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Executive Summary
Three states have now enacted “Mandatory FAFSA” policies, which require twelfth graders to either apply for federal student
aid or expressly opt out before they graduate. With another thirteen states considering enacting their own policy, it is one of the
fastest-moving movements in college access policy, but its outcomes and nuances are not yet well understood.
This report contests the view that the policy is an easy solution to FAFSA completion. But it also ﬁnds that the policy, when
well-implemented, carries real promise. In Louisiana, the only state of the three that has fully implemented the requirement, 1
in 3 public high schools had a FAFSA completion rate of at least 65 percent before the policy went into eﬀect—now, 4 in 5 do.
This report ﬁnds, as well, that the mandatory FAFSA shows potential in terms of correcting long-standing disparities in FAFSA
completion between high-poverty, diverse school districts and their lower-poverty, less diverse peers. With Louisiana’s policy,
the FAFSA completion gap separating high-income districts from low-income districts closed remarkably, from 8.5 percentage
points to 1.1 percentage points in just one year.
States enacting mandatory FAFSA policies must center equity in their designs: for example, undocumented students will
experience this requirement diﬀerently than their peers, and states should provide easy pathways for these students to opt out.
State should also look to overcome potential shortfalls that threaten eﬃcacy: this report ﬁnds that many FAFSAs in Louisiana—
particularly in lower-income, more diverse school districts—are submitted but never assessed for ﬁnancial aid eligibility. Most
importantly, the state should deliver new ﬁnancial resources to schools with many low-income students, who are the most likely
to face structural barriers to FAFSA completion.

Introduction
College aﬀordability has become a top concern among lawmakers nationwide.1 Following decades of rising college costs,2 a
growing share of those costs being borne by students and their families,3 and weak wage growth for much of the workforce,4
higher education has become more economically challenging than ever. Student ﬁnancial aid can oﬀset some of the costs
families face, and the majority of all student ﬁnancial aid is now delivered by the federal government.5 The federal Pell Grant
can reduce net cost by up to $6,345 per year, and federal loans oﬀer more favorable terms than private loans. To be eligible for
this aid, as well as for many forms of aid from states and higher education institutions, families must complete the Free
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) every year. Aid oﬀers may motivate6 students who otherwise would not enroll in
college to consider doing so,7 yet estimates suggest that a majority of twelfth graders who are likely to be eligible for the Pell
Grant do not complete the FAFSA.8
While federal proposals for FAFSA simpliﬁcation await consideration in Congress,9 a concurrent strategy intended to increase
FAFSA completion, improve college aﬀordability, and increase college enrollment is gaining traction among state governments.
Through policies known as the “Mandatory FAFSA,10” three states require (or will soon require) public high school twelfth
graders—as a formal graduation requirement—to either submit the FAFSA or opt out through signed waivers.11 This condition
for graduation has been in place in Louisiana since the 2017–18 academic year, and Illinois and Texas have passed legislation
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enacting the mandatory FAFSA starting in 2020–21 and 2021–22, respectively. The policy has also been implemented at the
local level in Val Verde Uniﬁed School District, in California, since 2017–2018. Meanwhile, legislators in thirteen other states
and Washington, D.C. introduced bills in 2019 proposing that either the mandatory FAFSA or an exploratory workgroup be
established.1213

