Overview of Federal Student Aid Applications Processing

Federal Student Aid application processing is a partnership with Department of Education personnel and a contractor.  FSA is responsible for processing the applications and corrections needed for determination of eligibility for Title IV Federal student aid for over 12 million applicants.  One FSA contract encompasses both the Image Data Capture (IDC) system and the Central Processing System (CPS).  This contract includes the development and maintenance of mainframe systems as well as the related software packages, and web-based services that are offered to applicants and financial aid administrators.

Input documents (Applications)

All students seeking financial aid under the HEA, Title IV student aid programs must complete and return for processing the Free Application for Student Aid (FAFSA), either a paper or electronic version.  With one exception, all versions contain the same questions that are in the same general sequence.  The basic design, development, and clearance process affects all versions.  The following list details each of the different versions of the forms for which Application Processing (AP) is responsible for developing and processing:

· Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) — An applicant fills out a preprinted form in either English or Spanish and mails it to the IDC for processing.

· Renewal FAFSA – Renewal FAFSA contains student’s previous year’s financial aid data; allows student to update data rather than file a completely new application; is mailed to the IDC for processing

· FAFSA on the Web --  An online form used in conjunction with a supported web browser via the applicant’s Internet Service Provider (ISP).  Data is encrypted and transmitted via the Internet to the CPS.

· Renewal FAFSA on the Web – An online form where students can update their previous year’s data rather than file a new application.  Data is encrypted and transmitted via the Internet to the CPS.

· EDExpress – PC-based software developed for ED under the CPS contract that allows schools to process, package and manage student financial aid records electronically.

The FAFSA has a five-to six-month clearance process through the Information Management Team and the Office of Management and Budget (March to August).

30 million copies of paper English FAFSAs and 1.5 million paper Spanish FAFSAs are printed and distributed to high schools, colleges, libraries and congress persons (Sept/Oct).

7.5 million Renewal FAFSAs are printed/distributed to eligible returning students (Nov/Dec).

Approximately 12 million applications, all versions, are returned and processed annually.

Approximately 750,000 PINs formerly known as Electronic Access Codes (EACs) are mailed to graduate eligible Renewal filers in lieu of paper Renewal FAFSAs.  Beginning in January, 2000 PINs were issued to each FAFSA filer.

Approximately 8 million changes and corrections are returned and processed annually.

Output Documents

Both students and schools receive results of the processed application data and the results of the various matches. The Student Aid Report is used by students to correct data and may be returned for re-processing.  Corrections can be processed by the IDC or transmitted electronically by schools or COTW.  Data entry errors, once confirmed, can be corrected via the Federal Student Aid Information Center (FSAIC).  FSAIC can also enter demographic data.  There are also several AP staff members that are authorized to make data entry error corrections on-line.  The following list identifies the various output documents provided under the CPS contract:

· Student Aid Report (SAR) -- paper document containing processed applicant data sent to students when the input was from the paper forms or via the Web products;

· SAR Information Acknowledgement -- paper document containing processed applicant data sent to students when the input was electronic from schools (using EDExpress or 3rd party software);

· Institutional Student Information Record (ISIR) -- electronic record containing processed applicant data transmitted via the Student Aid Internet Gateway (SAIG) to postsecondary schools, states, guarantee agencies and other destination points.

· Email
The SAR is developed and revised by AP each year according to changes made to the FAFSA (January to June).  It has a 4- to 5-month clearance process similar to the FAFSA (March to August).

CPS  AND RELATED SOFTWARE APPLICATIONS

Central Processing System 

The Central Processing System contract was awarded to National Computer Systems of Iowa City, Iowa in August, 1995.  National Computer Systems is now known as Pearson’s Government Solutions.

The CPS system and its products are updated annually each processing cycle.  Enhancements are made based on changes made to the FAFSA and other forms.  Other changes to the system are made based on configuration management issues or requests received from outside entities such as schools, focus groups, the Advisory Board, the Office of the Inspector General (through audits), the modernization board, Office of Management and Budget (during the forms clearance process), or Reauthorization.

