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Executive 
Summary

More than $240 billion in federal and state 

aid is available annually to students to 

support their higher education pursuits. 

Financial aid award letters are the primary 

way students and families receive crucial 

information about eligibility and access 

to this funding. Understanding this 

information—the full impact of aid and 

student debt on one’s near and distant 

future—is crucial to students making 

informed decisions about where to attend, 

how much to responsibly borrow, and if they 

can adequately fund their full education.

With 3 million students dropping out of 

higher education every year due to financial 

reasons—taking debt with them but no 

degree—the importance of comprehension 

on driving student financial success cannot 

be overstated.

Much has been done to document the 

variances in award letter terminology and 

structure. Very little consumer research, 

however, has been done to try and understand 

what, specifically, consumers find confusing 

about financial aid notification forms.

What are the aspects 
of financial aid 
award letters that 
consumers—the 
people who use these 
communications to 
make decisions—
find unclear?
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 There is a wide disparity
 between what experts and
 consumers believe to be
 confusing

	 Consumers	find	things	unclear
	 for	different	reasons

Institutions, policymakers, and advocates 

need to do more than read this report. 

People who can need to step up and drive 

change. We need to be doing everything 

possible to drive student financial success. 

Recommendations for how institutions can 

make this data actionable are also included.

This data-driven project sought to answer 

that question. In July and August 2019, 

CampusLogic surveyed 1,000 students, 

750 parents, and 230 financial aid experts. 

We asked them to share with us what 

terminology and dollar amounts on the U.S. 

Department of Education’s first version of its 

award letter template known as the College 

Financing Plan that they found unclear—as 

well as why those items were unclear.

Report Highlights

	 Many	consumers	find	either
 dollar amounts or wording
  unclear

	 Financial	aid	notifications’
 intended audience is the group
 that understands them the least

Executive 
Summary 1,000 

Students
750 
Parents

230 
Financial Aid Experts

Survey Participants
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Financial aid award letters are the primary 

way students and families receive crucial 

information about eligibility and access 

to more than $240 billion in federal 

and state aid higher education funding.i  

Understanding this information—truly 

understanding its impact on one’s near 

and distant future—is crucial to students 

making informed decisions about where to 

attend, how much to responsibly borrow, 

and if they can adequately fund their full 

education. With 3 million students dropping 

out of higher education every year due 

to financial reasonsii—taking debt with 

them but no degree—the importance of 

comprehension cannot be overstated.

Giving Consumers a 
Voice in the Debate 
Today, award letters are at the center of 

considerable debate—not for the help they 

provide, but for the confusion they cause.

By Carlo Salerno, PhD

Introduction

Students, alumni, and 
parents are more 
confused than ever 
about the information 
award letters present 
to them. 

3



$240 
Billion

3 
Million

In federal and state aid
higher ed funding

YET

students drop out every 
year	due	to	financial	
reasons

Comprehension of the implications 

regarding financial aid options is very low. 

Students make poor financial decisions, 

taking on more loan debt than they realize—

or drop out of school after realizing they 

can’t afford to attend, or afford to continue, 

at their institution of choice. Award letters 

vary in terminology and structure, making it 

difficult for students to compare institutions 

on a level playing field, and significant 

efforts have gone into documenting these 

variances. But little research has been 

done at scale to understand exactly what 

consumers—the people who use these 

communications to make decisions—find 

confusing in financial aid notifications.iii   

So we asked them. 

The Research 
During July and August 2019, CampusLogic 

partnered with EMI Research Solutions to 

survey 1,000 students and 750 parents. In 

addition, we also surveyed (and received 

responses from) 230 financial aid experts. 
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know what they meant, how they were 

calculated, or why they were relevant to their 

decision. Results suggest: 

 Students and parents who stand
	 to	benefit	most	from	clearly
 presented options about higher
	 education	financing	choices	are
 the ones who seem to struggle
	 the	most	with	financial	aid
 award letters. 

 Lower- and higher-income 
	 households	differ	in	their
 understanding of crucial terms
 like Cost of Attendance. 

 Younger students struggled to 
 understand what terms mean, 
 while older students and 
 parents struggled to understand
 why they need to understand
 them.

 Aid experts believe students 
 are far more likely to struggle 
 than consumers themselves 
 report. 