FIGURE 1

Download
The movement for the mandatory FAFSA is nascent yet moving rapidly, and is driven by lawmakers on both sides of the aisle14
interested in increasing available student aid at low expense to state budgets. Estimates suggest that some $2 billion-plus in Pell
Grants goes unclaimed by low-income college students every year.15 If a policy intervention could increase the number of
twelfth graders completing the FAFSA, then many more Pell Grants would be claimed, reducing the net price for low-income
students entering college out of high school. The Pell Grant alone still leaves unmet ﬁnancial need for many students,16 so
eﬀorts to increase Pell Grant uptake can only be one piece of a state’s college aﬀordability strategy. But if it can achieve the goal
of improving Pell uptake, the mandatory FAFSA could make progress towards closing gaps in ﬁnancial need, at a relatively
minor cost to the state to implement the policy.
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However, this vision remains largely untested, and there has been little research on the policy. Many questions deserve
examination and discussion: Do FAFSA completion rates and college enrollment generally increase under the mandatory
FAFSA policy? Will FAFSA completion under a mandatory FAFSA policy vary based on certain characteristics of students and
their high schools? What accompanying support do students and families need to satisfy the requirement, and what burdens
might such a requirement put on families without those supports, or on undocumented students who are unable to qualify for
federal aid? Will this policy eﬀort complement—or distract from—core changes needed in states to reinvest in higher education
and to support adult students?
This report leverages available evidence to inform the national conversation about the mandatory FAFSA. It begins by
comparing design diﬀerences across the three existing state policies and considers implications for students and schools. It then
examines the evidence that has thus far appeared out of Louisiana, the only state at this point to have fully implemented the
requirement, and highlights that FAFSA completion has improved mightily under the policy, and that increases are particularly
strong in lower-income districts and more diverse districts. It also considers the evidence from Val Verde Uniﬁed School
District, though broader conclusions about the policy’s impact there are harder to draw. The report concludes by oﬀering
guidance for states pursuing the mandatory FAFSA amid the relative dearth of data on the policy’s outcomes.
At the time of this report’s publication, the COVID-19 pandemic is upending education in the United States in countless ways.17
We do not adjust our recommendations for the mandatory FAFSA, but we encourage lawmakers to think about how to support
college access for the students who have lost precious months of in-person support from counselors as a result of school closure.

Policy Design Features
The mandatory FAFSA policy in Louisiana states simply that seniors at public high schools must—as a requirement for
graduation—complete the FAFSA, submit an opt-out waiver, or be waived from the requirement by the state Department of
Education due to extenuating circumstances (for example, the student’s inability to contact the parent).18 Students who are
ineligible for federal ﬁnancial aid may satisfy the requirement by submitting an application for state ﬁnancial aid.
The policies in Illinois and Texas feature some noteworthy diﬀerences in design. Illinois diﬀers from the others in its clear
expectation of schools’ roles in mandatory FAFSA implementation. Its law states that school districts containing high schools
“must provide to each high school student and, if applicable, his or her parent or guardian any support or assistance necessary
to comply with [the policy].” Additionally, the school district must make a good-faith eﬀort to assist the student and their family
with the form before a student may be exempted for extenuating circumstances. Rigorous school support, then, is required
rather than optional.
Under Texas’s policy, a school counselor may waive students’ requirement to apply for ﬁnancial aid “for good cause, as
determined by the school counselor.” There exist concerns that this could allow counselors to waive students en masse; but the
state has concurrently passed a new performance-based funding policy that oﬀers a ﬁnancial incentive to schools to maximize
FAFSA completion.
https://tcf.org/content/report/states-make-fafsa-mandatory/
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This new funding stream, which appears critical to the state’s college access eﬀorts, supplies districts with “outcomes bonus
funding” when college-ready graduates enroll in college,19 with higher bonus amounts when the student was eligible for
free/reduced price lunch (FRPL) or was in special education.20 Ideally, this funding will create a self-reinforcing cycle where the
initial new dollars support increases to schools’ college access and FAFSA completion eﬀorts, which lead to more students
enrolling in college, which increases schools’ performance funding, and so on. In this way, Texas’s decision to ﬁnancially
incentivize school-level assistance for students contrasts with Illinois’s approach, which sets expectations of assistance in
statute, but has not yet increased support to schools in meeting the statute.21
How the mandatory FAFSA represents a “graduation requirement,” in the policy and in practice, also diﬀers between the
policies and merits closer examination. Although the oﬃcial policy in Louisiana is that students must comply to graduate,
oﬃcials stated that no student has ever failed to graduate on account of the policy.22 It may be that Louisiana schools recognize
an unoﬃcial policy that no student will fail to graduate due to the requirement. More explicitly, Illinois’s policy states that a
student with extenuating circumstances who meets all other requirements by graduation besides completing the FAFSA will
not be denied their diploma.23

