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Aid Offers in the Spotlight

• GAO Report

• Media 

• NASFAA Code of Conduct
o Task Force

o Consumer Testing
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NASFAA Code of Conduct
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Paying For College Transparency Initiative

• Newly formed national task force
• Chaired by president emeritus of the Association of Public and 

Land-grant Universities Peter McPherson
• Will focus on creating a set of financial aid offer principles and 

standards to ensure students can easily understand how much a 
postsecondary education will cost and more readily compare aid 
offers from various institutions.

• Supported by ACE), NACAC) and NASFAA, and informed by 
financial aid, admissions, and enrollment managers from a diverse 
set of institutions.
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Paying For College Transparency Initiative

“College leaders agree that students need clear, accurate, and 
consistent information on aid offers, '' McPherson said. “The 
leadership of 10 associations of higher education have come 
together to find a way to achieve that goal.”



Slide 6 © 2023 NASFAA

Aid Offer Issue Brief Takeaways

• Aid offers should be student-centric and transparent, using consistent 
terminology and clearly communicating all direct and indirect costs.

• Legislative efforts to bring greater clarity to financial aid offers are 
well-placed, while efforts aimed toward rigid standardization may 
miss the mark.

• Any attempts at modeling or standardizing elements and definitions 
of financial aid offers should be consumer-tested to ensure they 
achieve the intended results.
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Standardization of Terms

• Cost of Attendance: The estimated total cost of attending an 
institution for one academic year.
• Tuition and fees;

• Books, course materials, supplies, and equipment (including the documented rental or 
purchase of a personal computer; see below);

• Living expenses (including together both housing and food);

• Transportation;

• Miscellaneous personal expenses;

• Federal student loan fees if the student is receiving federal loans of any kind (Title IV or 
otherwise); and

• Professional licensure, certification, or a first professional credential costs if the 
academic program leads to a professional licensure, certification, or credential.
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Standardization of Terms

• Direct Costs: Charges included in the Cost of Attendance that the student/family 
pays directly to the college.

• Enrollment Status: Academic workload (or course load), as defined by the 
institution, in which a student is enrolled for a defined academic period. This 
normally relates to the number of credit hours or clock hours taken by a student 
during a given academic period (e.g. full-time, three-quarter-time, half-time, less-
than-half-time).

• Expected Family Contribution (EFC): An eligibility index that college financial aid 
staff use to determine how much financial aid you would receive if you were to 
attend their school. The EFC is calculated according to a formula specified in law 
and is based upon the information provided by the student and their family on 
the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).
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Standardization of Terms

• Educational Loan: A form of financial aid that must be repaid. Educational loans have varying fees, 
interest rates, repayment terms, and/or borrower protections.
o Federal Student Loan: Federal funds made available to the student that must be paid back by the student. Students 

must complete Entrance Counseling and a Master Promissory Note (MPN) to receive these loans. Repayment begins 
six months after the student ceases to be enrolled at least half-time with options to delay payment available. To be 
eligible, the student must be enrolled at least half-time in an eligible program of study.

▪ Federal Direct Subsidized Student Loan: Loan funds provided to the student by the U.S. Department of Education, through the 
school. Undergraduate students with financial need can qualify for a subsidized loan. The government pays the interest on the
loan while the student remains enrolled at least half time and during certain periods when the government allows deferment of
repayment. There are annual limits on the amounts that may be borrowed, which vary by the student's academic year in school 
and the student's dependent or independent status.

▪ Federal Direct Unsubsidized Student Loan: Loan funds provided to the student by the U.S. Department of Education, through 
the school. Undergraduate students and graduate students regardless of their need, qualify for an unsubsidized loan, provided
they have filed the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). Interest accrual begins immediately, and the student can 
choose to pay the interest while enrolled or upon entering repayment. There are annual limits on the amounts that may be 
borrowed, which vary by the student's academic year in school and the student's dependent or independent status.