The primary role of the CPS is to process the data received through a series of data checks, formula calculations and matches of data with other Federal agencies.  These matches are performed with:  

Selective Service 

Department of Homeland Security

Veterans Affairs

Prisoner’s Match

Department of Justice (Drug Abuse Data Base)

Social Security Administration (SSN, citizenship, and Date of Death)

ED’s National Student Loan Data System (NSLDS), and 

AP is currently anticipating a future match with the Internal Revenue.

The CPS was successfully migrated to the Virtual Data Center (VDC) in Meriden, Ct. the first weekend in June, 1999.  CSC is now the “processor” for all applications.

The CPS, under subcontract to CSC, prints the information and eligibility results on the Student Aid Report (SAR) and various other outputs for mailing/transmissions to students, schools, and states.  The CPS maintains a record of every application and correction submitted for Federal student financial aid.  The CPS interacts with the numerous Federal systems mentioned above, thousands of schools, and millions of students in order to perform these functions. 

The CPS is also responsible for the development and testing of the EDExpress Suite Software, the FAFSA/Renewal FAFSA on the Web applications and FAA Access to CPS Online.  The CPS also provides specifications to servicers who wish to develop their own third party (EDExpress-type) software and provides training on the various software packages to schools.  

This contractor is also responsible for receiving the paper FAFSAs, Renewal FAFSAs, SARs and other corrections, imaging them, capturing the data by both automated fashion (OMR, ICR) and manual key entry.   Data and images are transmitted to the Central Processing System (CPS).  The paper forms are sent to the Federal Records Centers for archiving for 5 years at the end of each processing cycle.   Generally, two processing cycles run simultaneously at any given time.  The IDC system is updated each processing cycle.  Enhancements are made as needed and as required by changes made to the FAFSA and other forms.

EDExpress Software Packages 

EDExpress describes the package of software modules that are developed under the CPS contract and distributed free to all postsecondary schools that participate in the Electronic Data Exchange (EDE).  The software offers a range of functions allowing schools to process, package, and manage student financial aid electronically, rather than manually.  

EDExpress for Windows: 

This PC-based software offers four modules for processing Title IV financial aid: Application Processing, Packaging, Direct Loan and Pell Payment.  

EDExpress for Windows -- Applications:

EDExpress Application Processing allows schools to enter and transmit FAFSA data via the SAIG to the CPS.  Schools can also import into EDExpress processed records (ISIR’s), containing Expected Family Contribution (EFC) values used to calculate student financial aid awards.  

EDExpress for Windows -- Packaging
The Packaging module contains all the basic activities included in tracking and awarding student’s Title IV Federal aid, state aid, institutional aid and aid from other outside resources.  The same data acquired through the ISIR process is used to create an electronic award package for a student.  Packaging also allows an institution to manage its total financial aid process from fund maintenance to creation of a Fiscal Operations Report and Application to Participate (FISAP) income grid.  Packaged student data may be imported into the Pell and/or Direct Loan modules of EDExpress to create origination records.  While Packaging is intended to complement the electronic process, it may also be used as a stand-alone product.  EDExpress supports external import files and user-defined export functions for integrating packaged students’ records with mainframe and other PC systems.

EDExpress for Windows -- Direct Loans:

Using the Direct Loan module within EDExpress, schools certified as EDE destination points can create loan origination records, print promissory notes, and post actual disbursements to be processed by the Common Origination and Disbursement (COD) System.  Users of the Direct Loan software may either import ISIRs from the Application module, Packaged student records from the Packaging module, or enter their Direct Loans data manually. Requests for Direct Loan funding are transmitted to GAPS/FMS based on EDExpress DL awards/disbursements information for schools who are categorized as “Pushed Cash” schools, versus schools who drawdown their own DL funding (“Advanced Pay” category schools).

Direct Loan (DL) Tools for Windows:

The Direct Loan (DL) Tools for Windows v3.0 software is a stand-alone application designed to be used by any DL School or Servicer, either in conjunction with their EDExpress DL module or with other systems’ DL data imported into DL Tools. DL Tools provides the following functionality: 1) Rebuild loan and disbursement data in EDExpress using an automated process, 2) Compare the SAS and/or 732 reports to loans and actual disbursements recorded in EDExpress or an external file, and/or compare the reports to the DL Tools Cash Database, 3) Print the SAS and/or 732 reports in readable formats, and 4) Track cash receipts (drawdowns) and returns of excess cash for Direct Loan. The software was developed to process data for multiple cycles. It contains Rebuild and Cash Management functionalities for the 2000-2001, 2001-2002, 2002-2003, 2003-2004 cycles, and Compare functionalities for the 2001-2002, 2002-2003, and 2003-2004 cycles. All Direct Loan schools can use the Compare and Cash Management functionality. The Rebuild process is for schools to rebuild an EDExpress database in the Direct Loan module. DL Tools has the same "look" and "feel" of EDExpress.  

