population had a spread from 20 to 1400. The majority of the participants (n = 1

e span for financial aid administrators were 21 to 60+ years of age. 

three percent of the participants were African American and 17% were from 

           p  

                    .284 

Characteristics of Respondent Group by Type of Institution (N=23) 

                        p 

            .883 

The average number of years employed as the financial aid administrator were 11.9 

3% were 

%) 

ns in the population. One hundred percent operated on a semester based 

system. The undergraduate population had a spread from 500 to 8900. The graduate 

population had a spread from 20 to 1400. The majority of the participants (n = 14) are 

years of age. 

three percent of the participants were African American and 17% were from 
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Operational Research Questions 

     This section presents the data as they apply to the research questions. Each question 

was addressed separately with a summary of responses and presentation of data. Part II 

of the survey gathered information on the financial aid application process and different 

measures proposed to simplify application procedures.  

    Descriptive statistics of the data included frequencies and percentages. The survey 

items examined 30 specific reform proposals stated in the literature. More specifically, 

these included suggested changes to the application process, federal methodology, and 

delivery system by the Obama Administration, Rethinking Student Aid Study Group, 

and NASFAA. All were presented in the part II, III and IV of the survey. These were 

proposed in Likert scale format, with 1 denoting strong disagreement or opposition and 

5 representing strong agreement or support and a 3 denoting a “neutral” option for those 

who have no strong feeling in either direction on the continuum. 

Research Question 1. What are the opinions of HBCU financial aid administrators 

regarding the current application process? 

     The question was answered with data from Part II of the survey. The section 

includes 10 items about the application process and strategies to improve FAFSA. (See 

Table 4). Implementing a consider me for financial aid check off box on the 1040 to 

initiate the application process received 52% support from survey respondents. 

Overwhelmingly the survey respondents supported using a smart electronic FAFSA that 

is linked to various federal databases that could populate appropriate fields through 

those links (96%); and performing an ED/IRS database match, but solely at the 

student’s option to help eliminate errors entering financial data on the FAFSA. There 
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was strong agreement to use tax return transcripts instead of 1040 tax return forms 

(70%). There was disagreement among the survey respondents to eliminate 

nonfinancial items (e.g., Selective Service registrations and drug convictions) from the 

FAFSA (57%). 
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   Table 4 

   Summary of Application Process Survey Responses (N = 23) 

Statement Response Strongly  
Agree 

Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

Consider me 
for financial 
aid 
 

 f  
 
% 

    8 
 
  39.1 

    3 
 
  13.0 

    5 
 
  21.7 

  1 
 
  4.3   

   5 
 
 21.7 

Remove 
Nonfinancial 
items from the 
FAFSA 

 f  
 
% 

    4 
 
   17.4 

    1 
 
    4.3 

    5 
 
  21.7 

  1 
 
  4.5 

 12  
 
 52.2  

Use a one-
time 
application 
with no 
renewals  

 f 
 
% 

     4 
 
   17.4 

    2 
 
    8.7 

    2 
 
    8.7 

  5 
 
21.7 

 10 
 
 43.5 

Permit an 
earlier 
application 
 

 f  
 
% 

     6 
     
   26.1 

    3 
   
  13.0 

    7 
    
   8.7 

  3 
   
13.0 

   4 
   
17.4 

Use tax return 
transcripts  
instead of 
1040 tax 
returns 

 f  
 
% 

    13 
     
    56.5 

    3 
    
  13.0 

    2 
    
    8.7 

  1 
   
  4.3 

   4 
  
 17.4 

Eliminate the 
FAFSA 
requirement 
for low 
income 
applicants  

 f 
 
% 

      6 
     
    26.1 

    6 
    
  26.1 

    3 
    
  13.0 

   3 
   
 13.0 

   5 
   
 21.7  

Use a “smart” 
electronic 
FAFSA 

 f 
 
% 

     14 
      
     60.9 

    8 
     
  34.8 

    0 
     
    0 

   0 
    
   0 

   1 
    
  4.3 

ED/IRS 
database 
match 

 f 
 
% 

     14 
     
     60.9 

    4 
   
  17.4 

    2 
   
    8.7 

   1 
    
   4.3 

   2 
   
   8.7 

Eliminate the 
FAFSA 
requirement if 
applying non 
need based 
aid 

 f 
 
% 

      9  
      
    39.1      

    2 
    
    8.7 

    3 
  
  13.0 

   4 
  
 17.4 

   5 
   
  21 
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Statement Response Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

Make Federal 
Work Study  
nonneed 
based aid  

 f 
 
% 

     6 
    
   26.1 

      3 
      
  13.0  

     6 
    
   26.1 

      5 
    
   21.7 

     3 
     
   13.0 

 

Research Question 2: What are the opinions of the HBCU financial aid administrators  

regarding the federal methodology (need analysis)? The third section of the survey asks  

financial aid administrators about the federal methodology. The intent of the federal 

need analysis system is to evaluate ability to pay during the award year. The federal 

methodology is the formula used to determine eligibility for all federal aid, including 

Pell Grants, Stafford Loans, Perkin Loans, Work Study and most state scholarship aid. 

Forty-seven percent of survey respondents supported using prior-prior year data instead of base 

year income. Interest to simplify the need analysis process whereby students apply for, and 

secure, federal student aid springs particularly from the belief that the complexity of the process 

poses a barrier to college access (Stoll, 2004). Fifty two percent supported the recommendation 

that would eliminate some untaxed income questions from the formula. Sixty nine percent 

agreed with the recommendation to disregard income below a certain dollar threshold and 73% 

supported to disregard untaxed income below a certain percentage of taxable income. Fifty-two 

percent would support combining student and parent assets to create a “family asset” 

component in place of individual parent and student asset calculations. Forty-five percent of the 

respondents disagreed with eliminating all asset questions. (See Table 5) 
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Table 5 

Summary of Federal Methodology Survey Responses (N = 23) 

Statement Response Strongly 
Agree 

Agree 
 

Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

Use prior-prior 
year instead of 
base year 
income 

f 
 
% 

          7 
  
     30.4 

      4 
  
 17.4 

     5 
 
21.7 

     2 
    
  8.7 

       5 
  
  21.7 

Eliminate some 
untaxed  
income 
questions 

f 
 
% 

          7 
  
     30.4 

      5 
  
21.7 

     8 
 
34.8 

     1 
   
  4.3 

       2 
  
    8.7 

Disregard 
untaxed income 
below a certain 
dollar threshold 

f 
 
% 

     10 
   
     43.5 

      6 
  
 26.1 

      6 
  
 26.1 

     0 
    
     0 

       1 
  
    4.3 

Disregard 
untaxed income 
below a certain 
percentage of 
taxable income 

f 
 
% 

     10 
    
     43.5 

      7 
  
 30.4 

     5 
  
21.7 
 

    0 
    
    0 

      1 
 
   4.3 
 

Eliminate all 
asset questions 

f 
 
% 

         4 
     
    18.2 

      2 
    
   9.1 

      6 
  
 27.3 

          5 
    
    22.7 

       5 
   
 22.7 

Combine 
student and 
parent assets   

f 
 
% 

         5 
   
    21.7 

      7 
  
 30.4 

      5 
  
 21.7 

         3 
   
    13.0 

      3 
   
13.0 

 

Research Question 3.What are the opinions of HBCU financial aid administrators  

regarding the current federal aid delivery system?  The fourth section of the survey  

asks financial aid administrators about the financial aid delivery system.  

     Survey respondents supported simplifying the Return of Title IV formula (87%). 

This is a process whereby schools are required to return funds to ED, if a student 

withdraws from the institution. Fifty-seven percent agreed with implementing one 

federal grant program and 61% supported implementing one federal loan program for 

Title IV aid. Seventy-four percent of the survey respondents agreed that student loan 
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repayment should not exceed a certain percentage of a borrower’s income, regardless of 

the amount borrowed. A survey item concerning standardizing the format, terminology 

and content of award letters received 70% agreement. Eliminating the link between 

Title IV participation, voter registration distribution (56%), and Constitution Day 

observance (76%) was supported by respondents. (See Table 6)     
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 Table 6  

  Summary of Federal Aid Delivery System Responses (N = 23) 

Statement Response Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Neutra
l 

Disagree 
 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Simplify the 
Return of Title IV 
formula 

f 
 
% 

 16 
  
69.6 

   4 
  
17.4 

   3  
  
13.0  

  0 
   
  0  

  0 
   
  0 

Implement one 
Federal grant 
program  

f 
 
% 

 12 
  
52.2 

   1 
    
  4.3 

   4 
   
 17.4 

  3 
   
13.0 

  3 
 
13.0 

Implement one 
Federal loan 
program  

f 
 
% 

 12 
   
52.2 

   2 
   
  8.7 

  2 
  
  8.7   

   3 
 
  13.0 

  4 
  
17.4 

Implement one 
Federal aid 
program 

f 
 
% 

  12 
  
  52.2 

   2 
   
  8.7 

  3 
 
13.0 

  3 
 
13.0 

  3 
 
13.0 

Student loan 
repayment not to 
exceed certain % 
of borrower’s 
income   

f 
 
% 

   9 
 
 39.1 

  8 
 
 34.8 

  3 
 
 13.0 

  1 
 
  4.3 

  2 
 
  8.7 

Eliminate I-9 
employment  
eligibility for FWS  

f 
 
% 

  11 
 
  47.8 

   3 
  
  13.0 

  3 
 
  13.0 

    2 
 
    8.7 

   4 
 
  17.3 

Standardize the 
format; and  
terminology of 
award letters  

f 
 
% 

    9 
 
  39.1 

   7 
 
 30.4 

    5 
 
  21.7 

  1 
 
  4.3 

  1 
 
  4.3 

Eliminate the link 
between  
Title IV 
participation and  
voter registration  

f 
 
% 

  10 
   
  43.4 

    3 
   
  13.0 

   5 
   
  21.7 

   2 
    
   8.7 

  3 
  
 13.0 

Eliminate the link 
between Title IV 
participation and 
Constitution Day 

f 
 
%  

  14 

  66.7 

  2 

  9.5 

  1 

  4.3 

  3 

  14.3 

 1 

4.3 

Make FWS 
Community 
Service 
requirement 
optional 

f 
 
% 

  13 
  
  56.5 

    6 
 
  26.0 

  2 
  
  8.7 

  2 
   
  8.7 

  0 
 
  0 

Implement a single 
campus 

f 
 

 17 
 

  3 
  

  3 
   

  0 
  

  0 
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based allocation  %  73.9 13.0 13.0   0   0 
Statement Response Strongly 

Agree 
Agree Neutra

l 
Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 
The ED/IRS 
database match  
would reduce the 
application error 
rate  

f 
 
% 

17 
 
73.9 

  4 
 
 17.3 

  1 
 
  4.3 

1 
 
4.3 
 

  0 
 
  0 
 
 
 

The application 
process as it 
currently exists 
acts as a barrier to 
access, especially 
among low-
income applicants 

f 
 
% 

 5 
 
22.7 

  5 
 
22.7 

  3 
 
13.6 

  3 
 
 13.6 

  6 

27.3 

The application 
process as it 
currently exists 
acts a barrier 
to access, 
especially for  
those with limited 
English  
skills 

f 
 
% 

  3 
 
  13.0 

   6 
 
 26.0 

  6 
 
 26.0 

  2 
 
  8.7 
 

  6 

26.0 

Note: FWS is Federal Work Study. 

 Research Question 4: How do the proposals (Obama Administration, NASFAA, and 

Rethinking Student Aid Study Group) match the preferences of HBCU financial aid 

administrators with regard to the application process, need analysis, delivery system, 

and federal programs? What proposal (Obama Administration, NASFAA, Rethinking 

Student Aid Study Group) closely match the preferences of HBCU financial aid 

administrators with regard to the application process, need analysis, and federal 

programs? The final section addresses the possible pros and cons of some of the 

simplification proposals. Respondents answered four  questions by checking all 

statements that they agreed with. Each statement came from one of the three proposals 

presented in this study.  To simplify the application process, the respondents (N=23) 
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agreed with populating the FAFSA with IRS data (83%), and supported streamlining 

the online application and simplifying the eligibility formula (74%).  Of the participants 

(n=8) that responded to the simplification of the FAFSA, 35% agreed with shortening 

and limiting the FAFSA to demographic and nonfinancial questions. Only 3 

respondents agreed with eliminating the FAFSA (13%) and 2 respondents agreed with 

keeping the process the same (9%).  

   Each respondent was asked to check each statement using that he/she agreed with,  

and the frequency represents the number of respondents that agreed with the statement.  