Wraparound Support
Although not an explicit feature of these states’ mandatory FAFSA policies, the hands-on support that state agencies provide to
school districts is a crucial, albeit less tangible, factor in whether or not their respective mandatory FAFSA policies achieve their
goals. These supports can include training for counselors, workshops for students, and regular reporting to help district leaders
know which of their students have ﬁled FAFSAs.
Texas and Illinois are still planning their implementations, and so the wraparound support that their states will be providing is
still a relatively unresolved matter. Louisiana’s support eﬀorts, though, can be examined. The Louisiana Oﬃce of Student
Financial Assistance (LOSFA) provides FAFSA guidance to students through workshops hosted by its professional staﬀ. These
workshops increased in number from 85 in the year before the mandatory FAFSA was enacted to 151 in 2017–18 and 218 in
2018–19.24 (For comparison, there were 220 high schools in Louisiana with at least 65 FAFSA completions in the 2019—20
cycle.) Although this report does not attempt to prove causation, it is plausible that Louisiana’s change in FAFSA completion
rates, detailed below, may be partially attributable to the additional workshops.

Undocumented Students and Families
There has been notable concern about the mandatory FAFSA’s potential unintended consequences for undocumented
students.25 One possibility is that such a requirement may add barriers to graduation for those students: the FAFSA requires a
social security number (SSN), which many undocumented students lack.26 Another possibility is that a FAFSA requirement
may force a student who wishes not to disclose that they are undocumented to do so when they ﬁnd, potentially while in a
classroom setting, that they are unable to submit the FAFSA due to factors such as the lack of an SSN.
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Importantly, Louisiana’s parental opt-out form does not require any explanation about why the parent is opting their child out.
However, it is easy to imagine undocumented families feeling stress and confusion upon hearing that the FAFSA, a form
submitted to the federal government and containing copious personal information, is now required for their child’s high school
graduation. Additionally, it is important that undocumented students know that their ineligibility for federal aid does not
necessarily mean that they are ineligible for state and institutional aid, and it does not necessarily mean they cannot apply to
and enroll in college.27 For these reasons, appropriate and intentional communication by schools to families is critical.

Appropriate and intentional communication by schools to families is
critical.
Texas’s policy potentially obviates the need for undocumented parents to take any action. A counselor may waive a student from
the requirement for any “good cause” as determined by the counselor, meaning an undocumented student may be able to be
waived simply through a visit to their counselor without involving parents.28 The policy also guarantees that a counselor will
only report to their school district whether a student complied with the policy and not the manner of compliance: if a counselor
waives a student due to undocumented status, no other school oﬃcials will be told.
In Texas and Illinois, state ﬁnancial aid is available to undocumented students through a state application that is not sent to the
federal government.29 (Unlike the Pell Grant, these grant awards may contain merit components such as GPA or standardized
test thresholds, and they may be limited in number.30) For undocumented students who want to apply for ﬁnancial aid, the
alternative form can improve their ability to pay for college and may help reduce the exclusion of these students from schoolwide college access and advising eﬀorts. Most states, including Louisiana, do not provide this pathway.

Measuring Impact
Studies in behavioral economics show that low-cost government interventions can, by changing an opt-in default into an optout default, alter key behaviors.31 These “default rules,” which leverage people’s cognitive biases for options presented as the
default,32 are often highly eﬀective nudges in ﬁelds such as health care and education.33
Education research has shown that hands-on support with the FAFSA can lead to higher rates of FAFSA completion and college
enrollment.34 Meanwhile, studies on student response to ﬁnancial aid ﬁnd that an increase of $1,000 in grants typically raises
the likelihood of college enrollment by several percentage points,35 while students leave on the table an average of $2,297 in
federal and institutional grant aid by not completing the FAFSA.36 As expected, then, FAFSA completion is associated with
increased college enrollment among low-income students:37 students in the lowest 40 percent economically who complete the
FAFSA have a college-going rate 1.65 times above the rate of their peers who do not complete the FAFSA.38 Furthermore,
among those who enroll, FAFSA completers see greater persistence into the second year of college.39
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Based on this research, we can hypothesize a number of short-term and longer-term impacts that the mandatory FAFSA policy
could have. Most immediately, the policy design should increase the rates at which students complete the FAFSA. In the
medium-term, states should also then see low-income students enroll in college at higher rates, and, ideally, make strong
progress toward a degree. In what follows, data from Louisiana’s experience with the requirement will be used; but given the
youth of that program, the analyses will be largely predictive in nature.

