Relatively Few Students Complete Main Federal Financial-Aid Form, Report Says
By JOSEPH GIDJUNIS  

Washington During the 1999-2000 academic year, half of all undergraduates, many of whom needed financial assistance, did not participate in the federal student-aid process because they failed to complete the basic application used to award aid, according to a report released on Monday by the American Council on Education. 

The Free Application for Federal Student Aid, or Fafsa, is the standard application form that the federal government, state governments, and most colleges use to determine a student's eligibility for financial aid. Students who do not complete the form deny themselves a shot at public or institutional aid. College financial-aid advisers often plead with students and their families to fill out the form early, to ensure that they have a chance at getting more of the available aid. 

Even so, many students ignore the form. In a U.S. Department of Education survey of students who began college in 1995-96, the most common reasons that students or their families offered for not completing the form were that they could afford to pay and that they thought their income was too high to qualify. 

The new report, "Missed Opportunities: Students Who Do Not Apply for Financial Aid," is based primarily on data from the 1999-2000 version of the "National Postsecondary Student Aid Study," conducted by the Education Department's National Center for Education Statistics, which contains the most recent Fafsa data available. The council's report did not analyze data for graduate or professional-school students, and its analyses took account of American citizens and permanent residents only, because other students are ineligible for most financial-aid programs. 

Among other findings, the report said that: 

· Students enrolled in community colleges were least likely to complete the application. 

· Students enrolled in private for-profit colleges were most likely to file the form, followed by those at private nonprofit institutions. 

· About one-third of all full-time students did not complete the application. 

· Some 1.7 million undergraduates whose families were in the two lowest income brackets failed to complete the form. 

· Approximately 850,000 students who did not complete the form would have qualified for at least a Pell Grant. 

The statistics surprised Jacqueline E. King, the report's author and director of the American Council on Education's Center for Policy Analysis. 

Ms. King said she had expected her analysis to show a higher rate of Fafsa completion because of changes made to the federal student-aid programs in 1992 . Before that year, Ms. King said, the forms were not free and income limits restricted students' access to Stafford loans, which are government-guaranteed loans with low interest rates. 

With the lifting of the application fees and the income limits, and the new ability to process the forms online, she said, more-recent data are likely to show that more undergraduates are applying for federal aid. Even so, the report's findings disturb her. 

"There was a lot of effort to make this an easier process," she said. "With all of these changes, I would have expected completion rates higher than this." 

The full text of the report is available on the American Council on Education's Web site.  

Study Finds Students Not Applying For Aid. The AP (10/11, Pope) reports, "A new study says hundreds of thousands of college students who may be eligible for federal financial aid don't get it for a simple reason - they don't apply. The study released Monday by the American Council on Education, which represents colleges and universities, says that half of the 8 million undergraduates enrolled in 1999-2000 at institutions participating in federal student aid programs did not complete the main federal aid application form. Many were well off, and correctly assumed they wouldn't get aid. But the study found 1.7 million low- and moderate-income students also failed to fill out the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). Two-thirds of community college students did not apply for aid, compared to 42 percent at public four-year colleges and 13 percent at private colleges." 
Teachers Begin Using Other Colleges' Online Courses. The Chronicle of Higher Education (10/15 edition, Carnevale) reports, "Many colleges that want to beef up their online course offerings are beginning to use online course materials developed by other institutions. Smaller institutions, especially community colleges, often cannot afford to develop distance-education materials -- which experts say are expensive to do well. And some colleges have an extensive selection of courses that they are willing to share with other institutions. Now the haves and have-nots are beginning to swap or arrange to buy for-credit online courses. Proponents say that sharing online materials can help colleges save thousands of dollars as they create online-education programs, and several groups are now pushing the concept," such as the Monterey Institute for Technology and Education and Carnegie Mellon University. Critics argue that faculty should play an active role in developing courses they teach. 

