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   On September 14, 2015, President Obama surprised 
everyone involved in college admission and finan-
cial aid when he announced major changes to the 
Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) 
process (Th e White House,   2015  ) Eff ective with the 
2017–2018 application cycle, students will be able 
to file their FAFSA as early as October 1 using tax 
and fi nancial information from two years prior. Nick-
named “Prior-Prior Year” (PPY) this will be one of 
the most signifi cant changes impacting fi nancial aid 
and student recruitment at all colleges and universities 
in the United States. Many national higher educa-
tion associations are enthusiastic about the new pro-
cess. Th e National Association for College Admission 
Counseling (NACAC) strongly supports the move 
because they believe it will “… address many of the 
systemic obstacles that deter under-represented and 
low-income students from pursuing higher education” 
(NACAC, 2016). 

 Like any change in policy, PPY can be viewed as 
both good news and challenging news. The benefit 
to prospective and current higher education students 
is clear: Earlier fi ling could mean earlier receipt of a 
financial aid offer. In theory, students could have a 
total fi nancial aid award in their hands much earlier in 
the enrollment decision cycle, giving them more time 
to evaluate fi nancial aid awards and several additional 
months to plan for their college expenses. Students 
will also benefi t from using an earlier year ’ s fi nancial 
information. Most students and families will have fi led 

their taxes the previous spring, so they will be able to 
simply click the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) Data 
Retrieval Tool in the FAFSA application to automati-
cally import verifi ed IRS tax returns. It eliminates the 
need to estimate income and taxes paid, and it should 
also eliminate, for those selected for verifi cation, the 
need to request a tax transcript from the IRS. Because 
the new FAFSA fi ling deadline will be promoted exten-
sively and the IRS Data Retrieval Tool will greatly sim-
plify the application process,  institutions of higher 
education hopefully will see an increase the rate of 
FAFSA fi ling among those planning to attend college. 

 As Palm asani (Baworowsky, Benner, & Palmasani, 
2015) explained, the change in the filing date can 
more closely align the college selection process with 
the fi nancial aid process. He described aligning three 
concentric circles—academic fi t, feel fi t, and fi nancial 
fi t—that meet in an area called “best fi t.” Currently, 
the earliest a student will see the net price is in March 
or April, long after they have applied or have been 
accepted for admission and within just a few weeks of 
the May 1 Candidates’ Reply Date. Having a better 
understanding of net cost earlier can help the student 
develop a more informed short list of potential col-
leges and universities because it will help the student 
and family eliminate institutions too far outside their 
aff ordability range. 

 Hossler and Gallagher (  1987  ) described a three-phase 
model of student college choice. During the second 
phase, “search” students begin to seek more information 
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from colleges and universities. Th e researchers note 
that institutions can infl uence the process based on the 
communications they use to contact students. “While 
it is true that students do not always use information 
in a completely rational manner, the lack of accurate 
information about fi nancial aid and the true cost of 
attendance may contribute to this problem during the 
search phase” (Hossler & Gallagher,   1987  , p. 214). 
PPY off ers an excellent opportunity for institutions to 
enhance their communications to promote accurate 
information about aff ordability and the fi nancial aid 
process. 

 An earlier deadline also has the benefi t of increasing 
the college-going rate for fi rst-generation and, partic-
ularly, Latino students. Cross (  2011  ) studied eff ective 
recruitment strategies for Latino college-bound stu-
dents nationwide. She found that fi nancial aid pre-
paredness and early relationship building with students 
and families are eff ective recruitment strategies used by 
Hispanic Serving Institutions as well as institutions in 
general. PPY presents an opportunity to build those 
relationships earlier by providing earlier full fi nancial 
aid awards and addressing the topic of student loans 
over a longer period of time. 

 However, it can also be confusing for students since 
some institutions may award fi nancial aid in December, 
while other institutions will continue to wait until late 
February through March. In this new scenario, a stu-
dent may receive fi nancial aid awards from a variety of 
institutions many months apart. 

 A Ruff alo Noel Levitz poll (2016) taken in March 
shows that over a third of both public and private 
institutions have not decided whether or not to make 
changes in their communications or aid-awarding 
processes. Of those who have decided, 61.7% of pri-
vates and 71.4% of publics intend to adjust the tim-
ing and fl ow of their communications to prospective 
students. Over half of both groups intend to provide 
fi nancial aid estimates earlier. 