▪ Federal Direct Graduate PLUS Loan: Loan funds provided to graduate students by the U.S. Department of Education, through 
the school. This federal loan program allows graduate students with no adverse credit history to apply for a loan amount up to 
their Cost of Attendance each year, less any other financial aid received.
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Standardization of Terms

• Federal Direct Parent PLUS Loan (PLUS): Loan funds provided to the parents of dependent undergraduate students 
by the U.S. Department of Education, through the school. This federal loan program allows parents with no adverse 
credit history to apply for a loan amount up to the Cost of Attendance each year, less any financial aid received by 
the dependent student. Repayment of principal and interest begins immediately once the loan is fully disbursed with 
some options to delay payment available.

• Private Loan: A student or parent loan from a commercial, state-affiliated or institutional lender used to pay for up to 
the annual Cost of Attendance, less any financial aid received. Private loans have varying interest rates, fees and 
repayment options and usually require the applicant to be creditworthy or have a creditworthy cosigner. Repayment 
generally begins immediately.

• Family Financial Responsibility (FFR): Many schools award institutional need-based 
scholarships and grants based upon a more comprehensive calculation of family financial 
circumstances using information provided on the CSS PROFILE or the institution's own 
financial aid form. This can result in a higher (or lower) figure than the Free Application 
for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) might indicate with its Expected Family 
Contribution (EFC) estimate.
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Standardization of Terms

• Federal Pell Grant: A federal grant provided by the federal government to undergraduate 
students who demonstrate exceptional financial need and have an EFC below a certain 
threshold established by the federal government. The Pell Grant award amount is 
prorated based on Enrollment Status.

• Federal Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant (FSEOG): A federal grant awarded 
by the institution to qualified undergraduate students who demonstrate exceptional 
financial need. Priority is given to Federal Pell Grant recipients.

• Federal Work-Study (FWS): A federal program offered and administered by the 
institution that provides opportunity for part-time employment to students with financial 
need to help pay their educational expenses. Students are responsible for finding 
qualified employment. Funds are paid out through a paycheck, as earned.

https://www.nasfaa.org/glossary#pell
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Standardization of Terms

• Gift Aid: Funds awarded to the student that do not have to be repaid, 
unless the student fails to meet certain criteria, such as a service 
requirement that is specified as a condition of the gift aid or not 
completing the period for which the aid was awarded. Gift aid can 
include awards with titles such as grants, scholarships, remissions, 
awards, waivers, etc. Gift aid can be awarded based upon many 
factors, including (but not limited to) financial need, academic 
excellence, athletic, musical, and/or theatrical talent, affiliation with 
various groups, and/or career aspirations.

• Grant: Gift Aid that is typically based on financial need.
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Standardization of Terms

• Income Share Agreement (ISAs): A student's contract with their 
institution or a private entity to pay a percentage of their future 
earnings for a fixed period after graduation in exchange for funds to 
pay for their education while enrolled.

• Indirect Costs: Estimated expenses in the COA that are not paid 
directly to the institution.

• Iraq and Afghanistan Service Grant (IASG): A federal grant to 
qualifying students with a parent or guardian who died as a result of 
U.S. military service in Iraq or Afghanistan after September 11, 2001. 
If a student is eligible for a Federal Pell Grant, he or she cannot 
receive an IASG.
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Standardization of Terms

• Need: The student’s COA minus their EFC , or Family Financial 
Responsibility (if applicable).

• Net Price: Amount of direct and indirect costs remaining after all Gift 
Aid is applied. Net price can be covered through a variety of sources, 
including savings, income, and education loans.

• Program Level: Level of the degree-granting program in which a 
student is enrolled. Program levels may include: undergraduate 
(students seeking an associate degree, an undergraduate certificate, 
or a baccalaureate degree); post-baccalaureate (such as teacher 
certification); or graduate (students working on a master's degree, 
graduate certificate, doctorate, or professional degree). 
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Standardization of Terms

• Scholarship: Gift Aid that is typically based on merit, such as, academic 
excellence, talent, affiliation with various groups, or career aspirations or a 
combination of merit and need.

• Self-help: An institution's expectation that a student contribute toward their 
education using a combination of loans, student employment such as Federal 
Work-Study, and/or summer savings.