Next Steps: 
Solve the Confusion
Consumer confusion is counterproductive 

for financial aid professionals—it’s 

something they work daily to alleviate so 

We also asked them to pinpoint the 

terminology and dollar amounts they 

found confusing or unclear on the U.S. 

Department of Education’s proposed 

College Financing Plan template. More 

importantly, we asked them for feedback on 

why those items were unclear. The nearly 

2,000 responses paint a more nuanced 

picture of the struggles and challenges 

students and parents face understanding 

information intended to help them make 

one of the largest financial commitments of 

their life. 

The fact that award letters are confusing 

isn’t new. What’s new and striking in this 

unique data set is the clear disparity. There 

is clear disparity between the terms and 

numbers students and parents said tripped 

them up, and what financial aid experts ex-

pected them be confused over. There is also 

clear disparity in levels of confusion depend-

ing on financial situation, age, and race. 

Breaking Down 
Confusion  
Depending on financial situation, age, and 

race, our respondents found different 

components of the College Financing Plan 

confusing. They flagged words and numbers 

as unclear or confusing because they didn’t 

5



Carlo Salerno, PhD

Vice President of Research,
CampusLogic

Carlo.Salerno@CampusLogic.com

We believe that informed, thoughtful 

discussion at the institutional and policy 

level around this report’s data will 

spur innovative solutions that address 

consumer confusion head-on and drive 

success for students and institutions 

alike. The goal is striking the right balance 

between preserving the ability for colleges 

and universities to tailor messaging to their 

students’ unique needs against the public’s 

need to compare options from different 

institutions.

Student financial 
success is a key, 
often overlooked, 
component of 
overall student 
success. 

that students can make informed borrowing 

decisions, at the right-fit institution for 

them, able to clearly understand the 

ramifications of their decisions moving 

forward. Recommendations on what 

the data means for higher education 

institutions, how to make it actionable, and 

what needs to change are also included.
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Report Highlights

Many Consumers 
Find Both Dollar 
Amounts and 
Wording Unclear 

Almost 60% of students identified some 
amount on the award letter as being 
unclear, and almost 70% identified some 
wording or phrasing as unclear.

Nearly 60% of parents identified some 
wording or phrasing as unclear.

Approximately 64% of the student and 
parent survey respondents indicated some 
dollar amount within the Expected Family 
Contribution (30%), Cost of Attendance 
(23%), and Net Costs (11%) sections of the 
letter was unclear.

Approximately half of the student and 
parent survey respondents indicated 
some amount within the Expected 
Family Contribution (35%) and the School 
Information Block (14%) was unclear.

People Financial 
Aid Notifications 
are Most Intended 
for Understand 
Them the Least
Students and parents from households 
earning less than $25,000 were almost 
twice as likely than those earning 
$100,000 to $200,000 to find the Cost of 
Attendance amounts unclear.

Younger respondents (18 – 24) were more 
likely to flag words/phrases as unclear 
because they did not understand what 
they meant; older respondents (39 – 45) 
were more likely to not understand why 
they needed to know a word/phrase or to 
consider it too vague.

Black, Asian, and Hispanic respondents 
were all more likely than white 
respondents to find Net Costs 
numbers unclear.
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Report Highlights

There is a Wide 
Disparity Between 
what Experts and 
Consumers 
Believe
Financial aid experts are far more likely 
to believe that students will find some 
aspect of an award letter unclear or 
confusing than either students 
or parents.

Students identified a larger range of 
amounts that they reported to not 
understand how they were calculated 
than what aid experts reported.

Students reported more unclear wording 
in the Grants and Scholarships, Loan 
Options, Other Potential Education 
Benefits, and the Supplementary School 
Information sections of the award letter 
than what aid experts reported 
they thought students would report. 

Consumers Find 
Things Unclear 
for Different 
Reasons
Respondents who did not understand 
what a number represented were 
more likely to select Expected Family 
Contribution or Grants and Scholarships; 
those not understanding why a number 
was relevant most often selected Cost of 
Attendance.

Respondents who did not understand 
what a word meant were more likely to 
select Expected Family Contribution or 
Loan Options; those not understanding 
why they needed to know something 
disproportionately selected the 
Supplementary School Information block.