(See Table 7) 
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Table 7 

The Simplification of the FAFSA (N = 23) 

Proposal Statement Frequency   Percent 

Rethinking      
Student Aid 
Study Group 

Eliminate 
the FAFSA 
and obtain 
all needed 
information 
from the 
IRS 

       3 13.04 

  NASFAA  Shorten and 
limit the 
FAFSA  

       8 34.78 

NASFAA/Obam
a Administration 

Populate the 
FAFSA 
with IRS 
data 

     19 82.61 

Obama 
administration 

Streamline 
the online 
application, 
simplify the 
eligibility 
formula  

 
     17 

 
73.91 

No Change Keep the 
current 
process 

       2   8.70 

 

     Respondents answered four questions regarding Federal Pell Grants by checking all  

statements that they agreed with. The respondents agreed with increasing Pell Grant  

limits for all Pell recipients over the next 10 years (59%). Another issue involves the  

value of the maximum Pell Grants. Eight respondents would link increases in the value  

of the maximum Pell Grant to annual changes in the consumer price index (36%). To  

help eliminate filing requirements for low-income families, respondents agreed with  

allowing families that receive “means tested” public benefits to qualify automatically  

for Pell Grants (59%). Eight respondents would base the Pell Grant solely on family  

size and adjusted gross income rather than assets (36%); and 4 respondents would  

keep the current process (18%).The three simplification proposals share the goal to use  
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IRS data and increase funding for federal Pell Grants for low-income students.  (See  

Table 8) 

Table 8 

Simplification of Federal Pell Grants (N = 23)  

Proposal Statement  Frequency Percent 

Rethinking Student Aid 
Study Group 

Base the Pell Grant award solely 
on family size and adjusted 
gross income (rather than assets) 

       8 36.36 

Rethinking Student Aid 
Study Group 

Link increases in the value of 
the maximum Pell Grant to 
annual changes in the Consumer 
Price Index 

       8 36.36 

Rethinking Student Aid 
Study Group/NASFAA 

Families that receive “means 
tested” public benefits should 
qualify automatically for Pell 
Grants 

     13 59.09 

NASFAA Phase in Pell Grants increases 
over 5 years to bring the 
maximum Pell Grant to 70% of   
average tuition, fees, room and 
board at four year public 
colleges 

     10  45.45 

Obama Administration Increase Pell Grant limits for all 
Pell recipients over the next 10 
years 

     13  59.09 

No Change Keep the current process       4  18.18 

 

     A related issue concerns whether the number of federal grants that are linked to the 

Pell Grant should be reduced or eliminated. Nine respondents agreed with eliminating 

all other programs linked to the Pell Grant and have one grant program (43%). 

Currently, there are limited federal grant funds for graduate students. Ten respondents 

agreed with creating a grant program for graduate students in the high need areas 

(48%); 6 respondents agreed with limiting Teach Grants to graduate students (29%); 

and 5 respondents would keep the current process (24%). The recommendations made 
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by the Obama Administration, NASFAA, and Rethinking Student Aid Study group 

suggest eliminating federal grants that are linked to the federal Pell Grant. (See Table 

11).  Although meaningful differences exist between the three proposals, there is full 

agreement on the matter of eliminating all other programs linked to the Pell Grant 

program and consolidating the programs into one grant program. Forty two percent of 

the respondents agree with having one grant program. (See Table 9). 

Table 9 

Simplification of Federal Grants (N = 23) 

Proposal Statement Frequency Percen

t 

NASFAA/ 

Obama 

Administration 

Create a 
grant 
program 
for 
graduate 
students 
in the 
high need 
areas 

     10 47.62 

NASFAA Limit 
Teach 
Grants to 
Graduate 
students 

      6 28.57 

Rethinking 
Student Aid 
Study 
Group/NASFAA 

Eliminate 
programs 
linked to 
the Pell 
Grant and 
have one 
grant 
program 

      9 42.86 

No Change Keep the 
current 
process 

      5 23.81 
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     A parallel issue concerns federal loans and how to simplify the process for students. 

Ten respondents (43%) agreed with linking maximum loan amounts to the federal 

poverty level. Seven respondents (30%) agreed to keep the process the same. (See 

Table 10).  
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Table 10 

Simplification of Federal Loans 

Proposal Statement  Frequency Percent 

Rethinking 
Student Aid 
Study Group 

Link maximum 
amount of federal 
loans students can 
borrow to federal 
poverty level for 
individuals, 
allowing it to rise 
with inflation 

  10  43.48 

Obama 
Administration 

Continue with the 
same loan limits 

   6  26.09 

Obama 
Administration 

Limit private 
loans 

   9   39.13 

 Keep the current 
process 

   7   30.43 

 

    The Obama Administration, NASFAA, and the Rethinking Student Aid Study Group  

offered comprehensive proposals for reform of the federal student aid system. Support for  

adoption of the proposals were mixed. Eighty two percent of the respondents supported  

the NASFAA and Obama Administration proposals to populate the FAFSA with IRS data.  

Seventy three percent agreed with streamlining the online application, and simplifying the  

need analysis formula. The least supported recommendation (13%) was made by the  

Rethinking Student Study Group, it would eliminate the FAFSA. Although the proposals  

differed in approach, 59% agreed with the NASFAA and Rethinking Student Study Group  

proposal to allow families with “means tested” public benefits to automatically qualify for  

Pell Grants. Fifty nine percent agreed with the Obama Administration’s proposal to  

increase Pell Grant awards for recipients over a ten year period. To expand on the Pell  

Grant proposals, 42% agreed with eliminating other grant programs and consolidating the  

funds into one grant program. However, 23% of the respondents would keep the process  
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the same. Forty three percent of respondents agreed with the Rethinking Student Aid  

Study Group to link the Pell Grant maximum amounts with the poverty level. Thirty  

percent of the respondents agreed to keep the process the same. Most respondents would  

adopt certain items of each proposal. Taken together, these proposals could direct federal  

aid toward more students most in need and give students and families a much clearer  

sense, of how much federal student aid they qualify for.  

     The final question asked respondents “Is there anything else that you would like to say  

about possible revisions of the financial aid process? The respondents were given an  

opportunity to expand on their previous answers and provide feedback. There were no  

additional comments made by the respondents.  

Summary 

     This chapter presented the quantitative results of the data collected to examine the 

views of financial aid administrators at HBCUs. The response rate, demographic 

characteristics, and an analysis of the operational research questions were presented. 

The data were collected from a six part web based survey instrument. Descriptive 

statistics were used to analyze the quantitative data to answer four research questions. 

The results of the quantitative analysis suggested there was evidence of HBCU 

financial administrators supporting parts of all three proposals presented in this study.  
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Chapter 5 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

     This chapter presents the broader context or meaning of the study.  Included are a  

review of the purpose and significance of the study, research questions, research  

methodology, and the results of the data examining the views of financial aid  

administrators at Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) regarding  

simplification of the federal student aid system. Essential points made in chapters 1  

through 3 are reviewed, and an interpretation of the results that were reported in  

chapter 4 are presented. This chapter provides conclusions and recommendations  

based on the findings in the study. Future research is recommended and could possibly  

result in more definite policies that will improve the federal student aid system.  

     This study is guided by four research questions regarding the views of HBCU  

financial aid administrators toward the simplification of the federal student aid system.   

A descriptive research design, including a survey instrument, was employed in this  

study. The survey instrument was designed to elicit demographic information and data  

related to perceptions of the concept of simplification of the federal student aid  

process; it was distributed to 89 HBCU financial aid administrators. The survey was  

distributed during early fall, considered the busiest time (peak period) for processing  

financial aid.  Although a number of measures were taken to counteract nonresponse  

bias, the final response rate was only 26% (N = 23). 

  Purpose and Significance of the Study 

     The purpose of this study was to examine the views of financial aid administrators  

at HBCUs with regard to simplification of the federal student aid system. Their views  

are important because they are the college personnel ultimately responsible for  

managing, coordinating, and ensuring the effective delivery of financial aid services  
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for a school. Understanding the views of individuals that work directly with the federal  

student aid system may aid higher education leaders and policymakers to improve the  

effectiveness and reduce the complexity of the financial aid process. Given the  

magnitude of the public investment, there has been increased scrutiny on whether  

federal student aid funds are used efficiently and effectively (Darolia, 2013). Baum  

(2013) argues that 

          the aid system must be designed so that the students who have the most potential  

          to benefit from the program know about it, understand it, can predict and count  

          on its benefits and can access it without undue difficulty. We must ensure that  

          aid programs provide the appropriate incentives and supports for both students  

          and institutions to succeed in meeting the educational goals of our nation and its  

          students. (p. 2)  

     Financial aid is extremely important as it provides access to postsecondary  

education through funding for low-to-middle-income families that would otherwise  

not be able to afford it. Financial aid in the form of grants, loans, and work study has  

helped make attending and graduating from college a reality for millions of college  

students (Novak & McKinney, 2011). As critics have continued to question the  

viability of HBCUs, especially those struggling from low graduation rates, fiscal  

troubles, accreditation problems, and instability of the leadership the fact remains that  

HBCUs play a critical role in educating low-income and traditionally underrepresented  

students (Nealy, 2008). Historically Black Colleges and Universities’ financial aid  

administrators face unique challenges administering federal student aid.  These aid  

administrators face persistent shortfalls in funding to assist their students (Grummon,  

2012). With so many students from impoverished families, there is a tremendous need  

for student financial aid (The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, 2008).  Low- 
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income students also lack the guidance and support they need to prepare for college,  

apply for college, enroll and persist in their studies, and ultimately graduate (Obama  

Administration, 2014). With limited staff and resources, the HBCU financial aid  

administrators struggle to provide the individual counseling needed to guide students  

and families through the federal student aid process. It is argued that the simplification  

of federal student aid will aid low-income students that are the least likely to complete  

the process, even though they are the most in need of financial aid (King, 2004).  

     Federal student aid is intended to play an integral part in fulfilling the promise of  

greater academic success for less affluent students (United States Government  

Accountability Office, 2009). The Higher Education Act (HEA) is the federal statute  

that authorizes the broadly available federal student financial assistance programs,  

including Pell Grants, student loans, and work study. These programs provide  

educational opportunities to many students who could not otherwise afford the costs of  

college (Wolanin, 2004).  Completion of the FAFSA is the first step in securing federal  

financial aid, such as need-based grants, work study, and loans for postsecondary  

education. Federal aid is currently awarded based on a formula specified in the HEA, as  

amended, that takes into account such factors as income, assets, and tax expenses that  

students and their families report (U. S. Government Accountability Office, 2009).  

Many state and postsecondary institutions rely on information provided in the FAFSA  

and the federal statutory need analysis formula to calculate their own awards (U.S.  

Government Accountability Office, 2009).  

     The federal student aid system meant to help needy students afford  

college is cracking under the strains of skyrocketing tuition, increased enrollments,  

and a sluggish economy (Clark, 2008).  Additionally, concern over the complexity of  

the federal aid application, dollars spent on federal programs and the effectiveness of  
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those dollars, the costly and expensive bureaucracy required to manage the system, the  

formula that determines the EFC, and the failure of the federal government to provide  

financial resources that keep pace with college costs make the increased scrutiny of  

the design of the federal student aid system more likely (Wrubel, 2013). Facing  

unprecedented demand from students for financial assistance and managing rapidly  

and ever-changing federal regulations, school administrators are seeking alternative  

service delivery models for the administration of federal student aid (Haygood, 2013).  

Chitty (2007) argues  

a simpler system could encourage earlier awareness and planning for college, as  

students and parents would have a better idea about how much aid they are  

likely to receive to help pay for college. The problem lies in getting educators  

and policymakers to agree on how to simplify the system. (p.19) 

Summary of Findings 

     This section presents a summary of findings and provides meaning to the data  

presented in chapter 4. The findings are discussed in the context of the literature on the  

simplification of the federal student aid system. It begins with a brief overview of the  

research questions, survey instrument, and response rates. Next, the section presents a  

review of the findings.  

Overview of the Research Questions and the Instrument. Research on the  

simplification of the federal student aid system considers (a) the application  

process, (b) the federal methodology (need analysis), and (c) the federal delivery  

system. This study used a six part web survey originally developed by NASFAA that  

collected data from HBCU financial aid administrators. Part I asks 14 demographic  

questions that collected data about the survey participants. Part II consists of 10  

questions about the application process and strategies to improve the FAFSA. Part III  
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asks seven questions about the federal methodology. Part IV consists of 14 questions  

about the financial aid delivery system. Part V addresses the possible pros and cons of  

three simplification proposals. This section includes four multiple choice questions.  

Part VI asks for comments and consisted of one open-ended question.  