• Teacher Education Assistance for College and Higher Education (TEACH) 
Grants: Federal grants for undergraduate and graduate students, awarded in 
exchange for specific future teaching service in designated high-need fields and 
low-income elementary and secondary schools. If a student does not complete 
the required teaching service, the grant becomes a Federal Direct Unsubsidized 
Loan that must be repaid.

https://www.nasfaa.org/glossary#fdusl
https://www.nasfaa.org/glossary#fdusl
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Standardization of Terms

• Unmet Need: The student’s COA, minus their EFC or Family Financial 
Responsibility (if applicable), less any need-based aid received, such as Gift 
Aid, Federal Work-Study or Federal Direct Subsidized Loans.

• Verification: A federally mandated process to confirm the accuracy of data 
provided by selected applicants on the Free Application for Federal Student Aid 
(FAFSA). To complete the verification process, the student, their parent(s), or 
spouse, if applicable, are required to provide certain documents to the school for 
review. If the documentation the student provides the institution doesn't match 
what was reported on the FAFSA, verification can result in changes to the 
student's financial aid eligibility, and/or financial aid offers.
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Graduate Student
Offer Example
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Dependent
Student 
Offer Example
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Gen 21-70 : Issuing Financial Aid Offers–What 
Institutions Should Include and Avoid

• Avoid calling your financial aid offer an “award” and avoid calling it a 
“letter.”

• Always include cost of attendance in a financial aid offer.

• Break down cost of attendance in ways that help students understand 
costs.

• List grants and scholarship aid, loans, and Federal Work-Study separately.

• Explain and calculate the estimated net cost for students in the financial 
aid offer.
o Students should be able to easily understand how the calculation was made, and 

institutions should provide this standard estimate of students’ out-of-pocket and 
debt-financed costs.

https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2021-10-28/issuing-financial-aid-offers-what-institutions-should-include-and-avoid
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Issuing Financial Aid Offers–What 
Institutions Should Include and Avoid

• Separate out other options for repaying the net cost.
o Provide a list of other options available to students, which may include tuition 

payment plans; state, institutional, or private loans; or federal Parent PLUS loans, for 
which a dependent student’s parents may apply, among other possible options.

o Note that students need to separately research the terms and conditions of each.

• Describe critical next steps in the financial aid offer.
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College 
Financing 
Plan

https://www2.ed.gov/policy/highered/guid/aid-

offer/index.html
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GAO Findings
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Latest from the GAO

• According to best practices, colleges should also let students know:
• The differences between gift aid, loans, and work-study,
• That some loans are for parents, not students. This type of loan has 

fewer protections and requires a credit check,
• The conditions for keeping a scholarship or grant,
• The next steps to take to accept, decline, or adjust the aid in the offer.

What Financial Aid Offers Don’t Tell You About the Cost of 
College. Published April 4, 2023

https://www.gao.gov/blog/what-financial-aid-offers-dont-tell-you-about-cost-college
https://www.gao.gov/blog/what-financial-aid-offers-dont-tell-you-about-cost-college
https://www.gao.gov/blog/what-financial-aid-offers-dont-tell-you-about-cost-college
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What would ChatGPT say about 
Aid Offers?
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ChatGPT Best Practices

• Needs assessment: Conduct a thorough needs assessment to identify the specific 
needs of the affected population. This will ensure that aid is targeted to the most 
vulnerable and that the aid offered is appropriate for their needs.

• Transparency: Be transparent about the aid being offered. Provide clear and concise 
information about the type of aid, the quantity, and the duration of the aid. This will help 
build trust with the affected population and ensure that aid is distributed fairly.

• Accountability: Set up a system to monitor the distribution of aid to ensure that it 
reaches the intended recipients. This can be done through regular reporting and 
feedback mechanisms from the affected population.

• Partnership: Work in partnership with local organizations and communities to ensure 
that aid is culturally appropriate and meets the specific needs of the affected population.
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ChatGPT Best Practices

• Sustainability: Ensure that aid is sustainable and does not create dependence on 
aid. This can be done by providing aid that supports long-term development, 
such as education and skills training.

• Respect for dignity: Ensure that aid is provided in a way that respects the dignity 
of the affected population. This means providing aid in a way that preserves their 
privacy, autonomy, and sense of agency.

• Flexibility: Be flexible in the delivery of aid to respond to changing circumstances 
and needs. This will ensure that aid remains relevant and effective in addressing 
the needs of the affected population.

By following these best practices, aid providers can ensure that their aid is effective, 
efficient, and meets the needs of the affected population.



Questions?
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