Respondents who found wording too 
vague disproportionately selected Cost 
of Attendance (20%) and Net Costs (12%) 
areas of the award letter.
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CampusLogic partnered with EMI 

Research Solutions to survey students 

and parents of college students to better 

understand which particular words and 

dollar amounts consumers find confusing. 

Consumers—those who need to use 

financial aid notifications to compare and 

make decisions about attending a higher 

education institution—were also asked to 

characterize the source of their confusion. 

This input is essential to helping improve 

the overall process and clarity around 

financial aid notificiations.

Many schools use terms in different ways, 

and also use unique calculations—all of 

which adds to consumer confusion. We 

chose to utilize the U.S. Department of 

Education “College Financing Plan” (CFP) 

Methodology

template, an update of the Department’s 

college shopping sheet that is currently in 

testing in advance of a 2020 academic year 

rollout.iv By some estimates, more than 

3,000 postsecondary education institutions 

have committed to adopting it.v A copy of 

the template is on page 10, with the content 

blocks noted.

For this report, students and parents were 

asked to complete a 6-question online 

survey. Financial aid experts were asked to 

complete an 8-question online survey.  The 

student survey was conducted between July 

30 and August 1, 2019. The parent survey 

was conducted between August 6 and 

August 10, 2019. The financial aid expert 

survey was conducted between August 16 

and August 23, 2019.

Work
Experience

Other 
Potential

Education 
Benefits

Loan
Options
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Methodology

Expected
Family

Contribution

Cost of
Attendance

Supplementary 
School 
Information

Grants &
Scholarships

Net Costs

Work
Experience

Other 
Potential

Education 
Benefits

Loan
Options
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Visualizations

Survey respondents were asked to 

click on specific areas that they found 

confusing, be it terminology or dollar 

amounts. Darker red areas indicate 

greater concentrations of clicks. 
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If the respondent found no item unclear 

they were instructed to click upper right.

A sample heat map with click 

concentration descriptions is on page 12.



Visualizations
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Clicks Here Indicate:
No Item Unclear

High Click
Concentration

Low Click
Concentration

Medium Click
Concentration



Data Insights
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Data Insights
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A majority of students and 
parents indicated that at least 
one aspect of the award letter 
was unclear to them.

? ? ?

of	financial	aid	experts	
reported that they 
believed students 
would	find	at	least	

some amount or 
wording to be unclear.

94%

1

Figure 1.3Figure 1.2

Almost

indicated some wording

or phrasing was

3 OUT OF 5
PARENTS

UNCLEAR.
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of student respondents 

identified	some	

AMOUNT
on the award letter as 

UNCLEAR

Almost Almost

of student respondents 

identified	some	

WORDING
or phrasing as 

UNCLEAR

60% 70%

Percent of respondents reporting that they did 
not	find	any	aspect	of	the	template	unclear.

NO
UNCLEAR 
WORDING

PARENTS

STUDENTS

EXPERTS

40%

32%

6%

n=624 n=765 n=416

45%

42%

6%

27%

21%

2%

NO
UNCLEAR 
AMOUNTS

NO TO
BOTH

Figure 1.1

Figure 1.4
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The majority of consumer 
confusion around amounts is 
concentrated in the Expected 
Family Contribution (EFC) and 
Cost of Attendance (COA) 
sections of the award letter.

2

Of respondents who indicated 
they did not understand HOW a 

number was calculated,

Of respondents who indicated they
did not understand WHY a 

particular number was calculated,

selected
Net Costs

selected
COA

15%27%

Figure 2.3Figure 2.2
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11

EFC_NC_Block

COA_NC_Block

GS_NC_Block

NetCosts_NC_Block

WorkOpts_NC_Block

LoanOpts_NC_Block

Other_NC_Block

Glossary_NC_Block

Info_NC_Block

Grand Total

32.5%

23.8%

6.3%

5.0%

6.3%

7.5%

1.9%

3.1%

13.8%

100.0%

27.2%

23.0%

6.6%

15.1%

3.6%

10.2%

1.1%

2.1%

11.1%

100.0%

34.1%

20.2%

10.9%

7.8%

4.7%

8.0%

1.0%

2.8%

10.6%

100.0%

I	don’t	
understand 
what this 
number 
represents.