Response Rate: The response rate of this study was 26% and is consistent with the response rate of  

the NASFAA survey research project at four-year public institutions (26%) regarding the  

simplification of federal student aid. The NASFAA overall response rate was 54% and of the  

1,417 respondents about 26% were from four-year public institutions. The response rate from  

the pilot study for this study was 65%. The pilot study was conducted prior to the peak  

processing period, and may be the reason for the higher response rate. This It is important to  

note that although the response rate was less than the desired goal, it was comparable to  

those found in the literature for web surveys. Schonlau,  Fricker, and Elliot (2002) stated that  

“response rates range from 7 to 44% for Web surveys…” (p.20). 

      To assist the reader, a brief summary of the findings is presented at the end of each  

question. This study examined four research questions, the first of which was worded  

as follows: What are the opinions of HBCU financial aid administrators regarding the  

current application process? A number of researchers, higher education leaders, and  

policymakers introduced ways to simplify the application process. The first problem is  

that the FAFSA demands far too much information from students (ACSFA, 2008).   

Researchers’ note that the FAFSA is longer and more confusing than the average tax  

return  (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2006). Dynarski and Scott-Clayton (2006) proposed  

using a check-off box on the IRS 1040 form. The survey respondents supported  

implementing a “consider me for financial aid” check off box on the IRS 1040 form  

52%).  
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     Verification is a process whereby students and parents provide proof that  

the information reported on the FAFSA is correct. For years, ED has sent FAFSAs to  

IRS to have them checked for errors in income and tax data. To improve the way tax  

information is provided on the FAFSA, ED and IRS developed a data retrieval tool. It  

allows online applicants to automatically transfer their IRS data into the FAFSA  

application. Survey respondents agreed regarding the simplification of the verification  

process (70%) and using a smart electronic FAFSA that links various federal databases  

such as the ED and IRS (96%). By using the ED/IRS database match, ED argued that  

the verification process is easier and quicker for students and families and reduces  

administrative burden on thousands of institutions.  

     An additional problem is that students are required to answer questions that do  

not determine their eligibility for aid. Survey respondents disagreed with eliminating  

nonfinancial items such as Selective Service registration, drug convictions, etc. be  

eliminated from the FAFSA (52%). The respondents indicated more concerned for  

automating the application process rather than removing nonfinancial items from the  

FAFSA. More than 67% of the NASFAA respondents agreed or strongly agreed with  

eliminating nonfinancial items. The NASFAA survey respondents indicated tying social  

agendas to the financial aid processes increases complexity of the application process.  

The inclusion of unrelated data adds to the complexity of the aid process but does little  

to enhance the desired distribution of aid.  

     The FAFSA collects a large amount of data to determine the aid eligibility for each  

student. Fifty-two percent of the respondents supported the reform that proposes to  

eliminate the FAFSA filing requirement for low-income applicants receiving public  

assistance, food stamps, or similar benefits and replaced with a “FAFSA postcard” from  

ED. The NASFAA argues that “this is counterproductive for the neediest students and  
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families who have already run the gauntlet of establishing for means tested public  

assistance” (Salerno & Weinstein, 2010, p. 15). These multiple hurdles create  

unnecessary burdens for low-income students.  Based on the survey responses the  

participants in this study appear to agree. 

     The respondents disagreed with permitting an earlier application process that  

coincides with the earliest stages of the college search process (65%). Additionally,  

many respondents disagreed with implementing a one-time application with no  

subsequent renewals (65%). These findings lead to the conclusion that financial aid  

administrators are willing to automate the verification and application process to help  

alleviate some of the burdens of locating financial information but suggest that students  

apply annually for financial aid. One problem with permitting an earlier application  

process is the requirement to report tax information on the FAFSA. Normally,  parents  

and students do not receive the required tax documents until late January or February.  

The earlier application would create problems with gathering documents.  Also, the  

current application is also used to award both institutional and state financial aid. If the  

one-time application with no subsequent renewals is implemented, students may have  

to fill out two or three forms instead of just one. 

.     The second research question addressed the views regarding the federal  

methodology: What are the opinions of HBCU financial aid administrators regarding  

the current federal methodology (need analysis)? Fifty-two percent of the respondents  

supported the recommendation that would eliminate some untaxed income questions,  

Research has shown that many of the questions on the need analysis for students are  

superfluous, and that a simpler formula would yield nearly the same awards for  

students (Baum, Little, Ma, & Sturtevant, 2012; Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2007).  

Dynarski and Widerspan (2007) recommended eliminating all of the data used in the  
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aid calculation except for items available on IRS form 1040. Currently, the federal  

methodology used to calculate a student’s financial need uses prior year income data  
 
(NASFAA, 2013). Forty-eight percent of survey respondents agreed with using prior  
 
prior year data instead of base year income. The ED have said that making the  
 
electronic transfer of IRS tax data to the FAFSA feasible for fall college applicants  
 
would likely require the use of income data that were one year older than the  
 
information currently used to determine federal financial aid eligibility (NASFAA,  
 
2010). Survey respondents supported disregarding untaxed income below a certain  
 
dollar threshold (70%) or below a certain percentage of taxable income (74%). The  
 
respondents were less certain and agreeable about changes to the method of reporting  
 
family assets (27% agreed, 27% neutral, and 46% disagreed). The ED (2009) says that  
 
“more than 90 percent of current Pell Grant recipients would be unaffected by the  
 
removal of assets from the EFC formula, and from the form” (ED, 2009, p. 10).  
 
According to Dynarski and Scott-Clayton (2008) “this is because few households have  
 
assets that are taxed by the aid formula. Families hold the vast majority of their wealth  
 
in homes and retirement funds, both are protected by the aid formula” (p. 17). 

 
          The third research question assessed opinions of the federal delivery system:  
 
What are the opinions of HBCU financial aid administrators regarding the current  
 
federal aid delivery system? The federal student aid system has been tasked with  
 
several goals for students (Huelsman & Cunningham, 2013). The respondents  
 
overwhelmingly agreed with  simplifying the Return of Title IV formula (87%),  
 
implementing one federal grant (57%) and one loan program (61%) for Title IV aid.  
 
More importantly, the respondents were receptive to the implementation of one federal  
 
aid program and need analysis to determine  the grant-loan mix for each aid applicant  
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(61%). This revision would be a significant change to the current process whereby the  
 
financial aid administrator formulates the mixture of the financial aid award. The  
 
Return of Title IV process requires constant monitoring of all student enrollment  
 
changes. If  the Return of Title IV process is monitored improperly. the school may  
 
receive an audit finding and financial liability from ED. This process continues to be  
 
one of the top audit findings for all institutions; it could potentially have a large  
 
financial impact on  HBCUs. These schools tend to have fewer staff members to  
 
monitor this process properly. 
 
     The respondents also agreed that student loan repayments should not exceed a  
 
certain percentage of a borrower’s income regardless of the amount borrowed (74%).  
 
Higher cumulative debts combined with recent changes in federal loan programs  
 
suggest that today’s college students face even higher debt burdens, and these are  
 
likely to continue rising in the future (Long & Riley, 2007).  
 
     The literature shows that the costs of complexity fall most heavily on low-income,  
 
nonWhite, and nonEnglish speaking youth, whose lagging educational levels are  
 
repeatedly cited as justification for financial aid (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2006).  
 
Economists have found that the complexity of the FAFSA process, especially the  
 
income-related data requirements, undercuts the basic purpose of financial aid, to  
 
ensure and expand educational opportunity (Asher, Shireman, & Frankle, 2007).  
 
According to Dynarski and Scott-Clayton, “though from a rational perspective these  
 
compliance costs may seem small relative to the payoff of a college degree, the  
 
behavioral literature demonstrates conclusively that even seemingly minor  
 
complexities can have profound impacts upon the equity and efficiency of a policy”  
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(Dynarski & Scott-Clayton,  2006, p.28).  
 
     One unanticipated finding was that the respondents did not unanimously agree  

 
 that the application process as it currently exists acts as barrier to access, especially  
 
 among low-income applicants or those with limited English skills (13% strongly agree,  
 
agree 26%, neutral 26%, disagree, 8% strongly disagree, 26%). One might speculate  
 
that by reducing the FAFSA data elements and automating the process with the IRS  
 
data retrieval tool, some of the obstacles accessing financial aid might be eliminated.  
 
There are a number tools and resources for students and families with limited English  
 
skills. The FAFSA is also provided in Spanish. Financial aid administrators are made  
 
aware of the various resources that are available for all students. 
 
      The fourth research question was designed to determine which simplification  
 
proposal(s) were supported by the HBCU financial aid administrators: How do the  
 
proposals (Obama Administration, NASFAA, and Rethinking Student Aid Study Group)  
 
match the preferences of HBCU financial aid administrators with regard to the  
 
application process, need analysis, delivery system, and federal programs? Part V of the  
 
survey consisted of four questions that collected data regarding the simplification of the  
 
federal aid process.  
 
     The Obama Administration proposal would eliminate one of the federal  
 
government’s two competing student loan programs and use the savings to ensure a  
 
permanent source of funds for the Pell Grant program (Lederman, 2009). The  
 
Obama proposal would create a shorter FAFSA and allow students and parents to  
 
electronically retrieve their tax information from the IRS. The Obama administration  
 
made recommendations to Congress to simplify the need analysis formula. Survey  
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respondents were in agreement to streamline the online application and simplify the  
 
need analysis formula (73%). Although the Obama Administration received a great  
 
deal of support for increasing Pell Grants and automating and streamlining the  
 
application process, survey respondents were less receptive to keeping student loan  
 
limits the same (26%).  
 
     The NASFAA proposal would double spending on Pell Grants create a single loan  
 
program and eliminate tax breaks for college expenses. The proposal would shorten  
 
and limit the FAFSA to demographic and other nonfinancial questions. The NASFAA  
 
proposal would populate FAFSA with IRS data and eliminate issues unrelated to  
 
financial aid from the application process, including those about drug convictions and  
 
military registration (Lederman, 2009). In addition, NASFAA’s  proposal would  
 
eliminate the Academic Competiveness Grant and SMART Grant programs and  
 
consolidate the existing campus-based aid (Perkins, Supplemental Educational Grant,  
 
Federal Work Study) into one fund. The NASFAA proposal received support  
 
on a number of recommendations from the survey respondents. The proposal received  
 
less support for limiting Teach Grants to graduate students (28%). The NASFAA would  
 
require automate the application process and help to eliminate some of the data needed  
 
to file the FAFSA, especially for low-income students. Fifty nine of the respondents  
 
agreed with this recommendation. The NASFAA proposal would increase grant aid to  
 
Pell Grant recipients. The respondents supported this recommendation (45%). 
 
    Adopting NASFAA’s proposal would alter how students repay student loans and  
 
base students’ eligibility for financial aid not on a need analysis formula but on their  
 
family’s income and size (Lederman, 2009). Eighty-two percent of survey  
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respondents agreed with populating the FAFSA with IRS data and 52% disagreed with  
 
eliminating issues unrelated to financial aid from the application process (i.e. drug  
 
convictions and military registration). Fifty-six percent of the respondents supported  
 
implementing one grant program for Title IV aid.  
 
     The Rethinking Student Aid proposal would eliminate the FAFSA and obtain all  
 
needed information from the IRS. This approach would relieve the burden of gathering  
 
detailed financial information, but would provide the information needed to determine  
 
eligibility. Families receiving means-tested public benefits, such as Temporary Assistance  
 
for Needy Families (TANF), would be eligible for maximum Pell Grants without the use  
 
of IRS data (Rethinking Student Aid Study Group, 2008). The proposal would base Pell  
 
Grant awards solely on family size and adjusted gross income. Survey respondents were  
 
asked whether they agreed with eliminating the FAFSA and obtaining all needed  
 
information from the IRS, only 13 % of the respondents agreed with the premise. Survey  
 
respondents were receptive to with using the IRS data (82%), but did not agree with  
 
eliminating the FAFSA. One might speculate that tax forms do not always present a  
 
complete financial representation of families’ resources. This proposal would also  
 
eliminate other programs linked to the Pell Grant (Academic Competiveness, SMART,  
 
and TEACH grants) and put the funds into the Pell Grant program. The Student Aid  
 
Study Group proposed eliminating supplementary grant programs and using the funds  
 
to increase the annual Pell Grants. Forty-two percent of the respondents were in  
 
agreement with eliminating supplemental programs and placing the funds into the Pell  
 
Grant program. By placing the funds in the Pell grant program, the expectation is that  
 
students will receive larger grants. Unfortunately, the elimination of the Academic  
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Competiveness and Smart Grant did not increase Pell Grant awards. The elimination  
 
of these programs, simply reduced the overall spending level for federal student aid.  
 