Increasing FAFSA Completion Rates
There are numerous reasons why the mandatory FAFSA could raise FAFSA completion rates among the students who are
subject to it. As this section discusses, both student-level and school-level eﬀects are plausible.
Student-Level Eﬀects
As behavioral research on opt-outs suggests, the expectation to either complete the FAFSA or acquire permission not to may
motivate students who would have otherwise been indiﬀerent about completing the form to now do so. However, the FAFSA is
notoriously complex,40 and Louisiana’s opt-out waiver only requires contact information and a signature by a parent or
guardian.41 The student may also opt themselves out if they are at least 18 years old, which many students reach before high
school graduation, and the state provides special dispensation from the requirement for students in extenuating circumstances.
If we assume that students know that completing the FAFSA is eﬀortful and that they can easily opt out,42 then the
requirement seems unlikely to change the minds of students not interested in completing the form.

Since the “Mandatory FAFSA” does not mean that literally every student
must submit the FAFSA, the major student-level beneﬁt of the policy may
be its ability to prompt conversation about postsecondary plans.
Another aspect of this process may provide a counter to the ease of opting out. Although the opt-out form is far easier than the
FAFSA to complete, the student must still deliver it to their guidance counselor.43 This creates an opportunity that would not
have occurred otherwise for a counselor to ask, “You don’t want to submit the FAFSA? Have you thought about your plans after
graduation?” Furthermore, students may think more seriously about college and how to pay for it when they sit down to
complete the opt-out form, or are provided class time and support to complete the FAFSA. Therefore, since the “Mandatory
FAFSA” does not mean that literally every student must submit the FAFSA, the major student-level beneﬁt of the policy may be
its ability to prompt conversation about postsecondary plans.44 As one college access expert stated plainly, “Prompting any
discussion is a big deal.”45 (Of course, the success of this opportunity that the policy creates depends on counselors to launch
conversations and on students to think about how they would pay for college, a discomﬁting question for many.)
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Another student-level beneﬁt is that the policy sets a clear timeline for FAFSA completion. The requirement communicates that
—at the latest—the FAFSA should be submitted by high school graduation, which is not too late to obtain the Pell Grant and
enroll at an open-access institution, such as a community college, for the fall semester.46 However, earlier is still better, as many
state and institutional aid deadlines are in early spring.
School-Level Eﬀects
The policy could also change school-level behavior in beneﬁcial ways. Research has demonstrated that peers’ college-going
behavior is a major factor in a student’s own college-going behavior.47 Combined with the institutional expectation that
students submit the FAFSA, the perception that peers are completing the FAFSA may lead more students to complete the
FAFSA. To put it another way, submitting the FAFSA can thus become a social activity in which students want to participate.
Moreover, the expectation that every twelfth grader submit the FAFSA demands that high schools increasingly prioritize
support for FAFSA completion. It’s important that states’ policies not only mandate such supports, but that they are thorough
in outlining their implementation. Under Illinois’s policy, for example, schools must provide “any support or assistance
necessary” for students to comply with the requirement. This is an excellent start: since the research has shown the importance
of hands-on assistance with the FAFSA,48 this pressure placed on counseling oﬃces may be more important for student
outcomes than the pressure placed on students.49 What this means in detail is not yet known, as the state continues to plan
implementation. It is also unclear whether this express mandate for FAFSA assistance could come at the expense of counseling
oﬃces’ capacities to handle other student needs.

Increasing College Enrollment Rates
As described above, increasing the ﬁnancial aid oﬀered to students can be expected to increase college enrollment rates to some
degree. In addition, the process of submitting the FAFSA—even before the student learns whether they are eligible for federal
student aid—may also promote college-going, since it is a clear opportunity for students to ask school staﬀ questions about
college more broadly. Financial aid administrators in Louisiana report that they are intentional in discussing other aspects of
the college enrollment process during FAFSA completion workshops, including how diﬀerent universities align with students’
interests and the amounts of loans that students would have to borrow to attend certain institutions.50 Even more pointedly,
these administrators acknowledged that it would be a “disservice” to walk students through the FAFSA without also discussing
how to apply to colleges and how colleges match with diﬀerent students’ interests and needs.51 Thus the FAFSA completion
requirement may change college-going behavior even among students who don’t end up receiving federal ﬁnancial support.