EDExpress for Windows -- Student Status Confirmation Report (SSCR)
The SSCR stand alone software allows schools certified as EDE destination points to electronically submit student status data to the NSLDS.  SSCRs are used by Guaranty Agencies to verify a borrower’s current enrollment status.  This allows lenders to contact their borrowers and stop billing the government for interest.  Direct Loan servicers will also use this data for determining repayment schedules.  NSLDS data is part of the ISIR record which is imported into EDExpress for review by the institution and updated through the SSCR module. 

EXEpress for Windows – Pell Payments:
The Pell Payment for Windows software is a stand-alone program designed to work in conjunction with EDExpress for Windows.  EDExpress for Windows users can import either ISIRs or Packaging data from their EDExpress database or manually enter the student’s information to the Pell Payment module.  The Pell grant award is calculated and disbursements are posted and transmitted to the COD system via SAIG.  Payment information is sent to Gaps, which releases Pell payments via Electronic Data Interchange (EDI) to the institution’s bank account.

ISIR Analysis Tool (formerly the Quality Analysis Tool)

The ISIR Analysis Tool (formerly the Quality Analysis Tool) is a stand-alone product within the suite of EDExpress applications.  ISIR Analysis Tool helps schools analyze initial and paid on ISIR data.  These two transactions are displayed side by side for schools to see and compare the fields that were corrected.  Using EFC ranges and increments of change, a school can analyze a specific student population to determine which fields were corrected most often and how those changes affected the students’ EFCs.

ISIR Analysis Tool is designed both for schools using EDExpress and for schools using other systems.  Schools must import the ISIR data to be analyzed.    The following types of imports can be used:

· EDExpress, import ISIRs directly from the school's EDExpress database (expres34.mdb)

· Another system, 

· Import ISIR data in flat ASCII from the school’s system that is formatted according to the ISIR record layout

Or
· Import each SARA04OP file received from the CPS to both the school’s system and EDExpress.  Then use EDExpress only to import the ISIRs into ISIR Analysis Tool.

This module is being developed on the Web with functionality similar to the PC product and will go live in June 2004.  

Return to Title IV Funds (R2T4)

The Higher Education Amendments of 1998 to the Higher Education Act of 1965 included modifications to the process and calculation of Refunds and Return of Title IV Aid funds to the Department.  This is a standalone PC-module of EDExpress software that facilitates the automated calculation of unearned monies to be returned when a student withdraws from school.  This module is being developed on the Web with functionality similar to the PC product and will go live in March 2004.  
Other Software/Web sites 
FAFSA on the Web:

FAFSA on the Web is designed for student applicants.  After the student completes their form online, data is transmitted to the Central Processing System over the Internet.  All transmissions are encrypted (40-, 56-, or 128-bit) to protect the student’s private information during transit over the Internet.  During the 1998-99 cycle, FAFSA on the Web was redesigned to follow an interview format, using friendly graphics and encouraging language to lead the first-time applicant through the application process.
Renewal FAFSA on the Web:

Renewal Application on the Web was a new initiative for 1998-99 cycle.  This product was a continuation of the FAFSA on the Web concept and allows individual students to complete Renewal Applications via the WWW.  Students can update the application data from the previous cycle for the current cycle with a Renewal Application rather than complete a new original application.  

PIN (Electronic Access Code) web site:

The EAC web site was developed for the 1998-99 cycle to provide a means to issue and authenticate passwords for students using the Renewal FAFSA on the Web system.  This product was a continuation of the FAFSA on the Web concept and has been expanded to authenticate users of other PSS web systems.  Specifically, NSLDS and Access America have begun to use the EAC site to authenticate users wishing to access their personal information over their web sites.  Direct Loan Servicing began using this system followed by Highway 1 Single Student Account in January, 2000.  