     The Rethinking Student Aid Study Group suggested eliminating the FAFSA;  
 
however, the respondents supported the Obama Administration and NASFAA  
 
proposals to streamline the FAFSA and simplify the eligibility formula. The 

respondents indicated the need for modest changes to the application process.  

     Most respondents supported the three proposals suggesting the creation of one 

federal grant and elimination of all other programs linked to the Pell Grant. The 

Obama Administration and NASFAA proposals supported creating a single loan 

program. Under the Obama Administration the Federal Family Education Loan 

Program was eliminated. The respondents supported a single loan program. Fifty two 

percent of NASFAA respondents agreed with implementing one federal student loan 

program.  

     The literature and the survey responses were generally consistent in the idea that 

the financial aid system needs to be streamlined, cohesive, transparent, and easily 

accessible to applicants. Dynarski and Scott-Clayton used optimal tax theory and 

behavioral economics to simulate changes to the FAFSA formula for calculating need, 

such as eliminating assets from the equation. The authors argue that by reducing the 

number of questions on the FAFSA, it would help to simplify the application process. 

One in four young adults who consider but do not attend college would be more likely 

to enroll if they had better information about how to pay for college when making 

educational decisions (Sallie Mae Fund and Harris Interactive, 2003). The American 

Council on Education (2004) states that policies should ensure that students have 
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sufficient information about aid programs and the financial aid application process so 

that no student will miss the opportunity for financial assistance. Burgdorf and Kostka 

(2006) argue that federal student aid programs should use a set of uniform eligibility 

standards and delivered through a simple set of programs that are understandable, 

transparent, and easily evaluated against comprehensive and measurable objectives.  

The complexity of the federal student aid system dictates that even simplifying it is a 

technical and complicated process, especially for low-income students.  The 

application process for federal student aid has become somewhat simpler, with the use 

of the IRS data retrieval tool. Yet, many argue the process could be easier. The survey 

respondents suggest that simplifying the need analysis calculation would allow 

students to know aid eligibility earlier and help to increase access, affordability, and 

equality of educational opportunity. The survey results may assist HBCU financial aid 

administrators with the administration of federal student aid.     

           In summary, survey respondents supported populating the FAFSA with IRS data and a  
 

single grant and loan program. Despite a complex process, most respondents did not  
 
support eliminating the FAFSA or implementing a one-time application with no  
 
subsequent renewals. Moreover, the survey respondents did not support the premise  
 
that the applicant process acts as a barrier for low-income applicants or students with  
 
limited English skills.  

Implications 

     The results of this research support the idea that the federal student aid system  
 
could be simpler, streamlined, and cohesive. However, with a small sample size, 

caution must be applied, as these findings might not be generalizable to all HBCUS and 
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other populations. The results of this study suggest a number of possible changes in 

policies and procedures, HBCU financial aid administrators would make to simplify the 

federal student aid system. The periodic reauthorization of the HEA provides 

opportunities for educators and policymakers at all levels to help determine the future 

direction of higher education funding for all students (Johnson, 2003). Previous 

reauthorizations have resulted in a variety of changes, ranging from programmatic 

changes to incremental policy changes (Johnson, 2003). Mishory and O’Sullivan 

(2012) stated, “Ensuring that federal aid works to make higher education accessible for 

all students, particularly students coming from communities with historically low 

enrollment and completion rates, including low income students should be a guiding 

tenet of the program” (p.7). The findings from this study suggests several courses of 

action for simplifying the federal student aid system; but can only be generalized to 

HBCUs.  

       Although significant progress has been made in recent years, the FAFSA still rivals 

the full IRS 1040 tax form in length (Abernathy et al., 2013). Even when sufficient 

financial aid funds are available, many students have difficulty accessing those funds. 

Navigating the financial aid application process is especially difficult for low-income 

and first-generation college students (College Board, 2013). The results in this study 

suggests that the application process should be simplified by eliminating unnecessary 

questions regarding untaxed income (52%). Respondents strongly support the proposals 

to perform an ED and IRS database match (78%) that allows students and parents to 

access the IRS tax return information needed to complete the FAFSA, and transfer the 

data directly into their FAFSA from the IRS web site. The respondents believed the 
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ED/IRS database match would significantly reduce the application error rate among the 

school’s financial aid applicants (91%). Although, the application process has been 

reported in current literature as a barrier to financial aid for low-income students, 

survey data did not suggest a similar level of agreement. Forty-five percent of the 

respondents supported the statement that the application process as it currently exists 

acts a barrier to access, especially among low-income applicants, 41% disagreed and 

14% remained neutral with the statement. This was surprising given that reports in the 

literature made a strong case that the application process acts a barrier, especially 

among low-income applicants. A common misconception students have is the belief 

that they will not qualify for aid (McClure, 2011). This misconception comes from the 

media and federal budget talks that cast doubt on the availability of aid. One might 

speculate that students have the impression that they will never qualify, so they believe 

there is no point to the process (McClure, 2011).  

     Another recommendation to improve the federal student aid system based on the  

findings of this study relates to simplifying federal student aid programs. This finding  

suggests that federal aid  programs should be simplified through consolidation of all  

federal grants into one federal grant program and all federal loans into one federal loan  

program. Survey respondents supported consolidating all federal grants into one grant  

program (56%) and all federal loans into one loan program (60%). Fifty-nine percent  

of survey respondents supported increasing Pell Grant limits for all Pell recipients over  

the next ten years and allowing families that receive “means tested” public benefits to  

qualify automatically for Pell Grants.  

      Loans make up the greatest share of federal financial aid to students attending  

college (Huelsman & Cunningham, 2013). Efforts should be made to reduce debt  
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burdens and provide better repayment option for students (Huelsman & Cunningham,  

2013). Survey respondents strongly supported the recommendation that student loan  

repayment should not exceed a certain percentage of a borrower’s income, regardless of  

the amount borrowed (73%). This could help reduce student loan defaults. The  

respondents accepted the fact that the lower payments would extend the payment  

period.  

     One of the findings of this study and a final recommendation concerns the federal  

need analysis formula. A federal need analysis system underlies the annual allocation of  

billions of dollars in student financial aid supported by Title IV of the HEA (Stoll &  

Stedman, 2004). Fifty-two percent of survey respondents believed that the need  

analysis formula should combine student and parent asset (for dependent students) to  

create a “family assets” component in place of individual parent and student asset  

calculations. Overwhelmingly the survey respondents supported streamlining the online  

application, simplifying the eligibility formula and removing 29 of the most difficult  

FAFSA questions regarding savings and income adjustments that are not available on  

the tax returns (74%). The survey results suggests that it is probably feasible to explore  

ways in which the financial information utilized for federal need analysis and aid  

eligibility determinations could be streamlined, without deviating dramatically from the  

EFC values generated under the current system (Stoll & Stedman, 2004),   

Recommendations for Further Study 

     Questionnaires and interviews are often used together in mixed method studies  

Investigating educational assessment (e.g., Brookhart & Durkin, 2003; Lai & Waltman, 

2008). Research employing a mixed method design should be conducted to examine the 

minority serving population.  A mixed method design would allow for a more in depth 

understanding of the views of minority serving financial aid administrators towards the 
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simplification of federal student aid. In-depth understanding of the simplification of the 

federal student aid system obtained through observations and interviews would provide 

detailed data concerning whether or not the simplification proposals would increase 

student participation in the federal financial aid system. Following the reauthorization 

of the HEA, research should be conducted using minority serving institutions to 

examine views regarding changes to the financial aid system. This research will offer 

valuable information to policy makers, practitioners, and administrators on how to 

simplify the federal student aid system for the neediest students.  A number of federal 

aid policy changes are being phased in to simplify the process; there should be adequate 

time to study and follow the policy changes to document whether or not the minority 

serving financial aid administrators changed their views. A comparison of this study 

with a similar study may be beneficial to support access, affordability, and opportunity 

for low-income students. Research should be conducted to determine whether or not 

automation of the financial aid process will increase the number of low-income FAFSA 

filers. An updated examination of the demographics of those students who file the 

FAFSA online and those students who choose not to file at all should be conducted.  

Such a study potentially could answer the question of why one in four low-income 

students who meet eligibility criteria for a Pell grant does not apply for federal aid 

(American Council of Education, 2004). Additionally, this study could provide insight 

on the impact of automation of the federal student aid system. 

Study Limitations 

     Because of the small population of HBCU financial aid administrators there were  

some unavoidable limitations. The first limitation of this study is the low response rate.  

The second limitation relates to the timing of the data collection. In the financial aid  



 

140 

 

profession, the busiest reporting and processing periods occurs from April through  

November. During October and November financial aid administrators must prepare for  

the upcoming spring semester. This responsibility might have discouraged participants’  

interests and motivation to return the survey and contributed to the response rate of  

only 26%. The third limitation involves the study’s use of a self-reported instrument  

that relied on opinions. Such opinions may be affected by a number of variables,  

including years of experience of the aid administrators: those individuals with five  

years or fewer years might not have experienced the reauthorization of the HEA, which  

changes some rules and regulations of the Title IV federal aid. For survey respondents,  

the average number of years of employment for the survey respondents were 11.85  

years (SD = 9.66). However, five respondents had fewer than five years of employment.  

Those individuals with five or fewer years might not have experienced the  

reauthorization of the HEA, which changed some rules and regulations for Title IV  

federal aid.  

     During this study a number of new regulations affected several federal financial aid  

programs. The data collection process for this study began on October 29, 2012 and  

concluded November 8, 2012. Beginning 2012-2013 academic year, the IRS Data  

Retrieval tool became available for populating tax information for the FAFSA on the  

web. The ED conducted a number of training workshops about the IRS/ED Data  

Retrieval tool. The respondents believed the ED/IRS database match would  

significantly reduce the application error rate among the school’s financial aid  

applicants (91%). The survey for this study was initiated prior to the availability of the  

IRS/ED Data Retrieval tool. The results of the study offer evidence about how HBCU  

financial aid administrators view the use of the IRS/ED database match. The three  

proposals reviewed for this study all supported the use of the IRS/ED database match.  
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Although numerous simplification proposals existed, this study focused only on  

proposals from the Obama administration, NASFAA, and Rethinking Student Aid  

Study Group.  

 Conclusion 

     This study employed a descriptive research design. The purpose of the study was to  

examine the views of financial aid administrators at HBCUs with regard to  

simplification of the federal student aid system. To accomplish this goal, a six-part  

survey was distributed to 89 HBCU financial aid administrators. The three  

simplification proposals reviewed were prepared by the Obama Administration, the  

NASFAA, and the Rethinking Student Aid Study Group. This study in no way 

represents an exhaustive examination of the numerous variables associated with the  

simplification of the federal student aid system. Most discussions of student aid  

simplification focus on the FAFSA (The Rethinking Study Group, 2008); however, a  

simpler FAFSA is not sufficient to fix the current federal student aid system.  

Chief executive officers and financial aid administrators will need to work together to  

articulate the needs of the students. Although progress is evident, there remain several  

major challenges with the federal student aid system. Improving funding, availability,  

and awareness of financial aid could further remove barriers to and the complexity of  

the federal student aid system.  

     The Obama administration, NASFAA, and Rethinking Student Study Group share a  

goal to help simplify the federal student aid system. The Obama administration and  

NASFAA would shorten the FAFSA. The Rethinking Student Aid Study Group part  

ways with the Obama Administration and NASFAA with regard to the FAFSA and  

suggest eliminating the FAFSA and obtain the all needed information from the IRS. 

The Obama Administration and Rethinking Student Aid Study Group sought politically  
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viable proposals, and specifically made some tough choices about what to include  

based on budgetary realties (Lederman, 2009). The NASFAA proposal was based  

solely on how best to assist students with college expenses. The three proposals differ  

in many ways, but attempt to create a more robust and effective financial aid system  

(Lederman, 2009). 

     This study contributes to the literature on the views of financial aid administrators  

at HBCUs with regard to simplification of federal student aid system in three ways.  

First, policymakers can use the findings from this study to better understand HBCU  

financial aid administrators’ views about how to improve the application process and  

the FAFSA itself. Second, the respondents offered ways to reexamine and change the  

federal methodology or the formula used to determine eligibility for federal student  

aid. Third, the HBCU aid administrators supported changes that automate the FAFSA  

process and promote a simple, streamlined, transparent, and consistent federal student  

aid system; they reported being less comfortable with excessive borrowing by  

students to finance their education.  
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Appendix A – Definitions of Terms 

Academic Year 
The part of the year that colleges and universities actually hold classes. It’s at least 30 
weeks long, and at most colleges begin in early September and ends in late May.  

Achievement Tests (SAT II)  
Achievement tests are used by colleges and universities to gauge a student’s aptitude 
for college level work, and proficiency in specific subject matters. The two most 
popular achievement tests are the SAT and the ACT.  

