Specifications for the Design and Preparation of the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA)

The current technical requirements for the design and form layout of the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) that must be met are described below.  The FAFSA consists of eight (8) 8 ½” by 11” pages, envelope, postcard, and a two (2) page 8 ½” by 11” insert.  A copy of the current FAFSA construction is available.  The Pantone colors will be provided.

FAFSA is provided in both English and Spanish versions as supply printer ready files in Adobe PDF with fonts and graphics included.  Native files must also be provided.

The contractor will be responsible for translating the FAFSA from English to Spanish based on FSA guidelines.  The Spanish version should resemble the English version as closely as possible, since it will go through the same document capture process.

The Department will provide the contractor with PageMaker 6.5 electronic version of the previous versions of the FAFSA, as available.  A PDF version is also available.  The contractor will use these files as guidance for layout.  Some problems with the current PageMaker file regarding the response box layout have been noted and will need to be resolved if the contractor plans on using the same file for form development.

The FAFSA layout must meet certain technical specifications because data is collected from the FAFSA using optical mark recognition and optical character recognition technology.  These technical specifications are listed below.

Technical Specifications:

Response boxes should be a minimum of 3/16” wide by 5/16” high.

· Response boxes cannot be square.

· Segmentation lines between boxes must be solid

· Commas, dashes, and slashes in a formatted response fields must be allocated a physical space equal to the size of the surrounding response boxes

· Response box fields must have 1/8” free space surrounding them.

· Response box vertical lineup should be maintained throughout the form.  All boxes should be laid out in the same vertical grid.

· Response ovals must be a minimum height and width of 1/8”

· The same size response box/oval must be used throughout the form.

· The thickness of lines used for response boxes and ovals should be as thin as possible and of consistent thickness.

· Empty space around all response fields must be maintained.  At a minimum, this must provide at least 1/8” of empty space surrounding the outside perimeter of any response box.  Additionally, all ovals within a response field should be surrounded by 1/8” of empty space.

· The form must have at least two horizontal registration lines per page (one on the top and one on the bottom of the page).  The line weight of each registration line needs to be 2 points.  Nothing should print within 1/8” of each end of the registration lines.  Nothing should be touching the lines at any point.  The registration lines should have no curvature at the end of the lines.

The form will go through several iterations throughout the development cycle.  The contractor will supply paper and electronic versions for each of these iterations.  These iterations are as follows.

Drafting Initial Clearance Package

Two to three alternative designs will be needed from which to select.  One design will be a simple rollover from prior year, with a change in color and dates.  The other two alternative designs will be based on comments received from the community and will require changes to question wording and layout.  ED will provide a list of changes required for each alternative design.  These designs must be delivered by November 1st of the negotiated cycle period.

Prepare Initial Clearance Package

ED will select one of the alternatives above for the clearance package.  Additional fine-tuning may be needed to have the FAFSA ready for the clearance process.  The other alternatives created above should not be discarded.  This draft design must be delivered by December 1st of the negotiated cycle period.

Usability Testing

One to three of the alternative designs must be mocked-up for usability testing.  The dates and tax references will need to be changed to match those for the current year, instead of the future.  One of these designs will be the one included in the clearance package.  The others will be similar, if not the same, as the alternative designs done during the drafting of the initial clearance package.  These mock-ups must be delivered by February 1st of the negotiated cycle period.

Prepare Draft OMB Package

One to three alternative designs based on comments received from the community and from usability testing.  These alternatives will be similar to those created during the drafting of the initial clearance package.  ED will provide a list of changes required for these designs.  These designs will be delivered within seventy to seventy-five (70-75) calendar days after the initial draft is published in the Federal Register.  ED will notify the contractor when the initial draft is published.

Prepare OMB Package

ED will select one of the alternatives above for the OMB package.  Additional fine-tuning may be needed to have the FAFSA ready for the OMB clearance process.  The other alternatives created above should not be discarded.  This draft design must be delivered within five (5) calendar days of ED selecting the design.

Print Test

Prepare draft FAFSA for print test.  The print test will use the draft FAFSA created for the OMB package.  All fonts and graphics must be imbedded in a PDF file made printer ready.  ED will provide contractor with the printer’s file requirements.  Printer ready files must be delivered within five (5) calendar days of ED selecting the design for the OMB package.

Prepare final FAFSA

One to three alternative designs based on comments received from the community and OMB.  These drafts will be similar to the draft submitted with the OMB package.  ED will provide a list of changes required for these designs.  These designs will be delivered within one business day of the request.

Prepare FAFSA for printer

Prepare FAFSA for the printer as done during the print test.  This final version will be updated with tax line references.  This package will be delivered within five (5) calendar days of ED’s request.  ED will notify contractor which alternative from previous iteration will be used, and will supply the appropriate tax line references. 