I	don’t	
know how 
this number 
was 
calculated.

I	don’t	
know 
why this 
number is 
relevant.

“ ““

Distribution of student and parent 
NUMBER CONFUSION 

by area of the award letter template and type of confusion reported

of respondents identifed 

EFC amounts  as

UNCLEAR

APPROXIMATELY

identified	

COA as 

UNCLEAR

30% 23%

Figure 2.1

Figure 2.4
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The majority of consumer 
confusion around wording is 
concentrated in Expected Family 
Contribution (EFC), Supplementary 
School Information (SSI), and Loan 
Options areas of the award letter.

3

Of respondents who indicated they
did not understand WHY they 

needed to know a word,

19%
selected

SSI

24%
selected

EFC

Of respondents who indicated 
they did not understand 

WHAT a word meant,

selected
EFC

40%

Figure 3.3Figure 3.2
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EFC_WC_Block

COA_WC_Block

GS_WC_Block

NetCosts_WC_Block

WorkOpts_WC_Block

LoanOpts_WC_Block

Other_WC_Block

Glossary_WC_Block

Info_WC_Block

Grand Total

I	don’t	
understand 
what it
means.

I	don’t	
understand
why I need
to know it.

It is
too
vague.

“ “ “

Figure 3.4

30.6%

20.0%

8.1%

11.0%

2.9%

5.8%

3.9%

4.5%

13.2%

100.0%

28.4%

13.1%

9.3%

9.3%

4.7%

11.0%

2.1%

5.1%

16.9%

100.0%

39.7%

6.1%

7.8%

6.4%

3.0%

14.3%

5.3%

5.0%

12.5%

100.0%

of	respondents	identified 

EFC wording  as

UNCLEAR

APPROXIMATELY

identified	

SSI (Loan Option) 
wording as 

UNCLEAR

35% 14%

Figure 3.1

Distribution of student and parent

WORD CONFUSION
by area of the award letter template and type of confusion reported

20
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What student and parent 
respondents reported as 
unclear	was	different	based	
on household income, age, 
and race.

4

household incomes:
33.9% - 39.3%household incomes:

29%

$100,000+ALL

Figure 4.2

Respondents	who	identified	amounts	in	the 
EFC BLOCK AS UNCLEAR 

21

Respondents reporting household earnings of less than $25,000 ($50,000) are more likely 

to identify amounts from the Loan Options (Net Costs) sections of the letter.



EFC_NC_Block

COA_NC_Block

GS_NC_Block

NetCosts_NC_Block

WorkOpts_NC_Block

LoanOpts_NC_Block

Other_NC_Block

Glossary_NC_Block

Info_NC_Block

Grand Total

28.4%

26.7%

6.9%

12.1%

4.3%

10.3%

0.0%

3.4%

7.8%

100.0%

28.0%

24.4%

2.4%

15.9%

4.9%

12.2%

0.0%

3.7%

8.5%

100.0%

32.0%

24.0%

8.0%

14.7%

4.0%

5.3%

0.0%

2.7%

9.3%

100.0%

23.7%

29.5%

10.8%

12.9%

2.2%

8.6%

2.9%

2.9%

6.5%

100.0%

29.5%

22.5%

10.4%

8.1%

4.0%

7.5%

2.3%

2.9%

12.7%

100.0%

30.6%

23.4%

6.3%

9.0%

7.2%

10.8%

2.7%

2.7%

7.2%

100.0%

33.9%

16.5%

9.1%

9.9%

7.4%

8.3%

0.0%

2.5%

12.4%

100.0%

$0
 - 

$1
4,

99
9

$1
5,

00
0 

- $
24

,9
99

$2
5,

00
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- $
34

,9
99

$3
5,

00
0 

- $
49

,9
99

$5
0,

00
0 

- $
74

,9
99

$7
5,

00
0 

- $
99

,9
99

$1
00

,0
00

 - 
$1

49
,9

99

39.3%

12.5%

5.4%

10.7%

1.8%

7.1%

0.0%

3.6%

19.6%

100.0%

19.8%

23.5%

16.0%

4.9%

4.9%

9.9%

0.0%

3.7%

17.3%

100.0%

$1
50

,0
00

 - 
$1

99
,9

99

$2
00

,0
00

+

household incomes:
16.5% - 12.5%household incomes:

23.2%

$100,000+ALL

Figure 4.3

Respondents	who	identified	amounts	in	the 
COA BLOCK AS UNCLEAR 

Distribution of student and parent number confusion by area of the award letter template and

REPORTED HOUSEHOLD INCOME  

Figure 4.1
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n=116 n=82 n=75 n=139 n=173 n=111 n=121 n=56 n=81



The survey findings also show that, at least in the case of word confusion, respondents of 

different ages report finding terms unclear for different reasons.

