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Timely Financial Aid Application and Disbursements:  Students who receive their first financial aid checks in time to buy their books by the end of the first week will be more successful.  Having money to buy books and supplies and breakfast will make them more successful.  The FA application process begins as early as the January prior to their first fall semester and must be renewed annually.  The process isn’t complete until the student submits requested documents, completes any probationary petitions required, and the FA office reviews the documents and completes the students file, packaging their aid for the year.  Students who don’t start the FA process until June or later are unlikely to be paid the first week of classes, particularly with the large increase in FA applicants.  
Faculty announcements in the spring semester are key.  Simply say, “If you haven’t already submitted your FAFSA—do it now!  Finish the process before finals.  Everyone should apply.  The number 1 reason people don’t get aid is: they don’t apply. The later you apply, the later you will receive the aid you are eligible to receive.”
Orientations:  All new students who are pursuing a certificate or a degree should be REQUIRED to attend an orientation.  Federal laws prohibit Financial Aid Offices from REQUIRING a FA orientation, BUT if the institution requires one, then include some key slides on financial aid.
New students attending orientation are doing so to get a successful start in their college education.  The matriculation process includes assessment, educational goal selection and the development of an academic plan.  Orientations help the students navigate this process.
Assessment:  All new students who are pursuing a certificate or degree should be REQUIRED to take a Placement Test for both English and math.  Proper planning for a shorter timeframe is needed for several reasons:  there is a new 18 FTE semester LIFETIME limit to Pell grants; Satisfactory Academic Progress limits students to 150% of the units required for their program or certificate; and proposed legislation may limit BOG fee waivers to a unit limit.  
Math and English:  Students need to be strongly encouraged (or REQUIRED) to start their math and English sequences their first semester.  Adequate skill levels in these two areas provide the foundational tools students need to succeed in other coursework and shorten the degree/certificate completion time.   Too many times a student is ready to graduate with an AA/AS, but has not started their English and Math sequences.  Recently revised English and math requirements for AA/AS degrees make this more important than ever.
Unit Limits:  FA already limits students to 150% of the units required for their program (plus 30 remedial and unlimited ESL).  If an AA/AS is 60 units the student may ATTEMPT 30 remedial units, plus 90 degree applicable units before they lose Pell eligibility.  PLEASE NOTE:  These are attempted units, so Ws, repeats and Academic Renewal all count toward this total.  

Aggressive Intervention for At-Risk Students:  In these difficult budget times, schools sometimes look to automating processes and removing human intervention.  Academic Standing interventions need to be aggressive.  They should require students to be involved in identifying and correcting the behaviors that caused the lack of progress.  Taking a semester off is not an intervention that helps a student correct unsuccessful behavior.
Ed Plans:  Students make use of Ed Plans to get to graduation or transfer.  FA offices use these Ed Plans to determine what courses are REQUIRED for their major or program.  Electives are electives and often are ineligible for financial aid.  Don’t fill the Ed Plan with extra courses to get the student to full FA aid.  Plan the students’ time wisely.  FA has a limited ability to allow extra courses and there needs to be a partnership with counseling so that the institution remains compliant and does not pay a substantial fine. Budget proposals include limiting units covered by the BOG fee waiver and possibly linking units to priority registration slots, so this change to effective and efficient educational planning is needed NOW.
Full Time Enrollment:  Studies have repeatedly shown that students who attend college full-time are more successful in achieving their goals, EXCEPT students who try to attend FT while working FT.  Financial aid is a key component of students successfully working less and attending school more, which means they complete more quickly.
Taking a Break:  During the Satisfactory Academic Progress petition process, financial aid staff often hear compelling student stories about why students have failed.  Sometimes the message to students should be—you need to take a break and get your life stable before you enroll again.  This is a message that needs to be conveyed by all faculty and staff who hear the student’s plight.  A student whose father died or was incarcerated; who has 5 children under the age of 8; who lost his/her home and had to move, etc., can succeed by sheer force of will, but if they are failing, they need to take a break, regroup and come back when they can succeed.   The alternative is we allow them to fail until we will no longer allow financial aid OR enrollment.  At that point they will have exceeded repeats limits; been academically dismissed; endangered any future financial aid eligibility and left the college feeling they failed because they aren’t smart enough and it may be a decade or more before we entice them back to school.  It is better to be realistic with students about the demands of attending college, the need for adequate planning (both academically and financially) and the need to progress successfully.
We are all responsible for student success…