Adjusted Available Income 
Adjusted Available Income is what the federal government uses to figure how much 
you can contribute to you or your child’s education costs. It is based on your 
discretionary net worth, such as savings accounts, certificates of deposit, etc., added to 
your income (after taxes and allowances) for the year.  

Alternative Loans  
The same thing as Private Loans.  

Amortization 
Amortization is simply a term for reducing a loan balance by paying it back in regular 
installments.  

Appeal  
A student who’s denied financial aid, or been granted less than they think they qualify 
for, may file an appeal with the college or university. If an appeal is approved, the 
financial aid office will look at the student’s situation in more depth, and will ask the 
student to explain why the decision should be changed, and provide documentation of 
their actual need and extenuating financial circumstances.  

Award Letter 
The award letter is the also known as Financial Aid Notification. It’s the official 
document issued by a college or university containing all the details of the financial aid 
package awarded to a student. It will explain how they figured the student’s need, list 
the various types of aid given, and discuss terms and conditions of the aid offered, and 
how much it will cost for the student to attend. The student must sign a copy of the 
letter, either accepting or rejecting the offer, and return it to the financial aid office of 
the school.  

Award Year 
The school year for which financial aid is being applied for.  

Bachelor's Degree 
A four year degree.  
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Base Year 
The base year is the calendar year immediately prior to the award year. For a student 
applying for financial aid for 2011-2012, the base year is 2010. For high school 
students this will be the last half of their junior year and the first half of their senior 
year.  

Borrower 
The person actually borrowing the money. This can be the student, or the student’s 
parent(s).  

Budget 
The entire amount needed to get through school-tuition, room and board, books, lab 
fees, transportation, living expenses, etc.  

Campus based Aid  
Although the vast majority of financial aid is issued through the college or university; 
only some of it is actually administered by the school, as opposed to state and federal 
governments. Programs actually administered by the school are known as campus 
based aid, and include the Federal Work Study Program, Federal Supplemental 
Education Opportunity Grants, and Federal Perkins Loans. Unlike Direct Loans from 
the government, the amounts that schools can award in campus based aid is limited, and 
there is no guarantee that they will have enough of this aid to help every student. It’s 
therefore extremely important to apply for aid as early as possible.  

College Board 
A nonprofit association of colleges, universities, educational systems and other 
educational institutions which designs and administers standardized testing programs, 
such as the SAT and Advanced Placement tests, nationwide.  

College Work-Study (CWS)  
Not to be confused with the Federal Work Study Program, college work study is any 
part time job either on or off campus. Funds are usually supplied by the institution. 

Commuter Student 
A student who attends school near his home and chooses not to use campus housing.  

Consolidation Loan 
A consolidation loan is a loan that combines the debts from several different loans from 
different lenders into one single loan and one payment. The company offering the 
consolidation loan pays off the other debts, and the new debt is paid to them. Student 
loan consolidation can often be a money saving proposition for student borrowers.  

Cosigner 
If someone has little credit history, or bad credit, they may need someone else to vouch 
for them by promising to pay the loan if the borrower doesn’t. That person is called a 
cosigner, and they will owe the debt if the other person defaults.  
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Cost of Attendance (COA)  
The entire amount needed to get through school--tuition, room and board, books, lab 
fees, transportation, living expenses, etc. Each school will have a cost of attendance 
figured for students in different circumstances, and they will use that figure in coming 
up with a total financial aid package.  

Default 
To default on a loan is to miss several scheduled payments in a row, usually three or 
more before default technically occurs. Once a borrower defaults on a student loan, the 
school, the government, and the lender will have the right to pursue legal action against 
the borrower. This can include wage garnishment, withholding of income tax refunds, 
ineligibility for government employment, and court judgments.  

Dependency Status 
Whether or not a student is financially independent and self supporting, or depends on 
parents or guardians for financial support.  

Dependent 
A child or step child who receives at least half of their financial support from a parent 
or guardian.  

Direct Loans 
Student loans that come directly from the government, instead of simply being 
guaranteed by the government. In direct loans, the federal government actually loans 
the student the money and administers the program, as opposed to loans through third 
parties where the colleges and lenders administer the loans. Officially named the 
William D. Ford Federal Direct Loan Program.  

Disbursement 
Disbursement is when the loan money is actually given to the school for use by the 
student. Loans are made out in the name of parties, the school and the student. Tuition, 
fees and room and board are paid first, and if there’s any surplus, the school will write a 
check to the student for the difference. Any loans above $500 are disbursed in two 
installments.  

Electronic Data Exchange (EDE)  
The electronic data exchange allows schools to receive Student Aid Reports from the 
federal government electronically, saving lots of time, postage, and paperwork. These 
days, students may also file their Free Application for Federal Student Aid online. 
Filing online is not only faster, but it’s the method the government prefers students use.  

Electronic Funds Transfer (EFT)  
Electronic Funds Transfer is a more technical term for Direct Deposit. Having your 
student loans handled by EFT saves time and paperwork, enabling you to get your 
funds faster and easier.  
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Electronic Student Aid Report 
The Student Aid Report (SAR) in electronic, rather than paper, format.  

Eligible Non-Citizen  
Some residents of the USA who are not citizens are eligible for Federal student aid; 
some are not. Permanent residents with valid green cards and non-citizens who have 
been granted refugee or asylum status by the US government are generally eligible. 
People in America on student visas or exchange visitor visas are ineligible for aid.  

Endowment 
These are permanent funds that colleges and universities invest in order to receive 
income for operating expenses. At some schools the endowment is in the billions of 
dollars. Income from endowments is often used to provide financial aid, schools with 
bigger endowments are often more generous with financial aid than schools with 
smaller endowments.  

Enrollment Status 
A measurement of how many credit hours per semester a student is enrolled in, 
generally divided into full time, half time, and part time students. Students whose credit 
hours fall below half time status usually are ineligible for financial aid. Some financial 
aid sources require that recipients maintain full-time status.  

Entitlement 
An entitlement program is a financial aid program that, unlike many scholarships and 
fellowships, is non competitive. Everyone who meets the qualifications gets the aid. 
Some example of an entitlement would be Pell Grants and Federal student loans.  

Expected Family Contribution (EFC)  
The Expected Family Contribution is the amount the federal government expects a 
college student, and their parent(s), to contribute toward paying for a college education. 
A standard formula is used to figure this amount, and it is based on several factors--
dependency status, family income, family assets, the size of the family, the age of the 
parent(s), etc. The EFC appears in the top front page of the Student Aid Report.  

Federal Campus Based Program 
These programs include the Federal Work Study, Federal Supplemental Educational 
Opportunity Grant, and Federal Perkins Loan programs. Schools must apply annually 
for funding and are then responsible for awarding the monies to eligible students, based 
on need.   

Federal Direct Student Loan Program (FDSLP)  
Under the Federal Direct Student Loan Program, student loans are made directly to 
students and parents by the federal government, without going through a bank or other 
lender. The loans go through the college, but there is no outside party involved. This 
program can include PLUS loans and Stafford Loans.  
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Federal Family Education Loan Program (FFELP)  
Under the Federal Family Education Loan Program, the federal government does not 
make the student loan directly to the student and parents itself. Instead, a third party 
lender such as a bank or credit union loans the money, and the federal government 
guarantees that the loan will be repaid, protecting the lender in case of default. Perkins 
Loans, Plus Loans, and Stafford Loans can all fall under this program.  

Federal Methodology 
The Federal Methodology is the official formula used by the federal government to 
figure a family’s Expected Financial Contribution (EFC).  

Federal Perkins Loan  
The Perkins Loan program makes low interest loans to both undergraduate and 
graduate students. Technically, these loans are made by the colleges and universities, 
and are paid back to them, although there is some federal government money involved. 
They are based on financial need, and to qualify a student must have first applied for a 
Pell Grant. As of this writing, undergrads may borrow up to $4000 a year in the Perkins 
program, with a maximum of $20,000 for undergraduate school. Graduate students may 
borrow up to $6000 a year, with a maximum of $40,000 for all undergraduate and 
graduate school combined. Schools have limited funds with which to make Perkins 
loans, so they are very selective in awarding them. Perkins loans are subsidized, which 
means students don’t have to make interest payments while they are in school.  

Federal Processor 
The Federal Processor receives and analyzed the millions of Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid applications turned in every year to determine who is eligible for 
financial aid, and for how much. There are two federal processors in the country.  

Federal Supplemental Education Opportunity Grant  
In addition to Pell Grants, the federal government also offers Supplemental Education 
Opportunity Grants for students with extraordinary financial needs. These grants are 
usually awarded to students in families with the lowest expected financial 
contributions. They range in amount from $1000 to $4000 per academic year. However, 
funds for SEOGs are not as plentiful as for Pell Grants, and not every student who 
qualifies for one will necessarily receive one. This is another incentive to apply for 
college and aid as early as possible, especially if your family is in a lower income 
bracket.  

Federal Title IV Programs 
Federally funded student financial aid is made available largely through Title IV of the 
Higher Education Act. Title IV programs comprise federal Pell Grants, Federal Campus 
Based Programs, and Federal Family Education Loan Program. 

Federal Work-Study (FWS) 
Federal Work-Study is a program funded by the federal government which pays for a 
portion of their wages for a part time job. Because the wages are subsidized, the student 
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may find it easier to get a job, especially one that fits their class schedules. This is 
especially helpful for students who need money for living expenses, as theirs wages are 
there to keep, and do not have to be applied toward their student loans. In addition, 
FWS wages do not count as income for purposes of figuring need based financial aid  

Financial Aid 
Financial aid includes all money that a student receives from outside sources to help for 
their college education. This can include loans, scholarships, work study, and grants. 
Some financial aid is based on demonstrated financial need, but some is strictly merit 
based, and some is awarded on a combination of need and merit.  

Financial Aid Administrator (FAA) 
This is one of the people at the college financial aid office who’s in charge of handling 
and processing student financial aid. They’re also known as financial aid counselors 
and advisors.  

Financial Aid Notification (FAN) 
This is the same thing as an Award Letter. It is the official document issued by a 
college or university containing all the details of the financial aid package awarded to a 
student. It will explain how they figured the student’s need, list the various types of aid 
given, and discuss terms and conditions of the aid offered, and how much it will cost 
for the student to attend. The student must sign a copy of the letter, either accepting or 
rejecting the offer, and return it to the financial aid office of the school.  

Financial Aid Office (FAO) 
This is the office at the college or university that handles everything related to student 
financial aid.  

Financial Aid Package 
This is the sum total of all financial aid--grants, loans, scholarship, and work study that 
a student receives from all sources, whether from the federal or state government, the 
college, or private sources. It does not include loans taken out by the parent(s).  

Financial Need 
This is the difference between what a student and their family are expected to 
contribute toward the cost of the student’s college education, and the cost of that 
education.  

Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) 
This is the form that anyone applying for any kind of Federal student aid must fill out 
and submit.  

Gap 
A student’s financial need that is unfilled.  
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Gift Aid 
Financial aid that doesn’t have to be repaid, such as grants, fellowships, and 
scholarships  

Grace Period 
Some student loans grant students a grace period immediately after graduation, during 
which they do not have to begin paying on their loans. This gives a graduate time to 
look for a job, without feeling pressured to take the first one offered simply because 
loan payments are due. The grace period is six months for Stafford loans and nine 
months for Perkins loans. PLUS loans, since they are made to parents, do not have 
grace periods. And bear in mind, it is not just graduation that will begin a grace period 
should you drop out of school for some time, or fall below half time enrollment, you 
will also trigger the grace period, and will have to begin making payments when the six 
or nine months has passed.  

Grade Point Average (GPA) 
A student’s total grades on a numerical scale, added together and divided by the 
number of classes. Most schools use a 4.0 scale (A=4, B=3, C=2, and D=1).  

Grant 
Financial aid that is based on need, not merit, and which does not have to be repaid. 
The most common by far is the Pell Grant.  

Gross Income 
This is simply income before any taxes and deductions are taken out.  

Guaranteed Student Loan (GSL) 
Student loans made by private lenders, but whose payment is guaranteed by a 
government agency, funded by guarantee fees paid on each loan.  

In-State Student 
A legal resident of a state, who therefore is entitle to reduced tuition at public colleges 
and universities in that state  

Income 
Wages and salary from a job, and/or money received as child support, disability 
payments, pensions, and Social Security, and/or profit from investments and businesses 
owned.  

Independent 
Many people are confused about what “independent” means for financial aid purposes, 
wrongly supposing that as long as they are not living with their parents, they are 
independent. This is not the case. To be considered independent with regard to financial 
aid, a student must be at least 24 years old by January 1 of the academic year, or be a 
veteran, or an orphan or former ward of the court, or be a graduate or professional 
student, or be married, or have a legal dependent who is not their spouse. The fact that a 
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student’s parents will not help with their education costs does not change their expected 
financial contribution under the Federal Methodology.  

