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The Four F’s of 2024 – The FAFSA Fiasco 
Fraught with Frustration
Ann Cools – Executive Consultant, RNL
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The Four F’s of 2024

1. Founding of the FAFSA

2. Finessing of the form

3. Frustration with the rollout

4. Findings and future endeavors
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Founding of the FAFSA

1
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Evolution of the FAFSA

Early 
Years

1954 1958

Late 
50s

1960s

National Defense 
Act

Created a need for a 
central processor. 

Need Analysts 
All need calculations 

performed by hand. More 
complicated cases handled 

by juries of aid 
administrators. 

CSS Application

College Board proposes 
central information 

system for scholarship 
applicants 

Institutional Forms
Campuses developed their 

own forms and need-
analysis formulae. 

Parents' 
Confidential 

Statement
Centrally processed from 

CSS. Paid service. 
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Evolution of the FAFSA

1960

1965 1974

1972 1976

Simplification 1.0
Competing apps from 

College Board, ACT and 
BEOG. 

HEA Amendments
BEOG required separate 

application and different 
need analysis. 

Higher Education 
Act of 1965

Looked at income 
thresholds for aid 

eligibility 

Equity and Access
CSS continues work to 

simplify process.. 

FAF Launched
Uniformed Methodology 
created.  ACT & CB both 

had forms (era of Multiple 
Data Entry – MDE). 
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Evolution of the FAFSA

1986

1992
2000s

& 
2010s

1998 2020

Tweaks to need 
analysis

EZ FAFSA authorize. PPY 
implemented 2017-18.. 

FAFSA on the Web
IRS data retrieval allowed – 

begins 2009-10 

Federal 
Methodology and 

FAFSA

Consolidated Pell formula 
with CM

Congressional 
Methodology

Need analysis formula put 
into law. Any changes 

require act of Congress. 

FAFSA 
Simplification and 

SAI
Reduce questions by 66%, 
change formula, different 

calculation for Pell.
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The good ol’ days…

Remember When?

Pell Calculator 

Hand calcs and separate 

calculators for state aid

January Start
FAFSAs available Jan. 1st 

File taxes before 
submission or do 

amended form. 

FAFSA Position
Used as an enrollment 

likelihood indicator. 

FAFSA.com
Companies charging up 
to $1,600 to complete 

forms. 

Social Responsibility 
Questions

Selective Service, drug 
convictions, etc.
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Finessing of the Form

2
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Decades in the making.

Finessing the Form

Simplified FAFSA
Direct IRS Exchange

New Calculations

Consolidated 
Appropriations Act of 2021 
(FAFSA Simplification Act)

Fostering Undergraduate Talent 
by Unlocking Resources for 
Education Act (FUTURE Act)
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Why?

FAFSA Simplification 

Increase Pell eligibility and 
awareness

Reduce the FAFSA questions from 108 to 33

Data automatically transferred from IRS
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Maximum and minimum Pell will be based on 
Pell calculation. Pell Grant awards in the 
middle ranges of eligibility would be 
determined by subtracting the SAI from the 
maximum Pell Grant amount.

Calculation based on tax 
filing status, number of 
parents in household, and 
income.

Students can preview Pell 
eligibility using AGI and 
household size. 

Can be easily estimated 
prior to filing a FAFSA.

Award amount reported on 
Student Aid Report.

Pell

Re-thinking Need
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EFC now Student 
Aid Index.

The SAI will be 
used to 

calculate need.

A negative SAI will 
identify the 

neediest 
students.

The negative SAI 
establishes a 

framework to allow the 

very neediest students 
to be identified.

It is the new zero.

Similar to 
current need-

analysis 
formula.

Used to 
calculate 

eligibility for 
campus-based 

and institutional 
funds.

Need calculation 
similar: 

COA – SAI – OFA = 
Need

Student Aid Index

Re-thinking Need
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Frustration with the Roll 
Out

3
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Shifting our Thinking

Preparing for the Transition 

• Students and parents

• Campus partners and leadership

Education and Outreach

• No more “expected family contribution”.

• Student Aid Index - To be used by financial aid 
administrators to calculate financial aid.

• Determination of Pell grant eligibility will change.

• Not tied to SAI.
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Assessing the shift in eligibility.

Analyzing EFC vs. SAI
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Ready, Set….
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Or Simon Says?

Red Light, Green Light 

• Delayed opening.

• Technical issues from the user (parent/student).

• Mixed status families.

• Lost/uncalculated SAIs 

• Incorrect calculations.

• Challenges with aid software platforms (institutional vendors).

• Delayed access for campuses to make corrections.

• Lack of ED transparency.

• Congressional input.
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Compressed Yield Cycle

And Go!

Inconsistency 

 Treatment of initial ISIRs

 Timing of awards

 Decision dates

 Student responses

 Missing SAIs 

 Corrections
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Missing FAFSAs

“© Copyright 2024 National College Attainment Network. NCAN’s FAFSA Tracker. All rights reserved.
Reprinted with permission. This material may not be posted, published, or distributed without permission from National College Attainment Network.”
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Missing the potentially neediest.

Foregoing Filing

“© Copyright 2024 National College Attainment Network. NCAN’s FAFSA Tracker. All rights reserved.
Reprinted with permission. This material may not be posted, published, or distributed without permission from National College Attainment Network.”
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Findings and Future 
Endeavors

4
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“Woo them with outstanding 
customer service.”
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Relationship building

Back to Basics

Calling and 
texting 

campaigns

One-on-one 
campus 

meetings rather 
than group 

sessions

Handwritten 
notes

Student 
ambassadors 

Creating videos
Live chats

Awarding early
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Some new strategies paid off.

New Endeavors

Pell promise strategies Merit-only scholarship 
calculator

New yield activities and 
recrafted visit days

Throwback to paper 
estimates (positioned 

as part of the admission 
process)

Early estimated awards
• Timing was critical
• Dependent upon when 

competing offers were 
released
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Look for the helpers.

Communication was Key

Lots and lots and lots of 
communication

Targeted assistance (walking through the process)

Unrelenting patience

Tone

More drips and more postcards

Multi-channel
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Tell me again

Re-Targeting Messaging 

Parents are just as important and students

Early affordability/ROI conversations

Cost conversations

Leveraged internal marketing gurus

Focused messaging on targeted groups

Scoring or analytics to identify populations for action
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Strategy and Staff
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All Hands-On Deck

Staffing Made Its Mark

• Extended/flexible hours for outreach

•Additional yield events 

•Cross pollination – admissions, student affairs, athletics

•Concierge-level service

•Used staff to implement strong strategy

•Understanding and grace
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Goals might be met. 

Early Results

• Initial reviews of campus data show an increase in Pell eligible students. 

•Most are eligible for full Pell

• Fewer partial Pell awards 

• Fewer students falling into middle need levels

•More low and no-need students

•Streamlined experience for some families.



30

Moving Forward

• Concern for 2025-26 timeline

• Calls for tweaks to the form

• Housing question

• Parent info for independent students

• Refining dependency questions

• Reconsidering the formula 

• Number in college

• Business/farm

• Alternate SAIs for periods of enrollment other than 9 months

• Update Asset Protection Allowance
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Final Thoughts

• Financial aid administrators are tough

• Enrollment teams rose to the challenge

• It may take years to recruit back those we lost

• Congress and the Department of Ed.



32All material in this presentation, including text and images, is the prop erty of RNL. Per mission is required  to  r eproduce inf ormation .

Thank You

Ann Cools
Executive Consultant

517.604.0257
ann.cools@ruffalonl.com
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schedule a quick 
consultation

ready to lead the way with RNL?

scan here
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