[image: image1.jpg]START HERE
GO FURTHER

FEDERAL STUDENT AID

THE ISIR Tool is located at the following web address: www.fafsa.ed.govIFOTWWebAppl/faalfaa.jsp




ear

[image: image2.png]) GO FURTHER
FEDERAL STUDENT AID





	


TABLE OF CONTENTS

1INTRODUCTION


1WHY DO QA PROGRAM SCHOOLS HAVE TO SAMPLE?


2WHAT DO QA PROGRAM SCHOOLS HAVE TO DO?


4CONCLUSION




INTRODUCTION

The QA Program requires participating schools to draw a random sample of aid applicants who are eligible for need-based aid for the upcoming award year 2010-11 based on their initial transaction. This document prepares schools to carry out this exercise with as little disruption to their regular processing of aid as possible. 

We hope that this document will serve as a helpful guide as schools plan to draw their sample in spring 2010 and verify all sampled records according to federal requirements prior to disbursing any Title IV aid to those students.  Remember, this sampling exercise is in addition to verifying all the records that meet a school’s established verification procedures.
WHY DO QA PROGRAM SCHOOLS HAVE TO SAMPLE?

Documenting the accuracy of ISIR information for students not normally selected for verification is the only way schools can find out what their school verification procedures may be missing. The only way to ensure the accuracy of every critical ISIR field, e.g., Adjusted Gross Income, U.S. Federal Income Tax Paid, Number in College, etc., used to calculate a given student’s EFC is to verify that ISIR record. It is important to follow the rules provided in this document so that the sample data will be representative of a school’s aid population.

Schools will collect federal verification documentation from all students in the random sample. Schools should treat the records drawn into the sample just as they would if they were not participating in the QA Program and the CPS selected the records for verification. That is, verify each ISIR element on the federal verification worksheet.  Schools will also need to maintain identifying information so that they will be able upload the right data into the Tool after completing the verification process. That is: 1) social security numbers, 2) first two characters of last names, 3) transaction numbers for the initial and paid-on ISIRs, and 4) whether or not each student in the sample met the school’s normal verification criteria.

WHY 350?

In setting the minimum sample size at 350, Federal Student Aid is attempting to balance the competing desires of collecting enough information to support meaningful analysis and conclusions while minimizing the burden of sampling placed on schools. Schools should use their previous experience in drawing samples to account for attrition. That is you should include more than 350 records in your initial sample in order to allow you to collect and analyze data from at least 350 aid applicants. 

Please note schools with fewer than 1,000 aid applicants should set their sample size to 20 percent of their aid population. Contact your QA Program regional representative if you have any questions.

WHAT DO QA PROGRAM SCHOOLS HAVE TO DO?

Federal Student Aid requires each school participating in the QA Program to perform four activities as part of the sampling process. We would like to stress again that these sampling activities are to be in addition to your institution’s normal verification efforts. Schools participating in the QA Program are required to follow all of their normal verification procedures during the alternating years they also verify a random sample. Below are the four “extra” steps associated with this sampling process.

	Step
	Four Required Steps of Sampling

	1
	Randomly select a sufficient number of records to allow you to verify at least 350 non duplicate student ISIR records from your aid applicant population that demonstrate financial need, i.e., Initial EFC minus the cost of attendance are greater than zero.

	2
	Notify students selected for the random sample.  Require each student drawn into the sample to complete the applicable federal verification worksheet.  

	3
	Submit ALL changes stemming from the sample verification process that exceed Federal tolerance through the central processor. Keep track of transaction numbers of corrected ISIRs.



	4
	Upload ISIR Records into the ISIR Analysis Tool.  Update and set school verification flags in the Tool.


We expand on each of these steps below.

1. Draw a Random Sample of at least  350 Applicants with Financial Need 
We require every school to analyze a sample of at least 350 of their aid applicants who are eligible for need-based aid. Schools may decide to sample more.  There are multiple software packages with the capacity to draw a random sample. There are several sampling scenarios to choose from.  Select a scenario that works best with your normal aid office procedures and establish a schedule that will ensure that a random sample is selected and the records are verified in a timely manner.
Schools may choose to sample ISIR records as soon as they begin receiving them from the CPS in early January.  Sampling from the very beginning lets schools avoid having to ask students who were previously subjected to school verification for any additional information. Multiple requests for confirmatory information have the potential of exasperating students and their parents. Sampling from the start will also allow (force) schools to integrate the sampling exercise into their normal operations and spread the work across the spring and summer. This type of integration may make it easier for schools to manage the work associated with the sample. 

