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I am submitting this testimony on behalf of Marilyn Cargill President of the National 
Association of State Student Grant and Aid Programs (NASSGAP) and its members. 
Marilyn is also Director of financial Aid Delivery and Operations for the Vermont 
Student Assistance Corporation and someone who has served students and families as a 
financial aid professional for more than 25 years. My name is Marie Bennett.  I am 
Director of the Washington, DC Office  of (NASSGAP). I will read significant portions 
of the testimony orally, and provide a complete written copy for your consideration. 
 
NASSGAP represents agencies in the fifty states that operate major state aid programs 
including the Federal LEAP and SLEAP programs. In 2006-07, our member states 
provided $9.3 billion in total state financial aid. Eighty-two percent of that aid was 
through 3.7 million student grants, averaging $2,100 each. Nearly three quarters of the 
state-sponsored student grants were need-based.  Many of our state members also 
coordinate the GEAR UP, College Access Challenge Grant, and Byrd Scholarship 
programs in their states; and 19 of our member states are federal student loan guaranty 
agencies. 
 
On behalf of NASSGAP, I thank you for the opportunity to provide this input for the 
negotiated rulemaking emanating from the August 14, 2008 enactment of the long-
awaited Higher Education Opportunity Act (HEOA, Act). We want to bring to your 
attention to issues that need to be addressed in four areas: 
 
I.   Financial Aid Application Simplification; 
II. Leveraging Educational Assistance Partnerships (LEAP), specifically the new 

Grants for Access and Persistence (GAP) component;  
III.      GEAR UP;  and 
IV.    Title II and State Eligibility for All HEOA Funding. 
  
I. Financial Aid Application Simplification, Section 483 

 
A few years ago, my esteemed colleague from Indiana, Dennis Obergfell, testified on 
Financial Aid Application Simplification before the Advisory Committee for Student 
Financial Assistance. Mr. Obergfell identified five principle points to consider in such 
deliberations: 
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1. States use the FAFSA as the primary application for state need-based grant;      

2. State financial resources are finite but the population of needy students is growing as 
is their costs; 

3. Point 2 requires increased diligence on the part of states to make sure that the most 
needy students do not lose financial aid at the expense of simplifying a form that 
would have the effect of increasing the number of less needy students getting more 
aid; and,  

4. Simplification is a relative term; efforts in its name should be done knowing that there 
is a very delicate balance between reducing complexity and sacrificing good 
stewardship of public funding.  

5. If questions important to state grant agencies are eliminated from the FAFSA, then 
states will have no choice but to create additional forms for students to complete in 
order to capture the “missing” FAFSA data.   

It is essential to understand that the FAFSA is not a form used by the federal government 
to distribute only federal student aid. It is the primary form used by state agencies in 
awarding non-federal aid as well. This alone is a major factor in keeping the process as 
simple and fluid as possible for the applicants. States have a vested interest in the 
development of this form and any related replacement or versions of the form that will be 
developed and tested under the Act. Indeed, there is language in the Act that directs the 
Secretary to include states in these developments. 
 

We have been troubled to hear and read inaccurate statements, including: (1) the number 
of “state questions” make up 30% of all questions on the FAFSA; and, (2) the reluctance 
of states to change their procedures makes them part of the aid application complexity 
“problem.”  
 
Both statements are untrue. States have been advocates for aid application simplicity for 
years. Indeed, states have been agents for change and have contributed significantly to 
the simplification milestones that have occurred over the years.  
 
NASSGAP worked closely with the US Department of Education (Department, ED) for 
over 25 years to streamline and simplify the financial aid application. At NASSGAP’s 
initiative, Congress approved placing a limited number of state questions on the FAFSA 
through the 1992 reauthorization of the Higher Education Act as a direct way to increase 
access. Prior to this, students had to fill out several forms to be considered for all the 
financial   aid to which they were entitled. This discouraged low-income students in 
particular from applying. NASSGAP conducted the research which led to the 
identification of common state questions that could be retained in the FAFSA. That 
number of questions is 10, and many of these are also used by colleges to distribute 
institutional aid and verify information, further streamlining those processes. 
 
Because of the initiative of one of our state members, a common electronic application 
has been successfully pilot-tested for several years. It allows a student to apply for federal 
and state student aid in one electronic session. As a result, application “clean rates” 
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improved, processing time was reduced, and students availed themselves of more benefits 
that they might have otherwise overlooked. Several states have shown keen interest in 
adopting a similar application process. NASSGAP is very interested in working with the 
Department to put together a plan and schedule for allowing additional states to use a 
common electronic federal/state e-application for aid.  
 