For the 2000-2001 cycle, the EAC changed names.  Instead, the EAC is called the PIN

Also for the 2000-2001 cycle, all students who are successfully authenticated by the Social Security Administration automatically had a PIN generated and mailed to them in a separate, secure mailer via the U.S. Postal Service.  This was primarily being done to promote the use of electronic applications, and to facilitate electronic signatures and the use of the product, Corrections on the Web.

Corrections on the Web

Beginning in March, 2000, AP launched a new web product that allows students with processed FAFSAs to make corrections to their records.  For the 1999-2000 cycle, students were limited to making changes to their name, address, phone number, and school choices.  To use this product, students have to use their EAC/PIN to access their record from the CPS. Once they were authenticated at the EAC/PIN site, a student’s record was retrieved from the CPS and displayed for the student to review and correct.  Students were only able to see that information that can be changed.  Beginning in 2000-2001, students had the ability to review their entire processed record and make changes to the majority of their applicant data.

PIN Registration
Another function added to the web sites for the 2000-2001 cycle was a PIN Registration process.  This process allows students and parents to sign up to receive a PIN. The PIN can then be used as a substitution to signing the paper signature page associated with the FAFSA applications.  This registration process requires that applicants complete a short electronic form containing their identifying data and address, sign a paper signature page, have that signature page keyed by the IDC, and be authenticated by Social Security Administration. Once an applicant receives a PIN in the mail, it may be used for any purpose for which any other PIN may be used.  

Application Status Checking
Another function added to the web sites for the 2000-2001 cycle is a web-based application status checking function.  Previously there existed a very limited status checking function, which only allowed students to know if their application is still on the FAFSA on the Web server or if it’s been released to the hold file for processing.  This function will actually check the CPS to determine a student’s status and has the ability to display certain information to the student regarding their processed record.  This function requires the use of the PIN to authenticate the user requesting status information.

Student Access
Another function added to the web sites for the 2000-2001 cycle is a web-based application that allows students to review processed application data and if needed link to corrections on the web.  This student inquiry capability allows the student to view all the SAR data with comments, review their total loan/PELL history.

FAA Access to CPS On-Line
Another site that is anchored off of FAFSA on the Web that is available as a tool for Financial Aid Administrators to view student records, submit Original/Renewal or Correction FAFSA applications to the CPS for the student.  This new functionality was made available with the 2001-2002 cycle.

FAFSA Prepopulation
As part of the FAFSA on the Web process, AP and the Policy Development Division have worked together to provide a means for certain school systems to pre-populate FAFSA on the Web with certain applicant data that are contained in those outside systems.  As of this writing, only one school system, California State University (CSU), is authorized to pre-populate FAFSA on the Web with their admissions database information.  However, additional systems have already requested permission to participate for the current and future cycles.

FSAtech:  

FSAtech is a web page and e-mail list serve sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education. Its goals are to provide accurate and timely answers to technical questions about the Department's SFA systems, software, and mainframe products and to create an environment where users of SFA systems can help one another resolve technical issues.

Participation Management (PM)

The Participation Management system serves as the enrollment mechanism for the participants in the Title IV data processing.  The Participation Management system is responsible for:

· Enrollment mechanism for users to participate in Title IV programs and services, such as eCDR, LaRS, Direct Loan, Pell Processing, EDE, FISAP, and NSLDS, through the Student Aid Internet gateway (SAIG).  Enrollment can be completed either by a paper form or via the Web.

· Broadcasting messages to the trading partners/users

· Providing software and documentation produced by FSA through the FSADownload site 

· Exchanging participant files with the Application Systems

· Enrollment mechanism for FAA access to CPS data provided through the internet

The web and paper versions of the enrollment forms are revised each year to add new/delete old requirements and goes through a 4-6 month clearance process through the Information Resources Management Service and the Office of Management and Budget.

The PM system consists of the paper enrollment form, the web-based enrollment form (available at www.fsawebenroll.ed.gov).  The PM team maintains a second web site at www.fsadownload.ed.gov.  This is the distribution portal for all the software and documents created by the CPS. 