Congress OKs Bill To Close Lending Loophole. The New York Times  (10/12, Winter) reports, "Congress has unanimously passed a bill to close loopholes that have enabled student loan companies to bill the federal government more than $1 billion in what lawmakers and regulators describe as unnecessary subsidies since the mid-1990's. Despite the short tempers and partisanship that accompanied the close of the session, the Senate approved the legislation on Saturday without opposition." The Times adds, "With the savings, estimated at $270 million or more for the coming fiscal year, Congress agreed to help pay off the loans of math, science and special education teachers who commit to working in schools with low-income children for a least five years." 
The AP (10/10) reports, "Congress is ending a promise to banks that has allowed them to reap billions of dollars in profits from a federal college aid program. Legislation halting the federal guarantee of a 9.5 percent rate of return to lenders of certain student loans was passed Saturday by the Senate and sent to President Bush. The bill, endorsed by the White House, won approval Thursday in the House. The 9.5 percent interest rate on many loans will be replaced with an adjustable rate reflecting the market. The guarantee to banks has long been a profit-maker because the government has had to pay them whatever amount of interest students do not, and students now pay under 3.4 percent. The estimated $285 million in savings will be diverted to forgiving up to $17,000 in student loans for teachers who spend five years in poor schools and in the fields of math, science and special education." 
Panel Explores Reasons For Expense Of College Education. Scripps Howard  (10/10, Otts) reported, "Everyone agrees that getting a college degree, even at a state university, has become too expensive, but there is no consensus on how to solve the problem. At a forum last week sponsored by the Atlantic Monthly, experts proposed giving more federal aid to students in their first years of college, creating programs to allow some students to graduate debt-free and making sure students can transfer from community colleges to state universities without losing credit hours. Rep. Buck McKeon, R-Calif., said the situation is a 'national crisis.'" But "the problem is complex, with universities competing to get better students, professors and research grants while funding from state governments is shrinking, the panelists said." And "public colleges vary in quality and cost, giving students different options, said U.S. Deputy Secretary of Education Eugene Hickok. He pointed out U.S. News and World Report ranks schools according to both their value and quality." McKeon "said when Congress reauthorizes the Higher Education Act next year, it may mandate that four-year colleges have clear policies about which community college courses will count toward degrees." 
More High School Students Take Community College Courses. The Dallas Morning News(10/10, Jackson) reports, "Community college students in some Dallas-area suburbs are getting younger, and time travel is not involved. ... Growing waves of high-schoolers are taking high-level courses offered by community colleges to get a jump on their college careers. The dropping age reveals another youthful trend: More students headed for four-year educations are taking care of their first two years at the community college." The Morning News adds, "The average age at the college dropped from 28.2 in 1994 to 26.1 in 2004. At Tarrant County College the average age dropped from 27.7 in 1994 to 25.8 this year. The Dallas community college system is not witnessing the same trend. The average age ​ 28 ​ has held steady for years. A larger proportion of Dallas' students take courses to obtain skills for a job." 
Iowa Public Universities Losing Applicants To Private Schools. The Des Moines Register (10/12, Jerousek) reports, "State universities are graduating more students than they are replacing. Iowa State University's enrollment dropped by 1,000 students this fall, to 26,380. The University of Northern Iowa has about 500 fewer students, with 12,824 enrolled. The University of Iowa's enrollment this fall remained steady at 29,745. Fueling interest in private colleges is publicity about tuition increases and program cuts at the three public universities, some college officials said." 
Students Balance Aid, Debt To Apply For College. The Des Moines Register  (10/12, Jerousek) reports, "Few families will be able to cover college costs with savings and income alone. That's where financial aid comes in. ... More so than ever, families can expect those aid packages to consist of loans. During the 2002-03 school year, more than 60 percent of students graduated from Iowa public universities with student loan debt. The average debt exceeded $20,000. Even with a healthy financial aid package, Chad Zenisek, 19, expects to graduate from Coe College in Cedar Rapids with about $20,000 in student debt. 'I definitely pay attention to money,' he said. 'I have a savings account, and I try to save as much as I can.'" 
Virginia City Offers Grants For College Tuition. The Washington Post  (10/12, Bahrampour) reports, "For the past 18 years, a nonprofit program called the Scholarship Fund of Alexandria has advised graduating seniors at T.C. Williams in seeking financial aid. It has also offered need- and merit-based 'gap' scholarships to supplement other grants and loans. ... As high schools push to prepare a greater percentage of students for college, rising tuition and dwindling state and federal aid are combining to turn more students away, according to David Swedlow, director of research and technology for the college access network." The Post notes, "Last year, the Alexandria program awarded $360,612 in scholarships, the largest amount in its history. Many of the fund's donations come from Alexandria businesses and residents, in amounts as small as $5 and as large as $5,000. The grants, many named for their donors, are often renewable after the first year." This success has prompted neighboring Fairfax County School Board to consider a similar program. 

Here is the link to today's news articles on connectED: http://www.bulletinnews.com/education/
