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FAFSA Simplification Update

By: Robert Moran, COHEAO Executive Director, Bose Public Affairs

At the beginning of this year many
students, families and institutions were
experiencing extreme difficulty with the
Free Application for Student Financial
Aid, otherwise known as the FAFSA. The
Biden Administration began rolling out
the Simple FAFSA for students to apply
for federal aid for the 2024-2025
academic year — it turned out to not be
so simple. Over the years, the FAFSA
has been a dreaded and cumbersome
part of the higher education process. In
fact, at one point in time it was more
dreaded then completing tax forms.
How did we get to the Simple FAFSA
and why is it necessary?

After the last reauthorization of the
Higher Education Act (HEA) in 2008 and
the passage of a few other pieces of
legislation, a printed FAFSA form in the
mid 2010’s consisted of 10 pages with
over 100 questions. The Department
offered an online version and 90% of
FAFSA filers completed the form using
that format. The George W. Bush
Administration approved an online
format that introduced skip logic for
users. Filers were able to use the first
online FAFSA using skip logic to apply
for federal aid in the 2009-2010
academic year. The introduction of skip
logic allowed filers to avoid
unnecessary questions that were not
pertinent to them, thus shortening the
amount of time necessary to complete
the form.

Another significant change that
occurred for the 2009-2010 academic
year FAFSA was the inception of the IRS
Data Retrieval Tool. Led by the Obama
Administration, namely Chief of Staff
Rahm Emanuel, the Department of
Education (ED) and the IRS cooperated
to create the Data Retrieval Tool, which
allowed filers to give direct permission
to the IRS to have some of their tax
data populate into their FAFSA. For
most FAFSA filers this contained all of
the necessary financial information
necessary to complete the more
difficult and timely questions on the
form.

Despite these improvements to ease
the burden of completing the FAFSA,
filers and institutions continued to
complain about the burden of
completing the form. Students and
families continued to struggle
completing the FAFSA and financial aid
officers spent more time coaching
students and families how to complete
the form than helping them better
understand the financing of higher
education - the difference between a
grant and loan, explaining net cost, etc.

Thus, in 2015, when Senator Lamar
Alexander assumed the Chairman of the
Senate Health, Education, Labor and
Pensions Committee, he made it a
priority to fix the FAFSA. While he was
hoping to do it within the context of a
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full reauthorization of the HEA, he was
successful achieving a better FAFSA in
two processes. After 4 years of arguing
for simplifying the FAFSA and using the
10-page form as a prop, holding it up
wherever he went, the Senate passed
the Fostering Undergraduate Talent by
Unlocking Resources for Education Act
(FUTURE Act) at the tail end of 2019.
The main focus of this bill provided
$255 million annually in mandatory
funding for Historically Black Colleges
and Universities (HBCUs) and other
Minority Serving Institutions outlined in
Title Il and Hispanic Serving
Institutions in Title V of the HEA.

Another key provision of this bill
provided ED with direct access to a
FAFSA filers’ tax data from the IRS. So
once the Agencies worked out the
mechanics, rather than using the Data
Retrieval Tool, where someone
completing the FAFSA gave the IRS
direct permission to release their tax
information, this bill granted ED direct
permission to receive the applicant’s
tax information. At the end of 2020, one
of Senator Lamar Alexander’s last
legislative victories was the inclusion of
the FAFSA Simplification Act in the
fiscal year 2021 omnibus
appropriations bill.

The FAFSA Simplification Act reworked
the necessary elements used in the
formula to determine a student’s
Estimated Family Contribution (EFC),
renamed the Student Aid Index (SAl),
which determines the amount of
federal aid a student receives. The

formula was reworked so that for nearly
all FAFSA filers the tax data was
sufficient to determine eligibility for
federal aid. For a handful of applicants
who report assets, they need to
complete one or two additional
questions in order to determine the
student’s eligibility. The combination of
the FUTURE Act with the FAFSA
Simplification Act should result in a
FAFSA applicant needing to only input
their demographic information,
including Social Security Number. By
completing these simple questions, ED
has the authority to receive the
applicant’s tax information and the to
determine that students financial aid
eligibility. Provide your name, address,
Social Security Number and other basic
information and learn the amount the
federal government will invest in you.
It’s that simple!