 Most of the “interesting news” (read challenge) falls 
on the college side of the equation. How will colleges 
and universities respond to the changes in the fi ling 
date? How will having a fi nancial aid off er months ear-
lier aff ect the student decision-making process? 

 Colleges and universities essentially have two 
options: (a) make no changes to their fi nancial aid 

processing and awarding timeline, their recruitment 
communications, or application deadlines; or (b) 
adjust one or more of the above to respond to the 
earlier FAFSA fi ling deadline. Th ere will most likely 
be a shakeout period of several years in which insti-
tutions will experiment with a variety of options, 
evaluating the recruitment and retention impact of 
those decisions. No doubt admission and fi nancial aid 
directors will also be watching what their colleagues at 
other institutions do and how their plans aff ect their 
enrollments. 

 Making no changes to current processing plans and 
deadlines may make more sense than it fi rst seems. If 
the U.S. Department of Education does not release the 
2017–2018 Pell tables earlier, institutions will not be 
able to make accurate fi nancial aid awards, thus making 
the earlier FAFSA fi ling date moot for both institutions 
and families. Pell tables provide the algorithms needed 
for fi nancial aid staff s to calculate federal Pell Grants. 
Th e same can be said for individual state departments 
of education needing to release their awarding tables in 
the fall of 2016. Many institutions, particularly those 
that process thousands of fi nancial aid awards, will not 
have the capacity to process two awards per student—
the fi rst an estimated award and, later, a fi nal award 
once Pell and state tables are available. 

 Institutions will also need to set their tuition, fees, 
and housing costs much earlier if they want to provide 
an accurate fi nancial aid award. Many institutions set 
their rates as part of creating the institutional budget. 
Th is can be problematic for many or, at the very least, 
require a major change in protocols. Many public insti-
tutions operate on a legislative schedule that may not 
allow them to change the date when tuition rates are 
set. Potential evidence of this can be seen in that same 
Ruff alo Noel Levitz poll (2016) that showed that nearly 
60% of privates and 28% of publics plan to set their 
tuition rates earlier. Clearly, those institutions that have 
the fl exibility to set tuition rates earlier will see an addi-
tional benefi t from PPY. 

 Implementing changes also takes careful thought and 
may impact institutions’ application deadlines. Many 
institutions have already set their 2017 application 
deadlines. Making a change in 2016 means communi-
cating that change to high school guidance counselors 
and any number of agencies. It simply may be too late 
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to make a change for the 2017 application cycle. Wait 
and watch may be the norm for many institutions. 

 What impactful changes can an institution make to 
take advantage of the earlier FAFSA fi ling date? 

 Admitting students earlier may be the response of 
some institutions. Moving fi rst application deadlines to 
earlier in the fall will allow some institutions to admit 
students earlier and time aid packages with admittance 
letters. Th ose institutions with rolling admission may 
open their 2017 applications earlier and may pro-
cess admittance letters months earlier as well. Some 
institutions with application deadlines may move 
to rolling admission as PPY could provide a recruit-
ment advantage because admission letters and fi nan-
cial aid awards could be mailed together. However, 
changes are not anticipated in deposit deadlines. In 
an open letter to the education community (American 
Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions 
Offi  cers [AACRAO], NACAC, National Association 
of Student Financial Aid Administrators [NASFAA], & 
College Board, 2015), NACAC and other professional 
associations note a continued commitment to the May 
1 decision deadline. 

 Launching a communication campaign to inform 
students and families of changes in application dead-
lines will be a heroic undertaking. Attracting students 
to apply earlier will require diff erent communication 
strategies. While changing search purchase strategies 
and targeted messaging may build momentum for ear-
lier applications, it will still require a major change 
in the thinking of students and their parents who 
believe that college applications are traditionally fi led 
beginning in the fall of the fi nal year of high school. 

 It is not unreasonable to expect institutions to begin 
communicating estimated aid awards in the spring 
of junior year—many months earlier than presently 
done. A heightened awareness of completing the 
FAFSA in October, along with net price calculators 
already available on institutional websites, will draw 
more high school juniors and their families to seek 
early estimates. An award calculated in junior year will 
place more emphasis on the fi rst fi ve semesters of high 
school coursework. “Late bloomers” and other students 
whose grades improve in the spring of junior year and 
fall of senior year will fi nd themselves disadvantaged 
by earlier merit awarding. Enrollment managers will 

need to be mindful of this as they develop plans that 
are inclusive and supportive of students whose grades 
improve throughout high school, as PPY could have a 
negative eff ect on these students. 