Potential Shortfalls
Submission versus Completion and Veriﬁcation
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Key features of the mandatory FAFSA policies enacted thus far, as well as of the FAFSA process itself, may undermine a
mandatory FAFSA’s eﬀectiveness. Where the mandatory FAFSA has been enacted, students satisfy the requirement when they
submit the FAFSA.52 However, students become eligible for ﬁnancial aid only when it is certiﬁed as complete by the U.S.
Department of Education. In the past two FAFSA cycles, about 5.9 percent of FAFSAs submitted by twelfth graders were never
completed.53
College access experts say that submitted FAFSAs are most often incomplete because of a lack of signatures.54 Financially
dependent students can submit the FAFSA on their own, but they need a parent or guardian to sign the form before it is
considered complete. To sign the form online, parents must set up their own FSA ID,55 which requires a social security number
and an email address or phone number, and setup can only be done online. Technology access issues, lack of an email address,
SSN diﬃculties such as an unreported name change, or lack of cooperation from the parent can derail this process. In addition,
those without a SSN—undocumented parents, for example—must mail in their signed signature form, as uploading a scanned
copy of it is not an option. Many low-income people may ﬁnd technology access to be a particular barrier.56
Furthermore, a process called “FAFSA veriﬁcation” stands between many students and federal ﬁnancial aid eligibility. In this
process, students must provide oﬃcial documentation to conﬁrm that the information they entered on their FAFSA is correct.
Myriad documents may be requested, including IRS tax transcripts, letters from the IRS conﬁrming that the student’s family
did not ﬁle taxes, documents conﬁrming siblings’ college enrollment, birth certiﬁcates, death certiﬁcates, and more.57 Some of
these documents may take weeks or months to acquire, or may be impossible for a given student to acquire at all, due to a
variety of extenuating circumstances; but federal ﬁnancial aid will be withheld until the documents are provided, even into the
start of the school year, when expenses such as tuition and textbooks must be paid for.
FAFSA veriﬁcation measurably reduces the number of aid-eligible students who receive federal aid. One study58 found that, of
Pell-eligible applicants selected for FAFSA veriﬁcation, 63 percent received the Pell Grant, compared to 68 percent of Pelleligible applicants not selected for FAFSA veriﬁcation.59
Because a student may satisfy the graduation requirement without necessarily obtaining federal ﬁnancial aid, mandatory
FAFSA policies rely on extra action that is not baked into their (current) design in order for their goal to be met. After
submitting the FAFSA, students must take initiative to ensure that completion and veriﬁcation are satisﬁed. It is unclear if
suﬃcient guidance is given to students about how to perform these follow-up steps. Furthermore, timing is important: if a
student submits their FAFSA too close to the end of the school year, then the completion and veriﬁcation steps may take place
while counselors are either on summer break or have limited hours with limited capacity to help students.60 The chart below
shows that Louisiana students tend to submit their FAFSAs in March, April, and May more often than students nationwide.6162

FIGURE 2
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This indicates that Louisiana sees a greater occurrence of students submitting the FAFSA close to high school graduation,
leaving little room for school staﬀ to ensure that the completion and veriﬁcation stages—which may take weeks or months—are
completed. A further consequence is that, as experts at the Brookings Institute have noted, FAFSAs completed later are less
likely to earn students grants that are delivered on a ﬁrst-come ﬁrst-served basis, such as some state grants.63

The “Unfunded Mandate” Problem
This report has argued that the pressure placed on schools to assist students with the FAFSA may be one of the major forces
driving potential increases in FAFSA completion. But when schools with high student–counselor ratios are not given new
resources to assist students, counselors may be unable to provide this guidance, and students may be directed by overwhelmed
staﬀ towards opt-out waivers if they and their family struggle to complete the FAFSA on their own. Given that low-income
students tend to be concentrated in less-resourced schools,64 it’s likely that the pressure or requirement to assist students will
fall on understaﬀed and overwhelmed guidance counselor departments; this could exacerbate existing disparities in FAFSA
completion between high-income and low-income schools.65 As a corollary, it could also mean that the policy least beneﬁts
those who stand the most to gain from FAFSA completion. For these reasons, the additional investment that states deliver
alongside the policy is a central question to the success of any mandatory FAFSA policy proposal.