Institutional Student Information Report (ISIR) 
This is simply the electronic or digital form of the Student Aid Report which is sent to 
schools.  

Lender 
A provider of guaranteed student loans, such as a bank or credit union.  

Loan 
Financial aid that needs to be repaid is a loan. Student loans typically have much better 
interest rates than standard consumer loans, and do not require credit approval. They 
are also more flexible than regular loans in many ways.  

Loan Forgiveness 
Under certain circumstances the federal government will cancel the required repayment 
of a student loan. To qualify, a borrower usually has to join the military, do certain 
volunteer work, or take a job in a critical needs area such as an inner city or rural area.  

Matriculate 
To enroll in college for the first time.  

Merit-based 
Merit based refers to financial aid that is not based on your financial need, but on the 
talents you’ve demonstrated in some area, such as sports, music, academics, art, etc., or 
some combination of your schoolwork and life achievements in general.  

Need 
This is the difference between what a student and their family are expected to 
contribute toward the cost of the student’s college education, and the cost of that 
education. Need and Financial Need are the same thing for purposes of financial aid.  

Need analysis  
This is the method financial aid offices of colleges and universities use to determine 
how much financial aid a student qualifies for based on their demonstrated financial 
need, by using the information the student reports on the FAFSA and PROFILE.  

Need Based  
Need based aid is not based on your academic achievements or your athletic abilities, 
but simply on how much money you need to get through college. Pell Grants, and many 
other forms of government aid, are strictly need based.  

Net Income 
Gross income minus taxes and deductions. Also called take home pay.  
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Origination Fee 
This is a fee that banks receive toward the costs of administering the loan. The fee is 
paid at the time of disbursement, and is usually around 3% of the loan amount.  

Outside Resource 
This is money that a student’s been given toward a college education that does not go 
through the college financial aid office, and is not counted when figuring a student’s 
financial need. Some outside resources would be private scholarships, prepaid tuition, 
and gifts from a grandparent or other non-immediate relative.  

Outside Scholarship 
This is a scholarship that comes that does not originate with the school or the 
government, such as a scholarship from a religious group or fraternal organization.  

Out of State Student 
A student who is not a legal resident of the state, and is therefore charged a higher 
tuition rate at public colleges and universities in the state.  

Packaging 
Putting together a complete package of financial aid with grants, scholarships, loans, 
work study, or whatever combination of these that best suits the student’s situation. The 
process of assembling a financial aid package.  

Parent Contribution (PC) 
The amount of money toward a dependent student’s education that the student’s parents 
are expected to pay based on the Federal Methodology. It is based on several factors, 
including income, net worth, age of the parents, size of the family, and how many other 
children are currently in college.  

Parent Loans for Undergraduate Students (PLUS) 
PLUS Loans is the name of a federal program that loans money to parents of college 
students to help pay for their child’s college costs. Unlike loans made to students, 
however, good credit is required in order to qualify for a PLUS loan. Parents may 
borrow up to the full amount of the total cost of their child’s college costs, minus any 
other aid the student has received.  

Pell Grant  
Pell Grants come directly from the federal government, and are awarded strictly on the 
basis of financial need. At present, they range in amount from $400 to $5,550 per 
academic year.  

Prepaid Tuition Plan 
A state sponsored savings plan for parents to set aside money for their child’s college 
education, which is guaranteed to rise in value at the same rate as tuition at state 
universities. This plan is popular because parents who use it do not have to worry about 
the effects of inflation destroying the value of their child’s college fund. If state tuition 
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per semester is $3000 right now, and the parents put $3000 in the plan, when their child 
turns 18, it will still be enough to cover one semester of tuition, even if tuition has gone 
up to $7000 a semester.  

Private Loans 
Student loans made by private lenders such as banks and credit unions, as opposed to 
those made by schools and government agencies.  

Professional Judgment (PJ) 
The right of financial aid officers to overrule a federal determination of financial need. 
Although the Federal Methodology sets strict guidelines for determining a student’s 
financial need, college financial aid officers do have some leeway. If they believe 
extenuating circumstances exist in a student’s situation, that have not been factored in 
by the Federal Methodology, such as recent loss of income or devastating medical 
diagnosis, they may adjust the family’s expected financial contribution, the cost of 
attendance, or change the student’s dependency status. The federal government 
recognizes this right to overrule their determination.  

Satisfactory Academic Progress (SAP) 
Every school has written guidelines to determine if a student is making satisfactory 
academic progress, that is, measurable and timely progress toward completion of a 
degree or program of study. Failure to live up to these guidelines can result in a 
forfeiture of financial aid.  

Scholarship 
Scholarships are given by both colleges and universities, and outside groups, such as 
businesses, religious groups, service organizations, etc. They are gifts which do not 
have to be repaid, and are usually applied only toward tuition, although some elite 
scholarships cover the complete cost of an education. Scholarships are often awarded 
on the basis of grade point average, or outstanding achievement in certain fields, such 
as sports, theater, or art.  

Self Help Aid  
This is financial aid that a student provides for themselves, by working, or taking out 
loans. Many schools require at least some level of self help in the total aid package.  

Simplified Needs Test  
The Simplified Needs Test is a formula that’s part of the Federal Methodology for 
student’s whose parents’ adjusted gross income is less than $50, 000, and all family 
members were eligible to file either the 1040A or 1040EZ tax return. In cases like that, 
the government does not consider any family assets when determining the expected 
family contribution.  

Stafford Loans 
Stafford Loans were formerly known as Guaranteed Student Loans. They come in two 
forms, subsidized and unsubsidized, and are variable rate loans. The interest rate is 
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determined by the federal government, and cannot exceed 8.25%. Subsidized means the 
federal government pays the interest on the loans while the student is in school, and 
through the grace period. To get a subsidized loan, a student must demonstrate financial 
need. Students who do not have a demonstrated need may get an unsubsidized Stafford 
loan, and may use it to cover the expected family contribution.  

State Programs  
State aid provides substantial funds through a full range of grants, loans, and 
employment. Most states restrict eligibility to state residents attending postsecondary 
institutions within the state.   

Student Aid Report (SAR) 
After a prospective college student submits the Free Application for Federal Student 
Aid (FAFSA), in four to six weeks they’ll receive their Student Aid Report (SAR) from 
the federal government. The SAR will summarize the information in the FAFSA, and 
tell the student how much Pell Grant money they qualify for, and what their expected 
family contribution is. Any colleges the student indicated on the FAFSA will also 
receive a copy of the SAR, and any other college the student expresses an interest in 
will be able to obtain on if they participate in the Electronic Data Exchange. Students 
should keep a copy of their SAR for reference purposes.  

Student Contribution 
The federal government expects every student to contribute to paying for their 
education. The student’s contribution is part of the expected family contribution. It 
depends on how much income the student has, and how expensive their college is, but 
in most cases the student will be expected to chip in 35% or so of their savings, and half 
of any money they earned during the summer in excess of $1750.  

Subsidized Loan 
Student loans where the federal government pays the interest while the student is 
enrolled in school, and during the grace period after graduation.  

Supplemental Loan for Students 
This is the name of an old federal student loan program for financially independent 
students. It has been replaced with the unsubsidized Stafford Loan program.  

Title IV Loans  
This is an umbrella term that refers collectively to Federal Stafford Loans, Federal Plus 
Loans, and Federal Consolidation Loans. The name is derived from the act of Congress 
which authorized these student loan programs.  

Undergraduate Student  
A student who is enrolled in a college program pursuing an Associate or Bachelor’s 
degree.  
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Unmet Need  
Also known as a gap, the unmet need is the difference between the money a student 
needs to pay for college, and the money they actually receive from all sources. If the 
unmet need is too great, the student may have to cut back on their course load, choose a 
less expensive college, or postpone college for a time while they work and save money.  

Unsubsidized Loan  
For students who demonstrate financial need, the federal government will pay the 
interest on their student loans while they are attending college. These are called 
subsidized loans. For those students who do not show need, but still want to take out a 
student loan, the government will not pay the interest while they are in school. These 
are unsubsidized loans. Students getting unsubsidized loans are allowed to defer the 
interest payments until they graduate, but this will result in them owing more than they 
originally borrowed.  

US Department of Education (ED) 
The branch of the federal government that runs most of the federal student financial aid 
programs, including Federal Stafford Loans, Federal Perkins Loans, Federal PLUS 
Loans, Federal Work Study Programs, and Federal Pell Grants.  

Verification 
About one third of applicants for federal financial student aid will be randomly selected 
for verification. This means that the financial aid office at the school will have to verify 
the accuracy of the financial information the student and their family supplied. The 
student and their family will be required to show documentation and proof of such 
things as their income, their citizenship, state residency, registration with Selective 
Service, etc. The financial aid office may also choose to ask for verification if they 
suspect fraud. If documentation is asked for, but not provided, the student will be 
denied financial aid.  

Work Study 
See Federal Work-Study. 
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Appendix B. – Federal Student Aid Programs 

Federal Pell Grants 

Federal Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant 

Federal Work Study 

Federal Perkins Loan 

William D. Ford Direct Loan Program  
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Appendix C. – Timeline of the Development of Student Federal Aid Programs 
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Appendix D – Reauthorization Acts 

Reauthorization of 1972 

     Heller (2002b) notes that the landmark 1965 HEA was not implemented with the  

success that the higher education community had hoped. Mumper (1996) attributes this  

primarily to the implementation strategy of linking federal funds to state college  

enrollments, rather than individual financial need. Contrary to current practice of  

federal student aid, these early financial aid dollars (not including loan programs) went  

first to individual institutions, and then funneled to students (Ness & Noland, 2007,  

p.8). Shifting the flow of federal funding marked the fundamental policy change of the  

Education Amendments of 1972. By directly funding individual students, based on their  

ability to pay for higher education, the new Basic Educational Opportunity Grant  

program, later renamed Pell, would award more than one million students financial aid 

in the first academic year after enactment (Heller, 2002b; Mumper, 1996).The Pell 

grants were intended to serve as the “floor” or “foundation” of an undergraduate 

student’s financial aid package. Other financial aid, to the extent that it was available 

would be added to the Pell Grant up to the limit of a student’s financial needs (Center 

for Higher Education Support Services, 2003). The Pell Grant program introduced the 

concept of portability in the federal student financial aid programs. As opposed to 

Campus-Based Aid, where the college makes the determination of which students will 

receive funding and in what amounts. By providing portability, Pell grants offered 

students not only access to post-secondary education; but, for the first time choice 

among institutions (Center for Higher Education, 2003). 

     In 1972, the reauthorization of HEA rounded out the principal programs and the  

basic charter of today’s federal student aid system. During the debate leading up to this  
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legislation, the higher education community urged Congress to enact formula-based,  

enrollment driven federal aid to institutions. Legislators decided that funding aid to  

students was the more efficient and effective way to remove financial barriers for needy  

students and thus equalize opportunities for higher education (Gladieux, 1995, p.2).  

Congress made a further point in the 1972 legislation by substituting the term  

“postsecondary education” for “higher education” and broadening the range of options  

available to students. The intent was to break the stereotype that education beyond high  

school meant full-time attendance in a four-year academic program leading to a  

baccalaureate degree. The 1972 HEA amendments extended greater federal recognition  

and support to career and vocational education, community colleges, and trade schools  

as well as to students in part-time programs (Gladieux, 1995, p.3). 

     Decisions from 1972 have reinforced the hegemony of student aid and underscored  

the federal belief in putting money in the pockets of students and having them vote with  

their feet. The federal government also has tended to treat all students and institutions  

alike. Its policies typically have sought to make as many students as possible eligible  

for all forms of aid, Similarly, one set of federal rules and regulations has applied to all  

participating institutions. There is an exception to the rule: graduate and professional  

school students are not eligible for need-based grant programs; loan programs have  

been created to aid specific groups of students and to help parents; and those  

institutions that perform badly are targeted for elimination from the federal programs.  

Overall, there has been a strong federal culture to have uniform rules for all students  

and institutions (Hauptman, 1995, p.1). The Education Amendments of 1972 also  

sparked state financial aid funding by offering federal matching funds through the State  

Student Incentive Grant (SSIG) program (Heller, 2002b).   
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Reauthorization of 1976 

     The 1976 HEA reauthorized all existing federal student financial aid programs,  

required that students make satisfactory academic progress to receive Title IV funds  

introduced student consumer-information provisions requiring participating institutions to  

provide information on topics such as academic progress, job placement for graduates,  

and financial aid policies and procedures (Center for Higher Education Support Services,  

2009). The 1980 HEA amendments authorized the Parent Loan for Undergraduate  

Students (PLUS) Program. Middle-income families were now able to borrow $3,000 a  

year for each dependent child in school regardless of parent income (Center for Higher  

Education Support Services, 2009). 