How then did ED make such a mess of a
simple process? The FAFSA
Simplification Act required the
Department to make this new form
available for the 2023-2024 Academic
Year, but Congress quickly granted ED
an additional year due to COVID. The
HEA requires ED to issue the FAFSA for
the upcoming year by January 1 of that
year.However, for about 10 years or so,
ED has released the FAFSA for the
following Academic Year around
October 1.Higher education was
requesting (dare | say demanding) that
ED release the new Simple FAFSA
around October 1, 2023 for the 2024-
2025 Academic Year; however, ED
notified the community early in 2023
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that was not a reasonable goal.

Despite the process being simplified for
students and families, the formula is
still complicated.The changes were not
drastic changes to the formula, but
they were sophisticated enough that
implementing the changes required
deep knowledge of that formula. The
Biden Administration made it a priority
to improve and unify the platform for
all of federal financial aid processes.
For years, the FAFSA was done on a
separate platform managed by one
contractor, while the aid distribution
system was on another platform with
another contractor and the default
system was on a third platform
managed by an additional contractor.
Unifying the systems is not a new
concept, in fact the idea started in the
Obama Administration, continued in
the Trump Administration, but was
completed by the Biden Administration.

With a new contractor unfamiliar with
the formula and an Administration
more focused on improving the student
loan program and offering forgiveness,
the Simple FAFSA did not receive the
necessary attention to offer the smooth
and simple process promised to
applicants. There were a number of
specific and unique situations that
presented challenges even after the
Department released the form. Some of
the notable ones were for applicants
with parents who did not have Social
Security Numbers, institutions not
receiving the needed information
necessary to provide timely financial

aid offers, and improper processing of
tax information by ED.

While the Department got off to a rocky
start (some may argue that it was
simply a failed start), most of the issues
have been addressed and resolved.
Unfortunately, running an experiment
in real life resulted in significant
problems. First the delay has impacted
the timing of enrollment across the
country. Most institutions delayed
enrollment decisions due to their
inability to offer financial aid packages
to applicants in normal timeframes.
Potentially the most troubling outcome
is that FAFSA applications were down
around 40 percent - although, this
number has improved recently. This is
likely due to the late release of the
Application - as noted, it was not
released in early October, but rather
was released on December 30 and only
for 1 hour before being taken down. It
reappeared on December 31 and
problem after problem has come to
light since. The news of these problems
also likely lead to reduced applicants.

There is hope though, but the damage
for the majority of postsecondary
students who enroll in programs in the
Fall has happened. The Department has
fixed or patched nearly every problem
that has arisen. There is no doubt that
the process of completing the FAFSA
will become the easy process originally
intended by Senator Alexander and
those bipartisan legislators that shared
his vision. The ED and its contractor will
do a better job of processing the forms
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so that schools receive correct information in a timelier manner and the 2025-
2026 Academic Year FAFSA will be released closer to October 1, 2024 than
January 1, 2025.

Ultimately, it will be better. It will be simpler for students and families. It will allow
financial aid officers to focus on helping students better understand the financing
of higher education and not completing a form.More students will enter college
with a better financial understanding. It won’t solve the cost problem. Hopefully,
this ease will encourage even more students to apply than in the past and will
manifest with the upcoming application season.
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Financial Wellness Calendar
of Events

June 28,2024 National Insurance Day

July 23,2024 Parent’s Day

August 14,2024 National Financial Awareness Day
September 6, 2024 National 401K Day

October 5,2024  World Financial Planning Day

Upcoming COHEAO Events

COHEAO Grassroots Calls Every other Friday at 10:00 Central:
Contact Bob Moran if you want to join these calls at
rmoran@bosepublicaffairs.com

COHEAO Financial Wellness Taskforce Calls 10:00 Central:
The Next calls are:

7/23/2024

8/27/2024

9/24/2024

10/22/2024

11/26/2024

These calls are typically on the 4th Tuesday of each month.
Contact Lee Anne Wigdahl if you want to join these calls.
leeanne.wigdahl@devry.edu or (630) 577-8551
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