Additional Limitations
https://tcf.org/content/report/states-make-fafsa-mandatory/
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It is important to remember what the mandatory FAFSA policy doesn’t do. It does not make federal ﬁnancial aid or college
enrollment more accessible for adult students returning to school after being in the workforce. Nor does it improve state
funding for higher education institutions or state ﬁnancial aid. For these reasons alone, the mandatory FAFSA should not be
viewed as a comprehensive remedy for college access issues, and it should not distract or detract from other important
conversations.
Additionally, it should be remembered that diﬀerent students experience the FAFSA diﬀerently. As discussed above, lowincome students must jump through more hurdles to obtain federal aid eligibility,66 and unlike other students, students from
undocumented families may perceive FAFSA ﬁling as a threat to their security or that of their family members. Mandatory
FAFSA policy design and implementation must prioritize those who will bear the greatest burden via the policy, with
implementation ﬂexibility and increased resources at the district and school level. These are the students that such a policy is
most meant to serve, and so their needs must be prioritized.

Early Evidence from Louisiana: Eﬃcacy
As the only state in which the mandatory FAFSA has been fully implemented to date, Louisiana provides the best case study of
the mandatory FAFSA. Analysis of FAFSA completion rates in Louisiana are provided below. In this analysis, only public
schools have been included, since the state’s requirement does not apply to private school students. See Appendix 1 for the full
methodology.
As described previously, FAFSA submission satisﬁes the graduation requirement, but FAFSA completion is needed for federal
ﬁnancial aid eligibility.67 Therefore, the focus in this analysis is primarily on FAFSA completion rates, but submission rates are
included where relevant.

FAFSA Completion Rates
The mandatory FAFSA policy ﬁrst took eﬀect in Louisiana for the class of 2018. The chart below shows how submission and
completion rates diﬀer before and after the enactment of the policy.

FIGURE 3
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The statewide FAFSA completion rate rose 10.7 percentage points in the ﬁrst year of the program, a remarkable increase68: this
represents a 24.7 percent increase in total FAFSA completions.69 Whereas 1 in 3 Louisiana public high schools70 had a FAFSA
completion rate of at least 65 percent in 2016–17, 4 in 5 did in 2017–18.
In the ﬁrst FAFSA cycles under Louisiana’s policy, 10.0 percent of the state’s submitted FAFSAs were never completed,
compared to 7.2 percent in the rest of the nation. The following year saw lower rates of submitted-but-incomplete FAFSAs: 7.1
percent in Louisiana and 4.6 percent in the rest of the nation.

Financial Aid and College Enrollment
From spring 2017 to spring 2018, the size of the graduating class increased, but the number of in-state Pell Grants fell, and the
college enrollment rate of high school graduates did not keep up with the previous year’s. But the following year, even with a
lower number of high school graduates, the state saw a remarkable 6.1 increase in in-state Pell Grants. Data on college
enrollments by the class of 2019 is not yet available.

TABLE 1
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Louisiana’s Pell Grants Down Slightly After One Year of Mandatory FAFSA, Then Up Strongly

Louisiana

2017 to 2018

2018 to 2019

Change in high school graduates71

+4.3%

-2.6%

-1.3%

+6.1%

-0.3 percentage points74

TBD75

Change in in-state Pell Grants (fall
semester)72

Change in immediate college enrollment
rate of high school graduates73

Data sources: Federal Student Aid Data Center, National Center for Education Statistics, and Louisiana Department of Education.