The Middle Income Student Assistance Act of 1978 

     In an off-year of the reauthorization cycle, but under pressure for some kind of  

response to the perceived middle-income squeeze in financing college costs, Congress  

passed the Middle Income Student Assistance Act (MISAA) of 1978. As in 1965, tuition  

tax credit proposals had built up another head of steam in Congress. To head them off,  

congressional Democrats and the Carter Administration developed a counterproposal to  

widen eligibility for Pell Grants and open subsidized guaranteed loans to any student  

regardless of income or financial need (Gladieux, 1995).  

Reauthorization of 1980 

     The 1980 HEA attempted to retarget federal student aid to low-income students and  

reduce student borrowing by providing unsubsidized loans to parents, raising interest  

rates, and reinstating income ceilings on student loans. None of these efforts succeeded in  

slowing student borrowing (Stampen & Zulick, 2009). 
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Reauthorization of 1986 

     Higher Education Amendments of 1986 restricted eligibility for federal educational  

loans by requiring all applicants for Guaranteed Student Loans to demonstrate financial  

need for the interest subsidy, regardless of income, limited the PLUS Loan Program to  

parent borrowers eliminating graduate students and independent undergraduate students,  

created the Supplemental Loan to Students (SLS) to provide loans to graduate and  

professional students and independent undergraduate students, established limits on  

duration of students’ eligibility for Pell Grants funds, restricting such eligibility to a  

specified number of years of full-time enrollment, linked Pell Grants and SEOG, by  

giving Pell Grant recipients priority for the SEOG, gave student financial aid  

administrators broader authority to exercise their professional judgment in all the  

Title IV programs to reflect a student’s exceptional circumstances, changed the name of  

the National Direct Student Loan Program to the Perkins Loan Program in honor of the  

late Congressman Carl D. Perkins, a longtime advocate of student aid (Center for Higher  

Education Support Services, 2009). 

Reauthorization of 1992 

     The 1992 HEA, mandated sole use of a single, free application for Title IV funds  

(Free Application for Federal Student Aid, or FAFSA). It also mandated a single need  

analysis methodology, called the Federal Need Analysis. The federal methodology  

mandated a single set of cost of attendance components. It created annual and aggregate  

loan limits as PLUS loan limits were eliminated. This legislation created a separate  

Federal Unsubsidized Stafford Loan Program for students who did not qualify for a  

subsidized loan, or whose subsidized eligibility was limited to borrow additional funds.  

Enhanced the purpose of the Federal Work-Study program by adding a community  

service requirement. Eliminated financial restraints on eligibility for less-than-half-time.  
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As a result of the 1992 HEA mandate for a free financial aid application and federal  

methodology for need analysis, there was no longer a need for the CSS financial aid  

application (Center for Higher Education Support Services, 2009). 

Reauthorization of 1998  

     The increasing adherence to fiscal discipline that had governed budget negotiations  

during the Clinton Administration ensured that no groundbreaking new initiatives in  

higher education policy would be proffered by either Republicans or Democrats in the  

lead-up to the 1998 Reauthorization of the Higher Education Act. In contrast to most  

prior amending legislation, the amendments that President Clinton signed into law on  

October 7, 1998, offered no new guaranteed loan programs, no major changes in  

eligibility for the loan programs, and no increase in loan limits. The amendments made  

hundreds of relatively minor changes to the aid programs that was already in place  

(Stampen & Zulick, 2009, p.41).  
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Appendix E. 

Date  

 

Dear Financial Aid Administrator 

My name is Marcia D. Boyd and I am a higher education administrator as well as a 
doctoral candidate at the George Washington University. A few days from now you will 
receive an email request to complete a brief questionnaire for an important research 
project regarding the simplification of the federal aid system. Taking part in this study is 
completely voluntary. If you choose to be in this study you can withdraw at any time 
without consequences of any kind. Please return the completed the questionnaire within 
five business days. Your replies will be kept strictly anonymous and confidential. 

This study is designed to gain a better understanding of the views of financial aid 
administrators at Historically Black colleges and universities on the simplification of the 
federal aid system. This study is an important one that will help the U.S. Department of 
Education and senior level administrators understand your views of the strengths and 
weaknesses of the federal aid system. Your participation may result in a better financial 
aid system for everyone. 

Thank you for your consideration. It is only with the generous support of people like you 
that this research can be successful. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Marcia D, Boyd 
Doctoral Candidate 
The George Washington University  
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Appendix F: 

 

Date 

 

Dear    __________________: 

 

     As financial aid administrators of a Historically Black college and university, you 
know about concerns and issues facing you and your students as a result of the federal aid 
system at your institution. You are part of a group of very important people who are 
being asked to give their views about the simplification of the federal aid system. 

     The research will be used in my doctoral dissertation in Higher Education 
Administration at the George Washington University of Washington D.C. The topic is 
“Simplification of the Federal Student Aid System: A Critical Reply from Financial Aid 
Administrators at Historically Black Colleges and Universities.” Taking part in this study 
is completely voluntary. If you choose to be in this study you can withdraw at any time 
without consequences of any kind.  

     For the results of this survey to truly represent the thinking of financial aid 
administrators, it is important that you fully complete the attached survey. Before you 
begin the survey, please read over the instructions provided for your convenience. You 
will be assured complete anonymity. No individual responses will be reported. 
Additionally, I will not request your name or institution. You should allow fifteen 
minutes to complete the survey. 

     Thank you for your assistance in this very important endeavor. Results will be made 
available upon completion of the research. I will be happy to send you a summary of the 
findings upon your request. 

 

Sincerely, 

Marcia D. Boyd 

Doctoral Student, The George Washington University 
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Appendix G:  

Cover Letter/Survey 

Dear Sir/Madam 

As a financial aid administrator of a Historically Black College and University, you know 
about concerns and issues facing students and federal student aid system at your 
institution. You are part of a group of very important people who are being asked to give 
opinion about the simplification of the federal student aid system. 

The research will be used in my doctoral dissertation in Higher Education Administration 
at the George Washington University of Washington D.C. The topic is “The 
Simplification of the Federal Student Aid System: A Critical Reply from Financial Aid 
Administrators at Historically Black Colleges and Universities.” Taking part in this study 
is completely voluntary. If you choose to be in this study you can withdraw at any time 
without consequences of any kind.  

In order for the results of this survey to truly represent the thinking of financial aid 
administrators, it is important that you fully complete the attached survey. Before you 
begin the survey, please read over the information sheet provided for your convenience. 
You will be assured complete anonymity. No individual responses will be reported. You 
should allow fifteen minutes to complete the survey. 

Thank you for your assistance in this very important endeavor. Results will be made 
available upon completion of the research. I will be happy to send you a summary of the 
findings upon your request. 

Sincerely, 

 

Marcia D. Boyd 

Doctoral Student, The George Washington University 

 
Administrator Views on Simplifying Federal Student Aid 
View 
 
Federal Student  
1. Financial Aid Administrator Views  

1. Administrator Views On Simplifying the Federal Student Aid 
 Ad Views on Simplifying Federal Student Aid 



 

205 
 

Financial Aid Administrator Views on Simplifying Federal Student Aid 
 
Three Proposals to Simplify the Financial Aid System: A Critical Reply from Financial Aid 
Administrators at Historically 
Black Colleges and Universities 
 
IRB#061222 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study under the direction of Dr. Sharon Dannels of the 
Department of Educational Leadership, George Washington University (GWU). Taking part of this 
research is entirely voluntary. 
 
The purpose of this study is to examine the views of financial aid administrators at Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), on simplifying the federal student aid system. The goal of this 
study is to examine how best to help students eliminate financial barriers to postsecondary 
education. 
 
If you choose to take part in this study, you will be asked to participate in an approximately fifteen 
minute survey. The group will be asked to respond to fifty questions about the simplification of the 
federal student aid system. You may refuse to answer any of the questions and you may stop your 
participation in this study at any time. 
 
Possible risks or discomforts you could experience during this study are minimal. 
 
You will not benefit directly from your participation in the study. The benefits to science and 
mankind that might result from this study are identification of problem areas within the federal 
student aid system before they become serious especially those hidden from those stakeholders 
(legislators) responsible for making changes to the system. 
 
Every effort will be made to keep your information confidential, however, this cannot be guaranteed. 
To ensure anonymous responses and anonymity the researcher will set up the survey through a web 
collector not to track names or emails. Therefore, no names or emails will be associated with 
responses. In addition, if results of this study are reported in journals or at scientific meetings, the 
people who participated in this study will not be named or identified. 
 
*Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again. 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

2. Demographic Information 
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1. Demographics 

 

1. How many years have you been employed at your current institution? 

F 
 

2. Type of School (Check all that apply) 
 

fe
c 

Public 2-year 

 

fe
c 

Public 4-year 

 

fe
c 

Private 

 

fe
c 

Propriety 

 

fe
c 

HBCU 

 

fe
c 

Community College 

 

fe
c 

Other (Please explain) ____________________ 

 

 

3. Where is your school located (check one) 
 

fe
c 

Urban Setting 

 

fe
c 

Rural Setting 

 

fe
c 

Suburban Setting 

 

 

4. What is the academic system at your school? (check one) 
 

fe
c 

Semester 

 

Quarters 

 
 
  Hours 
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5. What is the entire general undergraduate population? 
 

 

6. What is the entire general graduate population? 
 

 

7. What percentage of your student population receives some form of 

financial aid? 
 
 

8. What is your current title? Administrator Views on Simplifying 
Federal Student Aid 

 

9. To whom do you officially report? 
 

fe
c 

Provost/Vice President of Academic Affairs 

 

fe
c 

Vice President of Finance/Business Office 

 

fe
c 

Vice President of Student Affairs 

 

fe
c 

Director of Enrollment Management 

 

fe
c 

Other (Please explain) ____________________ 

 

 

10. Are you a full-time employee of the institution? 
 

fe
c 

Yes 

 

fe                   No 
    

 

11. Does your office oversee all aspects of Federal, State, and institutional student 

financial aid? 
 

fe
c 

Yes 

 

fe
c 

No (If No, what percent do you oversee?) _____ 

 

fe
c 

No (If No, what other office oversees Federal, State, and Institutional student financial aid?) ______ 

 

fe
c 

Other (please explain)_____________________ 

 

12. What is your gender? 
 

ml
j  

Male 

 

ml
j  

Female 
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13. Please indicate your age 
 

f Less than 21 
 

                    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

21-29 

 

30-44 

 

45-59 

 

60+ 

 

           Ai14. What is your race? 
 

ml
j  
White 

 

ml
j 
Black or African-American 

 

ml
j 
American Indian or Alaskan Native 

 

ml
j 
Asian Pacific 

 

ml
j 
Hispanic-Latino American 

 

ml
j 
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 

 

ml
j 
From multiple races 

 
  

2. Application Process 
This section gathers information on the financial aid application 

process and different measures proposed to simplify application 

procedures. 
 

 
 
 3.  Application Process 
4                      

 

15. Implement a "consider me for financial aid" check-off box on the 1040 to 

initiate the 

application process 
 

16. Should non-financial items such as Selective Service registration, drug  

convictions, etc. be eliminated from the FAFSA 
 

17. Use a one-time application with no subsequent renewals; student's 

eligibility for entire undergraduate or graduate degree program would 

be determined by the initial application 



 

209 
 

 

18. Permit an earlier application process that coincides with the earliest 

stages of the college search process (to give the student more details 

about eligibility as he/she begins to consider colleges; also referred to 

as a junior year "Pre-FAFSA") 
 

19. For verification purposes, use tax return transcripts instead of 1040 tax 

return forms 

 

20. Eliminate the FAFSA filing requirement for low income applicants 

receiving public assistance, food stamps, or similar benefits and 

replaced with a "FAFSA postcard" from the Department of Education 

(the FAFSA postcard would outline the student's eligibility for all 

programs) 
 

21. Use a "smart" electronic FAFSA that is linked to various Federal 

databases that could populate appropriate fields via those links 
 

22. Perform a Department of Education/Internal Revenue Service database 

match, but solely at the student's option to help eliminate errors 

entering financial data on the FAFSA 

 

23. Eliminate the FAFSA requirement if a student or parent is only applying 

for an unsubsidized Stafford Loan and/or Direct Parent Loans (PLUS) 
 

 

24. Make Federal Work Study non need based aid (not requiring a FAFSA) if 

the student is interested in a community service job 
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4. Federal Methodology 
 

25. Use prior-prior year data instead of base year income 

 

26. Eliminate some untaxed income questions 
 

27. Eliminate all untaxed income questions 

 

28. Disregard untaxed income below a certain dollar threshold 

 

29. Disregard untaxed income below a certain percentage of taxable income 

 

30. Eliminate all asset questions 
 

 

31. Combine student and parent asset (for dependent students) to create a  

"family assets" component in place of individual parent and student asset 

calculations 
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5.   Delivery System 
 

32. Simplify the Return of Title IV formula 

 

33. Implement one Federal (grant) program for Title IV aid 

 

34. Implement one Federal (loan) program for Title IV aid 
 

35. Implement one Federal aid program, need analysis results determine the   

grant/loan mix for each applicant 
 

36. Student loan repayment not to exceed a certain percentage of a 

borrower's income, regardless of the amount borrowed (meaning that 

some students' payment will be decreased if they are working at a 

lower paying job). However, lower payments will extend the payment 

period. 
 