 18- to 24-year-olds were more likely to report not understanding what 

 a term meant.

 39- to 45-year-olds were more likely to report that a term was too vague 

 or that they did not understand why they needed to know it.

Distribution of student and parent 
word confusion by type and 

AGE 

Figure 4.4
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18-24

25-31

32-38

39-45

46-52

53-59

Grand Total

I	don’t	
understand 
what it
means.

I	don’t	
understand
why I need
to know it.

It is
too
vague.

“ “ “

16.0%

26.5%

17.0%

26.9%

10.7%

2.9%

100.0%

19.0%

26.9%

16.9%

26.6%

6.9%

3.6%

100.0%

26.9%

28.0%

16.9%

16.5%

8.5%

3.1%

100.0%

n=714 n=331 n=412



The survey findings also show that response patterns differ when controlling for race and ethnicity.

 Black, Asian, and Hispanic respondents were all more likely than white
	 respondents	to	find Net Costs numbers unclear.

	 Hispanic	and	Asian	respondents	were	more	likely	to	find	Loan	Option

 amounts unclear. 

                  Both black and Hispanic respondents were more likely to identify wording 
 in the Grants and Scholarships blocks as unclear. 

	 Asian	respondents	were	three	times	as	likely	as	other	groups	to	find	the	
 Work Options section unclear.
 
 Overall, Hispanic (26%) and Asian (29%) respondents were also less likely than 
 white and black respondents to indicate that nothing was unclear (35%).

EFC_Block

COA_Block

GS_Block

NetCosts_Block

WorkOpts_Block

LoanOpts_Block

Other_NC_Block

Glossary_Block

Info_Block

Grand Total

30.5%

23.5%

8.8%

9.5%

5.2%

8.8%

1.2%

2.7%

10.0%

100.0%

35.7%

11.0%

7.8%

7.8%

3.4%

12.1%

4.2%

4.8%

13.1%

100.0%

27.0%

22.4%

5.9%

15.8%

3.3%

5.9%

1.3%

5.3%

13.2%

100.0%

32.7%

12.7%

11.5%

6.7%

2.4%

9.1%

4.8%

6.1%

13.9%

100.0%

25.0%

20.0%

12.5%

10.0%

7.5%

12.5%

0.0%

2.5%

10.0%

100.0%

28.0%

12.0%

6.0%

4.0%

10.0%

14.0%

6.0%

4.0%

16.0%

100.0%

28.4%

18.7%

11.9%

13.4%

3.7%

11.9%

1.5%

2.2%

8.2%

100.0%

30.6%

9.4%

11.3%

8.8%

4.4%

14.4%

3.8%

3.1%

14.4%

100.0%

White WhiteBlack BlackAsian AsianHispanic Hispanic

Distribution of student and parent 
confusion by type, area of the template, and 

RACE/ETHNICITY 

Figure 4.5
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n=673n=784 n=152n=165 n=40n=50 n=134n=160

NUMBER CONFUSIONWORD CONFUSION



Financial	aid	experts’	
and	students’	perceptions	
about what information 
on award letters is 
unclear, and why, 
do not completely 
overlap.

5

Students identified a larger range of 

amounts that they reported to not 

understand how they were calculated 

than what aid experts reported.

25



Financial	aid	experts’	
and	students’	perceptions	
about what information 
on award letters is 
unclear, and why, 
do not completely 
overlap.

