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Federal Student Aid

Limited English Proficiency Plan

Responding to

Executive Order 13166

“Improving Access to Services for Persons with Limited English Proficiency”

Federal Student Aid

Limited English Proficiency (LEP) Plan

I. PURPOSE

This plan is intended to improve access of LEP individuals to the programs and services provided by Federal Student Aid (FSA).

 II. AUTHORIZATION

This LEP Plan is established pursuant to and in accordance with Executive Order 13166, “Improving Access to Services for Persons with Limited English Proficiency” and the Departmental Plan set forth in Departmental Directive, OM: 1-104, dated August 5, 2003, entitled Limited English Proficiency Plan.

III. APPLICABILITY

This plan applies to FSA.

IV. FSA LEP PLAN

This plan is designed to assist the FSA by providing guidance on translation, interpretation, and outreach services for LEP persons seeking access to the Student Financial Assistance (SFA) programs.  FSA’s primary programs that impact LEP populations are those in the Students Channel: Student Aid Awareness and the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and as such our primary resources that interact with LEP populations are in the Students Channel of our organization.  This unit is responsible for the annual preparation of federal financial aid publications and the FAFSA, maintaining Student Aid on the Web (www.studentaid.ed.gov), managing our customer support center – the Federal Student Aid Information Center (FSAIC) and our Editorial Services Contract (ESC).
V. FSA SERVICES INVOLVING THE LEP POPULATION

Section I. Overview and LEP Assessment 

The Hispanic population of our country is now the largest minority comprising more than 34.5 million people or 12.3% of the total population.  Hispanic students now comprise almost 10% of the enrollment in institutions of postsecondary education.  (Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000, Overview of Race and Hispanic Origin – 2000, p.3.)

FSA is currently focusing our LEP efforts on the Hispanic populations.  FSA continuously assesses the LEP need for our materials and services in languages other than English and Spanish.  A review of inquiries we receive and requests for information show no additional needs at this time.  We sometimes receive inquiries either in writing or over the telephone from LEP individuals who speak languages other than English or Spanish.  To date, we have been able to respond to written inquiries by using translation services available at our FSAIC or through the Department.  As for telephone inquiries, our information specialists have been able to communicate sufficiently to meet the need of the inquirer.

During FY 2003, the FSAIC provided financial aid information for more than 90,000 Spanish-speaking callers.  While this number represents a very small percentage of the 8.2 million calls received, FSA provided quality service to all of the LEP persons who contacted us.

For the 2003-04 processing year, FAFSA on the Web (FOTW) processed 4.1 million applications electronically.  Forty thousand of those were filed using Spanish.  For the same period, almost 2.2 million paper FAFSAs were processed.  Almost 24,000 of those were FAFSAs in Spanish.  

Almost 700,000 copies of our flagship publications in Spanish were ordered through our ED publications contractor during FY 2003.  An additional 30,000 copies of our publications in Spanish were distributed to churches and community organizations by our agreement with the GSA’s Federal Citizen Information Center.  During the same period, over 4,100 copies of our Spanish publications were provided to individuals through our Editorial Services Contract and the FSAIC.

Section II. Language Assistance Plan

FSA provides LEP persons a variety of avenues to obtain information about our SFA programs, both orally and in writing.  All of our flagship publications and our application materials are in Spanish.  Our websites also accommodate LEP persons:  FOTW is entirely in Spanish; Student Aid on the Web (SAOTW) has major portions of the site in Spanish.  Additionally, our FSAIC is staffed with bilingual information specialists.  When translating our written materials, FSA adheres to the Department’s guidelines to ensure quality products.  Our goal is to have both the English and the Spanish versions released at the same time.

Those publications, forms, websites and the FSAIC are detailed below.

Federal Student Aid Information Center:

The Students Channel maintains the FSAIC.  Spanish speaking information specialists are on duty during all business hours.  By dialing 1-800-4-FED-AID (1-800-433-3243) information specialists at this number can:

• Help with the completion of the FAFSA (either electronic or paper).

• Answer questions about a PIN.

• Help make corrections to a student’s SAR.

• Tell a caller whether a school participates in the SFA programs and tell

   the caller the school’s student loan default rate—that is, how many 

   students who attended that school defaulted on their student loans.  

• Explain FSA eligibility requirements and other aspects of student aid.

• Explain the process of determining financial need and awarding aid.

• Assist with sending a student’s application information to a specific 

   school.

• Mail requested FSA publications.

In addition, the Editorial Services Contract responds to letters and emails requesting information about our programs and services.  We provide responses to all LEP persons.

Student Aid on the Web:

Student Aid on the Web is the U.S. Department of Education’s gateway to information about access to education beyond high school and to financial aid.  This website mirrors the student’s financial aid life cycle, featuring information about preparing, choosing, and applying for school, paying for school, and repaying student loans.  The site (www.studentaid.ed.gov) provides self-service tools for assessing interests, researching careers and campuses, planning for college, and completing the FAFSA.  A major portion of this valuable source of student financial aid information is also available in Spanish.  A visitor can use SAOTW in Spanish by selecting the Espanol button under the available languages option on the website home page.
Students and their parents can contact us through our website, SAOTW.  Using the “contact us” link from the home page, we respond to emails with questions regarding the financial aid programs and questions regarding technical difficulties accessing parts of the website.  These services are provided in Spanish.

Publications:

FSA’s Students Channel provides all of its financial aid flagship publications in Spanish:

The Student Guide is the most comprehensive source of information on SFA programs; appropriate for students in twelfth-grade and above; produced annually.