37. Eliminate I-9 employment eligibility verification for Federal Work Study 

employment on the premise that aid applicants have already passed 

through citizenship matches 

 

38. Standardize the format, terminology and content of award letters to make 

it easier for students and families to interpret, understand and compare 

aid offers 
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39. Eliminate the link between Title IV participation and voter registration 

material distribution 

 

40. Eliminate the link between Title IV participation and Constitution Day 

observances 

Aid Administrator Views on Simplifying Federal Student Aid 
41. Make Federal Work Study Community Service requirements optional, 

but provide incentives such as partial waiver of institutional matching 

funds 
 

 
42. Implement a single campus-based allocation that a school can distribute 

between Federal Work Study and Supplemental Educational 

Opportunity Grant as it sees fit (essentially, up to a 100% transfer 

between funds) 
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43. The Department of Education/Internal Revenue Service database 

match would significantly reduce the application error rate among 

your school's application error rate among your school 

participants 

 

 

44. The application process as it currently exists acts as a 

barrier to access, especially among low-income applicants 

 

 

45. The application process as it currently exists acts as a 

barrier to access, especially for those with limited English 

skills 

 

    46. Please check each statement that you agree with 

           Eliminate the FAFSA and obtain all needed information from the Internal Revenue Service 

                       

                       Shorten and limit the FAFSA to demographic and other nonfinancial questions 

                      

                       Populate the FAFSA with Internal Revenue Service 

 

Streamline the on line application, simplify the eligibility formula and remove 29 of the most difficult FAFSA questions regarding savings and  

 

income adjustments that are not available on tax returns 

 

47. Please check each statement that you agree with 
 

fe
c 

Base the Pell Grant award solely on family size and adjusted gross income (rather than assets) 

 

fe
c 

Link increases in the value of the maximum Pell Grant to annual changes in the Consumer Price Index. 

 

fe
c 

Families that receive "means tested" public benefits should qualify automatically for Pell Grants. 

Phase in Pell Grants increases over 5 years to bring the maximum Pell Grant to 70% of average tuition, fees,    
room and board at four-year public colleges. 

 

fe
c 

Increase Pell Grant limits for all pell recipients over the next 10 years 

 

fe
c 

Keep the current process. 

 

 

48. Please check each statement that you agree with 
 

fe
c 

Create a grant program for graduate students in the high need areas 

 

fec 
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L imit Teach Grants to Graduate students. 

 

fe
c 

Eliminate all other programs linked to the Pell Grant and have one grant program. 

 

fe
c 

Keep the current process. 

 

 

49. Please check each statement that you agree with 
 

fe
c 

Link maximum amount of federal loans students can borrow to federal poverty level for individuals, allowing it 
to rise with inflation. 

 

fe
c 

Continue with the same loan limits 

 

                 Limit private loans. 
 

                  Keep the current process 
 
 

50. Is there anything else that you would like to say about possible revisions 

of thefinancial aid process 
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Appendix H: Information Sheet 

Date 

 

Three Proposals to Simplify the Financial Aid System: A Critical Reply from Financial 
Aid Administrators at Historically Black Colleges and Universities 

IRB#061222 

You are invited to participate in a research study under the direction of Dr. Sharon 
Dannels of the Department of Educational Leadership, George Washington University 
(GWU). Taking part of this research is entirely voluntary. 

The purpose of this study is to examine the views of financial aid administrators at 
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), on simplifying the federal student 
aid system. The goal of this study is to examine how best to help students eliminate 
financial barriers to postsecondary education. 

If you choose to take part in this study, you will be asked to participate in an 
approximately fifteen minute survey. The group will be asked to respond to fifty 
questions about the simplification of the federal student aid system. You may refuse to 
answer any of the questions and you may stop your participation in this study at any time. 

Possible risks or discomforts you could experience during this study are minimal. 

You will not benefit directly from your participation in the study. The benefits to science 
and mankind that might result from this study are identification of problem areas within 
the federal student aid system before they become serious especially those hidden from 
those stakeholders (legislators) responsible for making changes to the system.  

Every effort will be made to keep your information confidential, however, this cannot be 
guaranteed. To ensure anonymous responses and anonymity the researcher will set up the 
survey through a web collector not to track names or emails. Therefore, no names or 
emails will be associated with responses. In addition, if results of this study are reported 
in journals or at scientific meetings, the people who participated in this study will not be 
named or identified. 

The Office of Human Research of George Washington University, at telephone number 
(202) 994-2715, can provide further information about your rights as a research 
participant. Further information regarding this study may be obtained by contacting 
Marcia D. Boyd, doctoral candidate, at telephone number (757) 784-4202 or Dr. Sharon 
Dannels, Associate Professor of Education Research and Department Chair. She can be 
reached at 757/269-4949.  
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Appendix I: Thank You/ Reminder 

 

Date 

 

Dear Sir/Madam: 

One week ago you received an email message asking you to assist us in assessing three 
proposals regarding the simplification of the Federal Student Aid system by filling out a 
web based survey. If you have filled out the survey, thank you for participating in the 
survey.  

If you have not had a chance to take the survey yet, I would appreciate your reading the 
message below and competing the survey. Your responses will help to provide a better 
understanding of how the simplification of the federal student aid system will impact 
students and Historically Black Colleges and Universities. 

This message has gone to everyone in the selected population. Since no personal data are 
retained with the surveys for reasons of confidentiality, we are unable to identify whether 
or not you have already completed the survey. 

To take the survey click on: 

Thank you participating in this survey. I greatly appreciate your time and feedback. 

Sincerely, 

 

Marcia D. Boyd 
Doctoral Candidate 
The George Washington University 
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Appendix. J - IRB DOCUMENTS
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Appendix K 

Time Line to Dissertation Defense 

_____________________      _________________________________________________ 

Task                                                                                                                          Calendar Goal    

Trade chapters I, II, and III drafts with chair for                                           July –March 2012 
Feedback and to secure permission to share with  
full committee 
 
Submit drafts of chapters I, II, and III to committee                                   April –May 2012  
members for feedback                                                                                   
 

Submit final draft to committee members to secure                                     June 2012 
permission for proposal defense meeting     
 

Set up Proposal Meeting                                                                                   June 2012 

Proposal Hearing                                                                                               June 2012 

Obtain signature of Department Chair on the IRB cover                               July 2012 

Sheet 

Submit Certification of Research Exclusion to                                            August 2012 

Ms. Kathryn Vesey’s office                 

Collect Data                                                                                                September 2012 – March  
2013 

Do analysis for Chapter IV                                                                        April 2013 

Submit chapter IV to chair for feedback and make                                    May 2013                                                   

Complete chapter V                                                                                       June 2013 

Submit chapter V to chair for feedback and make                                     July 2013 
corrections 

Submit final drafts of chapter IV and V to chair for                                  August 2013 

approval for submission to other committee members. 

review and edit chapters I, II, III indicating what I  

       actually did to complete the project. 
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       Make any changes recommended by committee                                        October 2013 

       members. Consult with editor to polish chapters 

       Request for Dissertation Oral Exam                                                           November 2013 

Defense/Dissertation Oral Exam                                                                 December  2013 

Make all changes specified from oral defense.                                          December 2013  

Once chair signs final draft form, submit it to Ms. Bellezza-Watts         December 2013 
office. 
 

Fill out graduation form                                                                               December 2013 

Graduation                                                                                                     May  2014 
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Appendix L – Historically Black Colleges and Universities 

Alabama 

Four-Year Public 
Alabama A&M University 
Alabama State University 

Four-Year Private 
Concordia College Selma 
Miles College 
Oakwood University 
Selma University 
Stillman College 
Talladega College 
Tuskegee University 

Two-Year Public 
Bishop State Community College 
Shelton State Community College, C.A. Fredd Campus 
Gadsden State Community College, Valley Street 
J.F. Drake State Technical College 
Lawson State Community College 
Trenholm State Technical College 

Arkansas 

Four-Year Public 
University of Arkansas at Pine Bluff 

Four-Year Private 
 
Philander Smith College 

Two-Year Private 
Shorter College 

Delaware 

Four-Year Public 
Delaware State University 

District of Columbia 

Four-Year Public 
University of the District of Columbia 

Four-Year Private 
Howard University 
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Florida 

Four-Year Public 
Florida A&M University 

Four-Year Private 
Bethune-Cookman College 
Edward Waters College 
Florida Memorial University 

Georgia 

Four-Year Public 
Albany State University 
Fort Valley State University 
Savannah State University 

Four-Year Private 
Clark Atlanta University 
Interdenominational Theological Center 
Morehouse College 
Morehouse School of Medicine 
Morris Brown College 
Paine College 
Spelman College 

Kentucky 

Four-Year Public 
Kentucky State University 

Louisiana 

Four-Year Public 
Grambling State University 
Southern University A&M College 
Southern University at New Orleans 

Four-Year Private 
Dillard University of Louisiana 
Xavier University 

Two-Year Public 
Southern University at Shreveport 

Maryland 

Four-Year Public 
Bowie State University 
Coppin State College 
Morgan State University 
University of Maryland Eastern Shore 
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Michigan 

Two-Year Private 
Lewis College of Business 

Mississippi 

Four-Year Public 
Alcorn State University 
Jackson State University 
Mississippi Valley State University 

Four-Year Private 
Rust College 
Tougaloo College 

Two-Year Public 
Coahoma Community College 
Hinds Community College, Utica 

Missouri 

Four-Year Public 
Harris-Stowe State University 
Lincoln University 

North Carolina 

Four-Year Public 
Elizabeth City State University 
Fayetteville State University 
North Carolina A&T State University 
North Carolina Central University 
Winston-Salem State University 

Four-Year Private 
Barber-Scotia College 
Bennett College 
Johnson C. Smith University 
Livingstone College 
Shaw University 
St. Augustine's College 

Ohio 

Four-Year Public 
Central State University 

Four-Year Private 
Wilberforce University 
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Oklahoma 

Four-Year Public 
Langston University 

Pennsylvania 

Four-Year Public 
Cheyney University of Pennsylvania 
Lincoln University 

South Carolina 

Four-Year Public 
South Carolina State University 

Four-Year Private 
Allen University 
Benedict College 
Claflin University 
Morris College 
Voorhees College 

Two-Year Public 
Denmark Technical College 

Two-Year Private 
Clinton Junior College 

Tennessee 

Four-Year Public 
Tennessee State University 

Four-Year Private 
Fisk University 
Knoxville College 
Lane College 
Lemoyne-Owen College 
Meharry Medical College 

Texas 

Four-Year Public 
Prairie View A&M University 
Texas Southern University 

Four-Year Private 
Huston-Tillotson University 
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Jarvis Christian College 
Paul Quinn College 
Southwestern Christian College 
Texas College 
Wiley College 

Two-Year Public 
St. Philip's College 

Virginia 

Four-Year Public 
Norfolk State University 
Virginia State University 

Four-Year Private 
Hampton University 
Saint Paul's College 
Virginia Union University 
Virginia University of Lynchburg 

West Virginia 

Four-Year Public 
Bluefield State College 
West Virginia State University 

U.S. Virgin Islands 

Four-Year Public 
University of the Virgin Islands 
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Appendix M – Permission to use the survey 
 

 

 

 

 

Good evening, Marcia! 
  
You’re welcome to use NASFAA’s 2008 Simplification Survey questions for your study. You will 

want to acknowledge the National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators as the 

source of the questions. 
  
NASFAA is always looking for high-caliber articles for our research journal and our magazine on 

student aid related topics such as the one you are investigating. I have attached a copy of our 

guidelines for authors for each publication in case you are interested in submitting one or more 

manuscripts in the future.  
  
Best! 
Linda Conard 

 

 
Director of Development 
NASFAA 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