Schools may choose to wait until they can exclude applicants who will not be attending their school.   As the spring progresses, schools will be increasingly able to identify applicants who will actually attend their school in the fall. Schools will make offers of admissions to a subset of applicants. A subset of these admitted students will choose to accept admission at a given school. Waiting until the final roster of students is clearer minimizes the proportion of sampled ISIRs that will drop out of the population because they do not receive aid at the school drawing the sample.  If waiting is not practical, schools should increase the sample size well beyond the minimum of 350 to account for an expected level of attrition.
Regardless of when schools decide to draw their sample, they may use the random sample generator within the ISIR Analysis Tool to select their sample.  Once a school has identified applicants with financial need a flat file (containing the SSN, first two letters of the applicant’s last name, and transaction number) of initial ISIR records (maximum records = 10,000) can be uploaded into the Tool.  Using the Data Request process, the Tool will select a random sample from the initial ISIR records.  Schools can designate the number of records they would like selected.  Once data request is complete, the initial ISIR records are uploaded into the school’s database.  Schools can then use the Export function of the Tool to export a list containing the SSN, Name ID and applicable transaction number of the initial records to the school’s SAIG mailbox.  The school can use the list to contact students and request the required verification information.
Finally, we remind schools to keep track of identifying information and whether or not each applicant in the sample would have been subjected to their normal institutional verification process. Schools will use this information to identify the right records to set the School Verification Flag to “Y” within the Tool.

2. Verify Before Disbursing Aid

Ideally, schools will confirm the information called for by the applicable (dependent or independent) federal verification worksheet for students selected into the sample prior to disbursing aid.   Federal Student Aid strongly encourages schools to do this prior to disbursing aid to these students. Failing to complete the verification process by the time classes start in the fall will not create “statistical problems,” but may result in adjustments to aid awards after initial disbursements have been made. Schools are advised to schedule at least eight weeks to contact sampled students, collect completed federal verification worksheets, and resolve any discrepancies with existing ISIR data. While not required by law, some schools have found it helpful to place a hold on a student’s account until verification is complete.  Schools may, however, make an initial aid disbursement prior to completing verification (following interim disbursement regulations in §668.58). Schools that do not complete verification prior to disbursement face potential institutional liability for any over-award(s) of aid discovered that cannot be collected from the aid recipient(s). Therefore, placing holds on student accounts may be a prudent approach to avoid an over-award situation.
Schools are not required to verify applicants who decide to attend another school, decide to forego college, or decide to attend your school without federal financial assistance. Therefore, the number of applicants that will supply data for analysis will be smaller than the number originally sampled. 

3. Submit Changes to the CPS

Schools may apply the same $400 tolerance level used in federal verification when submitting changes to ISIR data detected during the sample.  This tolerance applies to “Total Income” that is the result of adding adjusted gross income and untaxed income together and then subtracting federal taxes paid.  This will allow schools to exclude changes to ISIR data that are unlikely to affect aid eligibility.  If the difference in the results of this calculation using initial compared to confirmed information is $400 or less, schools do not have to submit the new data through the CPS. Schools are required to submit changes of 401 or more even if changes do not affect the student’s Pell eligibility. All changes to the number of family members in college and household size need to be submitted.  

Keep track of the ISIR transaction number containing the correct information for uploading later into the Tool. If a review of federal verification worksheets reveals no need to correct information, the “corrected” paid on transaction number is the same as the initial ISIR transaction number.

4. Upload Data and Apply Institutional Verification Profiles

One reason Federal Student Aid is requiring schools to verify a sample is to support meaningful analysis at the Title IV program level, and to support ongoing initiatives related to informing the verification process and data sharing with the Internal Revenue Service.
As a result, Federal Student Aid requires that QA Program schools upload ISIR data and identify records in the sample that met your institutional verification criteria by setting the School Verification Flag within the Student Listing prior to the data collection effort. A training session on how to upload ISIR records is available on the QA Program website at the following URL (http://ifap.ed.gov/qadocs/ToolsforSchools/FlatFileUpload.ppt).

CONCLUSION

In this document we summarized the steps that schools must take to select and verify a random sample of Title IV applicants for the 2010-11 award year.  We remind Quality Assurance Program schools that they are required to select a random sample of applicants every other year. It is important that schools follow the steps outlined in this sampling guide to ensure that samples are truly random and reflect the underlying applicant populations. The data collected from these samples will help schools determine the effectiveness of current verification practices. Schools will be able to apply this insight in making ongoing improvements in their school verification procedures.

Please contact your QA Program Regional Representative if you have questions regarding the sampling procedures or to request assistance with selecting your sample.
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