What Financial 
AID EXPERT RESPONDENTS 

predicted students would
 find confusing

What
STUDENT RESPONDENTS 

indicated confusion with regarding 
how a number was calculated

26

UNCLEAR AMOUNTS
Respondents Found on Award Letter Template 

Figure 5.1



What Financial 
AID EXPERT RESPONDENTS 

predicted students would
 find confusing

What
STUDENT RESPONDENTS 

indicated confusion with regarding 
what a word/phrase meant

27

UNCLEAR PHRASING
Respondents Found on Award Letter Template 

Figure 5.2



Students reported more unclear 

wording in the Grants and 

Scholarships, Loan Options, Other 

Potential Education Benefits, and SSI 

sections of the award letter than what 

aid experts reported they thought 

students would report.
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consumer confusion around financial aid 

award notification information and the 

ramifications of decisions made therein. 

Consumer confusion is the enemy of 

financial aid professionals—it’s what we 

work our entire lives to alleviate so that 

students can make informed borrowing 

decisions, at the right-fit institution for 

them, and be able to clearly understand 

the ramifications of their decisions moving 

forward. 

Having spent more than a decade in 

financial aid, I believe that the survey, 

resulting data, and key insights present 

Recommendations:

Data Must 
Drive Change

Institutions, 
policymakers, and 
advocates need to 
do more than read 
this report. 

People who can need to step up and drive 

change. With 3 million students dropping 

out of higher education every year due to 

financial reasons—many taking debt with 

them but no degree—we need to be doing 

everything possible to drive student financial 

success. The findings and insights presented 

in this survey paint a very clear picture of 

29
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1.  Comprehension of 
college costs and how 
to pay for them are 
worse than originally 
thought.

The data represents feedback from 1,000 

students. The students surveyed included: 

high school students (19), current college 

students (381), current graduate students 

(149), and recent graduates (450). These 

numbers indicate that 98% of respondents 

have gone through the college shopping 

process at least once. Nearly 60% have been 

through the financial aid process four or 

more times (one time per year). Yet 74% 

of respondents reported confusion over 

a number or word used on the example 

notification.

98%

Have Gone Through 
The College Shopping 

Experience
at Least Once

74%

Of Students Who 
Already Hold a 

Credential Report
Confusion

60%

Have Been Through 
the Financial Aid 
Process 4+ Times

a unique opportunity for driving student 

financial success. Below, you’ll find my 

recommendations on what the data 

means for your institution, and how to 

make it useful.  

30

Survey Participant
Responses



Students who have been through the college 

shopping process and the funding process 

year over year still do not understand basic 

information like terms and figures, even with 

a glossary on the same document. Consumer 

comprehension is worse than originally 

thought.

The Hard Truth: What we are doing today is 

not good enough.  

What Needs to Change: We need to make 

significant changes to how we are displaying 

cost and financing information—and how we 

are communicating it to consumers. More 

thought should be given to what is presented 

to students, when it is presented, and how. 

Comprehension doesn’t improve by throwing 

all the information we think consumers need 

to make decisions at them at once. We need 

to think about what the student needs. For 

example, why do we find it so necessary to 

present the Expected Family Contribution to 

students and parents? A made-up number 

generated by a complex calculation rooted in 

no sense of reality about what a family can 

contribute to a student’s education  confuses 

everyone. Though important to institutions 

for the awarding formula, would we drive 

clarity by omitting it?

2.  Students who need help 
paying for college are most 
confused by award letters.
This new data set provides—for the first time ever—

conclusive information about consumer comprehension 

of financial aid award letters based on income, race, and 

age. And it’s not good. The data shows that the students 

who are in greatest need of financial assistance to pay 

for college—coming from household incomes of less 

than $25,000—are more likely to be confused by both 

terminology and numbers on the award letter. 

The Hard Truth: Institutional goals to improve access 

to higher education to first-generation and low-income 

students require more than hyped-up recruitment. 

What Needs to Change: We can’t continue to leave 

first generation and low-income students to figure it 

out on their own, because they won’t. I recently heard 

someone say their students were familiar with the idea 

of a budget but had no idea how to create one. Crucial 

to teaching new concepts is giving students a chance 

to practice what they have learned. Our current way 

of communicating about cost and payment options 

is not structured in a way that supports the practical 

application of evaluating the financial fit of a college, 

or comparing. First generation students often either 

never enroll because it’s all so confusing, or they’ll enroll 

and drop out because they didn’t fully understand the 
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implications of their decisions. We now have 

conclusive information about exactly where 

consumers are struggling. We have no excuse 

for not using the new information available 

to facilitate more impactful, understandable 

outreach and education efforts. 