Funding Your Education is shorter and more basic than The Student Guide; provides a broad overview of federal student aid; designed for students below the twelfth-grade level; produced annually.

Repaying Your Student Loans is designed for borrowers about to enter loan repayment; describes repayment plan options, deferments, cancellation policies, consolidation, etc. to help students avoid default; explains what to do if a borrower defaults on a loan. 
Various other brochures, tri-folds, and single topic information sheets are also available in Spanish.

FAFSA – paper and web versions:

The FAFSA is available in Spanish either on the web at www.fafsa.ed.gov or in the traditional paper form.  Worksheets are likewise available in Spanish.  Should students or their parents have questions regarding completing the FAFSA, they can communicate via webchat with our FSAIC staff for immediate responses.  This service is available in Spanish at all times the FSAIC is open.

The Completing the FAFSA, an introductory publication for students and parents, is another source of assistance available in Spanish that provides instructions on how to complete the FAFSA either online or on paper.

Section III. Resources and Staff Training

FSA, through various email communications, alerts staff to our obligation to provide meaningful access for LEP persons to federal financial student aid information, materials and services.  Staff are informed that LEP persons should be directed to call our toll-free FSAIC.  Spanish-speaking information specialists are on duty during all business hours.  All specialists, including the bilingual staff, receive initial and ongoing customer service training to insure that all of our customers receive the assistance they are seeking.

In addition, FSA displays all of our publications and materials on racks throughout our building and in our ten regional offices.  FSA, through various email communications, informs staff about those publications and forms that are available in Spanish. 

Section IV. Outreach/Providing Notice to LEP Persons
Information about federal financial aid for all eligible persons to continue their education beyond high school is central to our outreach efforts.  In addition, our outreach and awareness activities are targeted to the populations that are 

underrepresented in postsecondary institutions. 

Illustrative of our outreach activities to Hispanic LEP populations are:

· Students Channel mails FSA materials annually to every high school in the United States and to college access programs like the TRIO programs and Gear Up.

· FSA contracts for distribution of FSA materials printed in Spanish.  We provide Spanish publications to GSA’s Federal Citizen Information Center.  They in turn provide the mailing service to community groups and organizations that serve Spanish-speaking populations.

· Students Channel staff works with the White House Initiative on Educational Excellence for Hispanic Americans staff and their partner members in supporting their nationwide education outreach events for Hispanic American families.

· Students Channel staff establishes partnerships with a variety of organizations that support LEP populations.  We provide financial aid training for representatives of these organizations, make financial aid presentations, and provide materials in Spanish.

· Students Channel sponsors a series of radio announcements on ESPN’s Deportes Radio.  These Spanish language announcements, played during the major league baseball playoffs last October, featured the name of our website and encouraged listeners to use our website for financial aid information and to find funding to continue their education beyond high school.

· FSA personnel staff college fair booths each fall and spring.  Many of the people served (students, parents, high school counselors, and college access counselors) at these activities are representative of the LEP populations our office serves.

FSA continues to seek ways to ensure that LEP persons have access to our information.

Section V. Monitoring

Mary K. Muncie, Chief of Staff for the Students Channel and Acting Director of the Student Aid Awareness Division, is responsible for reviewing FSA’s LEP plan.

Based on our ongoing assessments, web surveys, FSAIC weekly reports and individual contacts with our outreach partners, FSA is providing meaningful access for the LEP persons seeking information about our programs.

The FSA staff is made aware of our LEP efforts based on their involvement in the production of our publications and materials.  Other staff are kept advised of the LEP plan through our email communications.

At this time we see no need to change our LEP efforts.  FSA receives feedback from a variety of sources including our website surveys, FSAIC weekly reports, contacts with our partners and presentation evaluations.  Based on this information that is analyzed on an ongoing basis, we plan to maintain our publications and services in Spanish at the current level.

FSA is not planning any new LEP informational programs at this time.  We are always alert to additional avenues to improve existing services.  Based on our current LEP plan efforts, we do not see the need for additional resources. 

Users of SAOTW are encouraged to complete the on line survey during their visits.  Persons using the Spanish language version of the website may provide their survey comments in Spanish.  The results are routinely monitored and analyzed to determine ways we can improve the usefulness and usability of the site.

FSA is conducting usability studies to evaluate all student financial aid publications, materials and our website, SAOTW.  A representative sample of students, parents, high school counselors and college access counselors who are LEP are included in the survey.  
VI. IMPROVEMENT FOR THE FUTURE (WITH ESTIMATED DUE DATES)

All of our publications are updated annually to provide the most current information available.  The FAFSA is also updated annually and made available in Spanish in conjunction with the financial aid application cycle. 

Through periodic discussions with ED Pubs representatives as well as our FSAIC information specialists, we are determining if a need exists for producing our FSA publications and materials for LEP persons in languages other than Spanish.  The possibility of producing publications in languages other than Spanish would be considered should there be a demand and resources become available.

The results of the usability studies mentioned in the previous section will be reviewed and evaluated.  We will determine how our LEP populations can be served more effectively and efficiently.  Improvements will be made in our publications, materials and SAOTW during our periodic updates and as resources become available.

VII. FSA LEP PRINCIPAL CONTACT

Mary K. Muncie
202-377-3202

VIII. CONCLUSION

FSA will continue to provide meaningful access to financial aid publications, materials and activities for LEP persons to enable the Department to achieve its mission “to ensure equal access to education and to promote educational excellence throughout the nation.”

Using our publications, materials, websites, and outreach activities we are providing awareness of the FSA programs to the LEP populations.  It is our mission to assist them with their educational goals as we continue our efforts to Help Put America Through School.
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Theresa S. Shaw 
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