NASSGAP maintains an active Technical Forms Committee that annually surveys states 
to ascertain their need for FAFSA questions. The Committee has met with Department 
officials whenever requested, to discuss ways to improve the forms and processes 
associated with aid application. While these meetings have become much less frequent 
over the past two years, NASSGAP’s committee stands ready to assist. 
 
Let’s exploit the recent lessons of unbridled deregulation and simplification of federal 
processes that have left the nation in economic turmoil. Let’s take full advantage of 
today’s more sophisticated technologies to optimize use of the data available to us 
whether through the FAFSA or other sources such as the IRS. Let’s work to better 
understand the data we collect so that with all our partners we can discern more precisely 
among the increasing applicant universe those who are the neediest. These efforts will 
improve the delivery and reduce the perception and the reality of barriers while not 
complicating the application and the awarding process.  
 
For example, one of the most critical questions to the state programs (that has recently 
been discussed by some as an item that can be dropped) is the applicant’s state of legal 
residence. Apparently, some assume that a mailing address is a clear proxy for that 
question. Let me assure you it is not. Students often do not live in their state of residence 
while they are in college. Thus, it is a question that, if dropped from the FAFSA, is likely 
to create significant turmoil. 
  
We believe the Act provides abundant opportunity to achieve a more accessible and 
successful application system through the development of several provisions. We seek 
every opportunity to support the work that is needed, whether it be through negotiated 
rulemaking or other engagements such as committees and focus groups to work with the 
Secretary. Some opportunities are: 
 
1. Design of the form, in all its versions and instructions, should be a matter that engages 
all partners. The current design process of ED and its contractors should provide more 
opportunity for input from representatives of the community.  
2. Agreement about which questions are state questions that are protected under the Act 
must be achieved in an open and accountable fashion. 
3. The development, implementation and monitoring of the process which will allow 
individuals to file an application prior to January 1. 
4. Study and possible use of “prior- prior” year data from the IRS as the base data for 
calculating the EFC. 
5. The use of other income and asset data that cannot be derived from IRS data either 
because it is not part of the IRS filing or because applicants haven’t filed an IRS return. 
6. Any related studies, pilots or demonstration projects, and more importantly, the 
assessment of their impact on the ability of states and institutions to award their aid. 
7. Inclusion of state and institutional aid on the federal model financial aid form. 
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Again, NASSGAP is ready, willing and able to assist the Department in these efforts as 
part of our continuing partnership to make the financial aid application process for all 
forms of aid simpler, more coordinated, and more accountable. 
 
 
II. Leveraging Educational Assistance Partnerships/Grants for Access and Persistence: 
Sec. 415E 
 
A. GAP State Allotments 
 
The LEAP program is a viable, ongoing federal/state partnership that was reauthorized 
and changed by HEOA. The main change was creating the new Grants for Access and 
Persistence (GAP) to replace the Special LEAP component of the LEAP program 
whenever funding exceeds $30 million. 
 
While the LEAP program allows flexibility to states in providing matching funds, need-
based grant aid, and information on the aid application, the requirements of GAP are 
quite extensive. Because GAP contains so many new requirements, a “Continuation and 
Transition” section in the law allows up to a 2-year transition period, during which time 
states can continue to apply for SLEAP funding. 
 
It is unclear how the state allotments will be determined for GAP, especially during the 
two-year transition period from Special LEAP. For example, there is a provision in GAP 
that a state receiving an award cannot receive an allotment less than the previous year. 
That may imply that, if a state continues to use Special LEAP during the transition 
period, the same initial allocation formula as used in Special LEAP will apply to GAP as 
well, to ensure that the state receives no less under GAP than it did under Special LEAP.  
It is unclear whether states can apply for both GAP and SLEAP funding during this 
period. 
 
Beyond the transition period, the basis for the Department to make initial GAP state 
allotments is unspecified, other than priority is given the states that meet partnering 
requirements for the 66 percent federal share. We are raising this issue for the 
Department to open a dialogue with state practitioners, so that an administratively 
workable solution which avoids funding dislocations and award disruptions to continuing 
students is reflected in regulation. 
 