 Many institutions will consider giving merit aid 
earlier or even adjusting their merit award programs 
and scholarship ranges since grant aid may be awarded 
at the same time. Awarding merit scholarships at the 
point of admission has been used as a shaping tool at 
many institutions, and fi nancial aid awards have been 
used as a leveraging or shaping tool as well (Hossler & 
Bontrager,   2015  ). Currently, many institutions award 
merit dollars at the point of admission (Baworowsky, 
  2007  ). Since these awards were sent through the fall 
and early winter, they provided families with a partial 
indicator of aff ordability. 

 Institutions with November or later application 
deadlines or institutions with rolling admission pol-
icies who see the majority of their applications come in 
November or later will have the opportunity to process 
a complete fi nancial aid award along with a letter of 
admission. Having the complete fi nancial picture can 
help improve an institution ’ s ability to use a total fi nan-
cial aid award to shape their incoming class because 
they will be able to harness merit scholarships, need-
based grants, student employment, and student loans 
to meet shaping and revenue goals. 

 A much more precise, nuanced approach can be 
taken that could in theory support more needy stu-
dents. At the same time, the complete fi nancial aid 
award could be sent close to the date of the off er of 
admission, negating the need for an early merit off er. 

 One caveat: While institutional scholarships and 
grants and federal aid might be awarded early, other 
talent-based aid such as music, theater, and athletic 
scholarships might be on their own timelines due to 
audition dates and national athletic signing dates. Th is 
adds a layer of complexity and may mean that insti-
tutions are mailing a partial early award and follow-
ing up later with a complete award with talent-based 
 scholarships. 

 Th ere will be a temptation to be the “fi rst on the 
block” with a fi nancial aid award. Th is could be both 
good news and bad news for the institution. Should 
students receive their aid letter up to three months ear-
lier than in the past, they will have a longer  opportunity 
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to negotiate aid with institutions. On the other hand, 
if students do not receive off ers from all institutions 
that admitted them, earlier off ers might become “stale” 
while waiting for later aid off ers to be received. It will 
be interesting to see how earlier aid off ers impact the 
number of students who file appeals for larger aid 
 packages. 

 A larger question for institutions to consider is how 
many families will be seeking earlier aid? It is well 
known that first-generation students are less likely 
to apply for admission and complete a FAFSA early. 
While the new process is designed to benefi t them, 
many of these students may not receive the information 
that can benefi t them. As Cross (  2011  ) suggested, part 
of an institution ’ s overall aid communication strategy 
should include reaching out to fi rst-generation stu-
dents and diverse cultures if we want needy students 
to benefi t. Institutions should develop assertive out-
reach communications to community organizations 
promoting the advantages of PPY. 

 In any event, institutions will become less similar to 
each other over time as diff erent approaches to PPY are 
developed. Th is can further increase the complexity of 
the process and further confuse the very students it is 
designed to benefi t. 

 On the other hand, PPY and an earlier FAFSA appli-
cation could positively impact student success/reten-
tion initiatives on campus. Since current students can 
also fi le their FAFSAs earlier, institutions may choose 
to provide their continuing students with fi nancial aid 
awards months earlier than in the past. Armed with 
an early idea of their next year ’ s fi nancial picture, a 
higher percentage of students may choose to register for 
the following fall on their campuses. Here, too, it will 
fall to the institution to communicate early with their 
returning students and provide advising and fi nancial 
aid guidance to increase the percentage of their stu-
dents returning in the fall. 

 All these changes in timing and communica-
tions could have an impact on the workload of the 
administrative staff. Institutions currently have an 
annual schedule of when new students, returning stu-
dents, and graduate students are packaged. Th e change 
in the FAFSA application date may move packaging of 
new students forward by several months. Th is could 
conflict with other activities normally done during 

these months. Senior enrollment management leaders 
and their financial aid and admission directors will 
need to anticipate the changes in workload caused by 
PPY and adjust their schedules accordingly. 

 Finally, enrollment managers should also remember 
that the U. S. Department of Education is asking them 
to consider making earlier awards beginning with the 
2017–2018 cycle (Baker,   2015  ), because it will “… 
have a meaningful impact on college choice, access, 
persistence and completion for millions of students.” 
While in no way is this binding on institutions, com-
plying with Director Baker ’ s request can increase 
consumerism and benefit both the student and the 
institution.  
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