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Research Findings







Perceptions of higher education:

• Students generally have a positive view of pursuing 
higher education

• Main objective is to explore interests and launch 
meaningful careers

• Parents were more reserved

• Student debt is top of mind, leading them to 
encourage consideration of alternate postsecondary 
educational options



Perceptions of FAFSA:

• Awareness of FAFSA and financial aid does not translate 
to knowledge

• FAFSA is perceived as the first step to getting student loans, 
generating feelings of anxiety and dread







Recommendations

11

Strong association between FAFSA and crippling 
student debt

Suspicion of “free” money and institutions 

Those not considering postsecondary education 
options find it hard to see messaging as relevant 

Access to counselors depends on school resources 

• Aim to disassociate FAFSA from student loans

• Encourage families to use FAFSA as a tool to gather 
information

• Be informational, transparent, specific, and objective

• For those with positive attitude, focus on benefit of 
managing college costs

• For those with negative attitude, focus on immediate benefit 
of understanding and considering options

• Broaden reach beyond counselors and empower teachers 
with information and resources

Challenge Solution





Key Takeaways:

Clarify the different types of financial aid:

• Students are in control of the financial aid they choose to 
accept/reject

• Grants & scholarships don’t need to be paid back

• Loans do need to be repaid, but they are not required to 
accept loans 

• Work study means students can earn while they learn



Remember:



State Scholarship Research



Perceptions of state scholarship messaging:

Description provided to survey/focus group participants:

Each year, the state of North Carolina sets aside millions of dollars to make 
attending any of the state’ community colleges or public universities more 
manageable for students.

This year, a new program has been created.  Most families earning less 
than $75,000 a year can receive $2,800 or more a year for an NC 
community college or $5,000 or more a year for a public university in 
the state, if they complete a FAFSA.  This money does not need to be paid 
back.









From the
University of Wisconsin-Madison



Creating a Communication Manager Role

• Before 2016, no single person at OSFA managed communications.
• Barely a connection with central UW Marketing or Communications

• Retirement > Organization Assessment
• #1 consistent feedback/pain point, “communications”

• New Director in July 2016, Hired as Comm Manager in November.

• Role’s first priorities – 
• transition website to new responsive platform

• create consistency and embed UW brand

• improve financial aid offer
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Simplify Website

• Navigation.

• Content.
• Know your audience and what they want/need.

• Language.

• All other communications become easier (and better!) when you’ve 
got a solid, simple website to refer to.
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Simplify Messaging
• Bucky’s Tuition Promise

• Free tuition & segregated fees for Wisconsin students from households with adjusted 
gross incomes (AGI) of $65,000 or less. Incoming first-year students receive eight (8) 
semesters (4 years) and new transfer students receive four (4) semesters (2 years).

• “Free tuition & segregated fees” = grants & scholarships that will pay the charge.

• Bucky’s Pell Pathway
• Guarantees to meet full financial need (Cost of Attendance minus Expected Family 

Contribution) which typically covers tuition, fees, and many other college-related 
expenses like housing, meals, educational supplies, etc for Pell Grant-eligible 
Wisconsin Residents that intend to enroll in an on-campus program.

• Ability to graduate without borrowing.
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Simplify Aid Offer
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College Cost Transparency Initiative
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Instead of Try
Gift Aid Grants & Scholarships

Self Help Educational Loans & Work-Study

Room & Board Housing & Food/Meals

Award, Package Financial Aid or Offer

Costs Expenses

Books & Supplies Required Course Material & Educational Supplies

Sticker Price Cost of Attendance before financial aid

Out-of-Pocket Expenses you’ll have to cover on your own

College Cost Transparency Initiative - https://www.collegeprice.org/glossary



Key Partnerships

Admissions & 
Recruitment 

Team

College 
Access Orgs

High School 
Counselors
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Next NC Scholarship





How to Pay for College – 3 main ways:

Family
Funds

Gap
FundsFederal State College

Financial Aid



Contact:

Kathy Hastings

Director of Outreach and Communications

khastings@ncseaa.edu 

ncfafsahub.org



More Help



Contact Us

• C2C toolkit

https://www.cfnc.org/education-
professionals/contact-a-cfnc-regional-rep/



Questions?



Kathy Hastings

Director for outreach and 
communications
NCSEAA
khastings@ncseaa.edu

Questions

Karla Weber Wandel

Communications Manager
Office of Student Financial Aid, 
University of Wisconsin-Madison
karla.weber@wisc.edu 



Extra slides (delete?)



Test your knowledge:

Which is the better message?

A. FAFSA is a tool that gives you information about what aid 
you qualify for.  There is no requirement to take any aid 
that is offered to you or enroll at a school.

B. The Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) is the 
form students and parents need to fill out to get financial 
aid.



Test your knowledge:

Which is the better message?

A. FAFSA is used to inform you about how much financial aid 
you’re eligible to receive, allowing you access to grants, 
scholarships, loans and work-study programs to help pay 
for college.

B. FAFSA is used to inform you about how much financial aid 
you’re eligible to receive, allowing you access to grants and 
scholarships that you do not have to pay back, to work-
study programs where you earn money via a part time job 
and student loans you have to pay back.



Test your knowledge:

Which is the better message?

A. FAFSA is a tool that gives you information about what aid 
you qualify for.  There is no requirement to take any aid 
that is offered to you or enroll in school.

B. FAFSA is a risk-free way to explore financial aid 
opportunities without promising to pay anything.