3.  Investments 
(dollars, resources, 
time)	in	financial	
literacy	tools	aren’t	
proving ROI.
Guidance counselors, colleges, and access 

groups have been working diligently—

investing time, energy, and dollars—to 

help educate students about college costs, 

financial aid, and financial wellness before 

during and after college. Yet 74% of student 

respondents who already hold a credential 

74% of students who 
already hold a
credential
report confusion

report confusion with words and numbers 

presented within the template. Even within 

the tested template, approximately 11% 

reported confusion about Net Costs—even 

though the template includes a definition 

of the term and illustrates how the number 

was calculated. Again, even with this 

information, respondents are still confused.

The Hard Truth: Financial wellness 

initiatives (tools, resources) aren’t proving 

ROI, but the industry seems to keep funding 

them without asking consumers what they 

truly need—or are confused by.

What Needs to Change: There needs to be 

more research and testing to determine not 

only how to communicate with students 

and parents, but also, what is essential 

to communicate. More words will never 

equate to better understanding. Social 

media and our hyper-connected space have 

changed the way consumers interact with 

language, with what they need to make 

decisions. Further complicating this, many 

at-risk students have parents who need 

access to educational resources about 

college cost and affordability. Disseminating 

information doesn’t equal learning. The 

EDGE model in education suggests we 
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Explain, Demonstrate, Guide, and Enable. 

Many current literacy tools in use today 

end at explaining. Instead, we need to 

arm students with resources that will 

demonstrate and guide them through new 

information and experiences, enabling them 

to better understand.

 

...compared to 21% of students and 28% 

of parents, respectively. Additionally, the 

tested template is one that was developed 

by the Department of Education and has 

resulted in 70% of respondents reporting 

confusion about wording and phrases. 

The Hard Truth: We seem to care 

more about solving for what industry 

veterans think is the problem rather than 

addressing what consumers are telling us is 

problematic.

What Needs to Change: There needs to 

be significant research and consumer 

testing to identify better ways to present 

information to students and parents about 

cost and financial aid. We need to spend 

more time asking questions than making 

assumptions when it comes to the people 

who need to use these documents to 

make crucial decisions. Award notices have 

become a catch-all for information, now 

used to explain cost, funding options, loan 

terms, and renewal criteria, while also acting 

as a way to facilitate active acceptance. 

We need to go back to the goal of the 

communication and ask, “what is a student 

4.  There is a glaring 
disconnect between 
what	financial	aid	
professionals think is 
confusing and what 
actually confuses 
students.

Only 1% of surveyed 
aid administrators 
said that there was 
nothing confusing 
on the tested 
template...
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5.  Variation in what is 
understood	by	different	
populations shows the 
need for personalized 
communications.

The data shows great variation in what 

causes confusion across income brackets. 

When looking at the grants and scholarships 

section, only 2.4%  of students in the 

$15,000 to $25,000 income bracket reported 

confusion. Compare that to the 16%  who 

were confused in the income bracket over 

$200,000. Students from higher income 

Confusion Over

Grants &
Scholarships

$15,000-$25,000 
household income

$200,000+
household income

2.4%
Confusion

16%
Confusion

trying to do with this award notice?” Any 

content that doesn’t drive to that goal—or 

that blurs it unnecessarily—should be 

removed. I find myself wondering if part of 

the disparity between consumer confusion 

and aid professional confusion is related to 

generational disparity. Regardless, the need 

for more consumer testing and continual 

improvement should be undertaken at the 

industry level; it’s not a burden that should 

fall on institutions.
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families are five times more likely to be 

confused by this single section than families 

in lower income brackets.  

The Hard Truth: We can and should 

personalize each and every award letter, but 

it’s so daunting a thought we may not know 

how to start.

What Needs to Change: Clear guidelines 

should be established that allow for better 

comparability and comprehension for 

consumers at an individual level. This would 

include standard language, definitions, 

and calculations, while allowing for highly 

personalized content to meet the unique 

needs of students and their families. 