Early Evidence from Louisiana: Equity
In Louisiana, increases in the FAFSA completion rate since the implementation of the mandatory FAFSA were not distributed
equally across school districts. While some districts saw increases of 25 percentage points or more, others saw no increase. It is
important to examine how certain factors, such as low-income student enrollment, are associated with diﬀerent changes to
FAFSA completion rates, in order to understand how mandatory FAFSA policies can be designed to maximize equity in impact.
The data suggest that an equity gap in FAFSA completion emerged for students with limited English proﬁciency, but equity
gaps largely closed for students of color and low-income students.
For each population, the analysis below identiﬁes the top 20 percent and bottom 20 percent of local education agencies
(LEAs)76 according to the population’s share of LEA enrollment. Then, for both groupings, total FAFSA completions are
divided by total twelfth grade enrollment.

Limited English Proﬁciency (LEP) and English Language Learner (ELL) students
The percentage of LEP and ELL students in an LEA was not a factor in FAFSA completion rates in the two years before the
policy took eﬀect. In the two years since, a 2.5 percentage point gap has emerged between LEAs with high LEP/ELL enrollment
and those with low LEP/ELL enrollment. This gap is not unprecedented, as a similar gap was seen for the class of 2015.

FIGURE 4
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While the majority of ELLs in U.S. schools are second- or third-generation immigrants, a signiﬁcant number grow up in
families that include adults engaged in various ways with the American immigration system.77 Immigrant communities in the
United States face a range of uncertainties and pressures in regards to registration procedures for public beneﬁts;78 in some
cases, this may make them reluctant to submit personal information to the federal government through the FAFSA.79
Language barriers may also play a role. Although the FAFSA may be completed in Spanish, 21 percent of ELLs in Louisiana
have a home language other than Spanish, most commonly Vietnamese or Arabic.80 The complexity of the process, including
retrieving documents from the IRS and troubleshooting questions, may pose challenges for families with limited English
proﬁciency. School counselors may also have diﬃculty communicating with ELL students and their families to share critical
information.

Students of Color
The LEAs with the most students of color81 had shown only a small gap in FAFSA completion in the year before the mandatory
FAFSA policy went into eﬀect. This gap remains small after the policy’s initiation, and in the 2018–19 school year, the most
diverse LEAs slightly outperformed the least diverse LEAs in FAFSA completion. Appendix 2 provides FAFSA completion
charts disaggregated by race/ethnicity.

https://tcf.org/content/report/states-make-fafsa-mandatory/

14/32

8/11/2020

Should States Make the FAFSA Mandatory?

FIGURE 5
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Low-Income Students
Research shows that LEAs with many low-income students tend to complete the FAFSA at lower rates than LEAs with higherincome students.82 However, the results from Louisiana show that, under the mandatory FAFSA, LEAs with many low-income
students now match FAFSA completion rates in LEAs with few low-income students. Using FRPL eligibility as a proxy for lowincome status,83 we see that the gap was between 6.3 and 8.5 percentage points in the years leading to the mandatory FAFSA
policy, and the gap has been below 1.2 percentage points in the two years since.

FIGURE 6
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Download

Submission–Completion Gaps
A student is not eligible for federal ﬁnancial aid if they submit but do not complete their FAFSA. The mandatory FAFSA
policies enacted thus far—including the two that haven’t been implemented, Illinois and Texas—require submission, not
completion, so it is important to understand who falls into the “submitted-but-incomplete” category.
Overall, about 5.6 percent of seniors in Louisiana submitted a FAFSA in 2018–19 but did not complete it. However, in LEAs
with the highest percentages of low-income students, this gap was 8.8 percent; in LEAs with the highest percentages of
students of color, this gap was 9.3 percent.84 These gaps are not meaningfully greater than those observed before the mandatory
FAFSA, so the policy does not appear responsible. But these disproportionate rates of submitted-but-incomplete FAFSAs
underscore the importance of support for students who have put in an eﬀort towards federal ﬁnancial aid eligibility but are not
yet eligible.