B. Length of Special LEAP Continuation/GAP Transition Period    
 
The “continuation and transition” language timeline needs clarification. Specifically, it 
provides for a “two year period that begins on the date on enactment” of HEOA during 
which the Secretary shall continue to award Special LEAP grants. Given that 2008-09 
LEAP and Special LEAP awards were made in June 2008 and the bill signed August 14, 
2008, the statutory language appears to result in Special LEAP awards continuing 
through 2010-2011, at each state’s option. NASSGAP supports that interpretation in 
order to give states adequate time to develop the comprehensive and complex program 
requirements of GAP. The regulation could clarify by specifying the transition period is 
for two award years after the date of enactment. 
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C. Early Aid Estimates 
 
We request that the Department permit the use of Fed4caster as an acceptable method of 
providing an early estimate of federal aid, as required in GAP. We encourage the 
Department to adapt Fed4caster to provide estimates of other types of aid such as 
institutional aid (based on averages in the state of residence), and provide a way for states 
to include their state grant estimates.   
 
D. New Eligibility Question for the FAFSA  
 
The student eligibility determinants in GAP include measures not now reflected in the 
FAFSA; for example, student eligibility includes: “has participated in an early 
information or mentoring program.” It appears that an additional question will be needed 
on the FAFSA to capture this data. NASSGAP will be pleased to work with the 
Department on the phrasing and placement of those questions.  
 
E. LEAP Award Notification 

 
Per HEOA, states are to provide notification to eligible students who receive LEAP 
program grants that they are receiving Leveraging Educational Assistance Partnership 
Grants funded by the federal government, the state, and, where applicable, other 
contributing partners. 
 
Currently, states make awards to students by integrating LEAP with their state need-
based grant program. Historically, the limited size of the LEAP federal appropriation has 
meant that not all the  state need-based grant awards made to students include LEAP 
funds. Therefore, to implement the literal provision will require most states to develop 
and administer two separate student grant award systems to accommodate separate 
notifications: one for students with LEAP/GAP federal funding in their award, and one 
for students with only state funds in their awards. This is an example of a potential 
unintended consequence that might delay the delivery of award notices to students during 
the critical period when they need to know their resources to make decisions. This could, 
in effect, impair access.  
 
NASSGAP recommends that in regulation, the Department allow states to provide 
notification to eligible students that such grants “may be funded by the federal 
Leveraging Educational Assistance Partnership (LEAP) program, matching state funds 
and other funds.” The suggested language would work better to build student awareness 
of LEAP within an administratively feasible framework.  
 
  
III. GEAR UP, Section 404 
 
A. Seventh Year Award--There is provision for the Secretary to increase the grant 
duration from six years to seven years in the case of an eligible entity that applies for a 
grant for seven years to enable the eligible entity to provide services to a student through 
the student's first year of attendance at an institution of higher education.  
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We welcome this addition of a seventh year as it will enable state GEAR UP agencies to 
help students through the difficult transition from high school to college. This, in turn, 
will increase the likelihood of degree attainment, the program’s ultimate goal. 

A related issue that needs to be addressed by the Department is: “Will ED allow a 7th 
year of grant payment for current grant awardees if their approved grant application 
and/or subsequent Annual Performance Reports indicate that they plan to continue to 
monitor GU students and provide services in the student’s college freshman year and, 
perhaps, beyond?” We understand that some states have made such plans for the current 
GEAR UP cohort, which is just starting the 10th grade.  

We encourage the Department to enable such an interpretation through regulation. Why 
wait until the end of the next GEAR UP 7-year grant cycle to enable at-risk students to 
accrue the benefit of this statutory enhancement? 

B. 21st Century Scholar Certificates 

NASSGAP is concerned by the provision that requires that state and partnership grant 
recipients provide a personalized 21st Century Scholar Certificate to all students served 
by the program. It specifies that the certificate indicate the amount of federal financial aid 
for college and the estimated amount of any GEAR UP scholarship, if applicable, that a 
student may be eligible to receive. 

This can become an onerous burden as thousands of certificates will need to be issued 
each year by States and partnerships. It also appears to replicate similar activities 
specified in other sections of the statute, which address providing early aid estimates to 
students. NASSGAP urges the Department to find ways to streamline these overlapping 
requirements, and to provide ways to reduce the unanticipated administrative burden the 
certificates place on GEAR UP state agencies and partnerships. 

 
IV.  Title II and State Eligibility for Any HEOA Funding 
 
As we understand Title II, Sections 205 and 207 , there is a need for clarification. In what 
appears to be a drafting error, some or all state funding received under the  HEOA could 
be lost if certain state teacher assessment and state report card provisions are not met. We 
request that the Department’s regulations reflect the intent of Sections 205 and 207, 
which we understand to be that only funding awarded to states under Title II of the 
HEOA would be in jeopardy should a state be unable to comply. We will call upon 
Congress to include the fix in any technical amendment bill under consideration. 
 
Thank you for this opportunity to provide a statement. NASSGAP looks forward to 
working with the Department within negotiated rulemaking for HEOA.  
 
 