If you take only one thing away from this 

report and these recommendations, let 

it be this: The research conducted by 

CampusLogic strongly supports the notion 

that there is no one thing that confuses 

every student and parent. 

We have proof-positive that an individual’s 

background significantly impacts his or 

her ability to understand the information 

being presented on financial aid offers. 

This extends well beyond the aid offer to 

eligibility requirements, renewal criteria, and 

terms of the funding used. Higher education 

is likely one of the biggest expenses any 

individual will incur and it has the potential 

to change the trajectory of an entire family. 

We owe students 
and parents more. 
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1.     We partnered with EMI Research Solutions to conduct the student and parent surveys. All survey
        respondents were recruited from validated, online, double-opt-in survey panels via either direct, blinded
        email invitation or accessed via a survey portal account with a similarly blinded description of general 
        survey specifications.

2.     For the financial aid expert survey, participation was solicited through a mix of email outreach to advocacy
        groups and social media channel postings requesting people complete the survey.

3.     The actual amounts listed in the College Financing Plan presented to consumers were created by
        CampusLogic. They are meant to be a representative example and do not reflect any particular higher
        education institution. 

4.     Reported household income was grouped into income buckets that match those used in the American
        Community Survey.  

5.     The distribution of the grand total column in Table 4 differs from that in Table 2 because not every student 
        and parent who reported number confusion also reported household income data.

6.     For sample size reasons, only major race/ethnicity categories are reported.

7.     Copies of the survey instruments for students, parents, and experts are available upon request.

8.     In contrast to other surveys and to help pinpoint areas of confusion, we ask respondents to actually select
        x- and y-coordinates on the letter. While this can be used to help identify particular areas of the letter itself,
        the responses are also dependent on survey respondents’ interpretation of the questions asked and their 
        own precision. We used the following rules: 1) where a respondent does not select a particular number or
        word but a row that has a number or word, we assume they are referring to the content of that particular
        row, and 2) where a respondent neither selects a particular word or number or row but makes a selection 
        within a particular box, we assume they are referring to the content of that box in general.

Data Notes
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i    https://research.collegeboard.org/trends/student-aid/figures-tables/total-student-aid-and-nonfederal-loans-over-time

ii   http://tytonpartners.com/library/finding-fit-evolution-student-centered-financial-aid/

iii  NASFAA recently partnered with ASA Research to consumer test the new College
    Financing Plan and to elicit feedback around term clarity. However, that study was
    limited to 66 students and parents. More information about their results can be 
    found here: 
    https://www.nasfaa.org/uploads/documents/CFP_ASA_Report.pdf

iv  More information on the College Financing Plan can be found here: 
    https://ifap.ed.gov/eannouncements/011619CollegeFinancingPlanShoppingSheet1920.html. 

    NASFAA has assembled a comparison chart between the Department’s old shopping
    sheet and the new financing plan that can be found here: 
    https://www.nasfaa.org/news-item/17255/Comparing_ED_s_New_College_Financing_Plan_to_the_Shopping_Sheet

v   https://ifap.ed.gov/eannouncements/102517FinAidShoppingSheet1819.html

     https://ifap.ed.gov/eannouncements/011619CollegeFinancingPlanShoppingSheet1920.html. 

    NASFAA has assembled a comparison chart between the Department’s old shopping 
    sheet and the new financing plan that can be found here: 
    https://www.nasfaa.org/news-item/17255/Comparing_ED_s_New_College_Financing_Plan_to_the_Shopping_Sheet

Report Notes
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About CampusLogic

CampusLogic	helps	schools	change	lives	by	delivering	the	first—
and	only—Student	Financial	Success	platform that includes a net 
price calculator, complete scholarship management, personalized digital 
communications, simplified financial aid verification, 24x7 multilingual 
virtual advising, tuition and scholarship crowdfunding, and integrated data 
visualizations. Through our easy, mobile and personalized platform, millions 
of students enjoy a simplified financial success journey with CampusLogic, 
resulting in increased enrollment, better informed borrowing, and 
improved retention. For more information, visit campuslogic.com.    

1340 S. Spectrum Blvd, Suite 200
Chandler, AZ 85286
602.643.1300

Inquiries about the data presented in this report, requests for further information about the data, and inquiries about 
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