Early Evidence from Val Verde Uniﬁed School District
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Like Louisiana, another jurisdiction—Val Verde Uniﬁed School District, near Riverside, California—has implemented the
mandatory FAFSA policy since 2017–18. By headcount, the district’s high school student body is 73 percent Hispanic and 16
percent black, and 84 percent participate in FRPL. Its policy is similar to Louisiana’s, where submission satisﬁes a student’s
graduation requirement, and students may opt out in a similar fashion. Students who are not U.S. citizens may satisfy the
requirement by completing an application for state ﬁnancial aid.85
Only eleven twelfth graders in the class of 2018 and ten in the class of 2019 opted out of the requirement, or less than 1 percent
of seniors. The district’s rate of graduates immediately enrolling in college fell from 61 percent to 58 percent in the ﬁrst year of
the policy, but it rose to a high of 64 percent the following year.
Importantly, the district’s mandatory FAFSA policy is only one component of a high-touch approach to FAFSA completion and
college counseling. For example, district administrators spend one night per year calling the household of every twelfth grader
who has not submitted a FAFSA. The district also provides a rigorous counselor professional development program that, since
its development ﬁve years ago, has been recognized as a model for other districts in California.
The district has also used local partnerships to fuel its FAFSA completion. The district partners with a local legal center for
undocumented families to assist with getting the word out on the importance of completing state ﬁnancial aid forms. In
addition, the local community college is an active partner in FAFSA completion eﬀorts, and students are encouraged to apply
for admission there while applying for aid.
Given this array of strategies, it is diﬃcult to isolate the role of Val Verde’s mandatory FAFSA policy in its outcomes. As a telling
example, the district’s seniors saw a year-over-year increase of 198 Cal Grants (California’s primary grant award) in the ﬁrst year
of the mandatory FAFSA, but it saw an even larger year-over-year gain of 328 Cal Grants in the year prior to the mandatory
FAFSA.
In summary, Val Verde has performed strongly under the mandatory FAFSA even without state coordination. However, it
employs other hands-on strategies to promote FAFSA completion, making the inﬂuence of the mandatory FAFSA policy
especially diﬃcult to discern.

Summary of Evidence
The analysis of performance in Louisiana above reveals some signiﬁcant trends in how the policy’s implementation has fared.
While recognizing that these trends do not necessarily reﬂect causation, they do oﬀer reasons to be both optimistic and
pessimistic about the mandatory FAFSA.
Encouragingly, FAFSA submission rates and completion rates rose greatly after the policy was enacted. Last year, the state saw
a 6.1 percent increase in Pell Grants. Gaps in FAFSA completion separating LEAs with the least low-income students from
LEAs with the most low-income students largely closed, and the most racially and ethnically diverse LEAs continue to match
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the least diverse LEAs in FAFSA completion. Although the submission–completion gap grew in the policy’s ﬁrst year, it then
returned to pre-policy levels the following year.
Less encouragingly, slightly weaker gains in FAFSA completion were seen in the LEAs with the most English Language
Learners than were seen in the LEAs with the least ELL students. There also remain disproportionate counts of submitted-yetincomplete FAFSAs in the LEAs with the most students of color and low-income students. And Louisiana students often
submit their FAFSA close to high school graduation, which likely reduces eligibility for other sources of aid and makes it more
likely that they must complete veriﬁcation without the same access to counselors that they would have during the school year.

It may be that jurisdictions enacting mandatory FAFSA policies
understandably take some time to learn how best to support students
through the new system, and some best practices are still being learned.
Taken as a whole, the available evidence shows that Louisiana’s performance was generally stronger in the second year of the
policy compared to the ﬁrst. FAFSA completion, Pell Grants received, the submission–completion gap, and FAFSA completion
gaps by race and income all improved from the ﬁrst year to the second, with second-year performance along other key
measures, such as college enrollment, to be determined. In California’s Val Verde Uniﬁed School District at least, college-going
among graduates only increased in the second year of its policy. It may be that jurisdictions enacting mandatory FAFSA policies
understandably take some time to learn how best to support students through the new system, and some best practices are still
being learned. This view of performance as dynamic and changing underscores the importance of patience in the phase-in of a
mandatory FAFSA, as well as the value of continued data collection.

Conclusions and Recommendations
Although the movement is nascent, many are calling for state- and national-level mandatory FAFSA policies.86 Others caution
that it is too soon to recommend mandatory FAFSA policies until more evidence is available to assess its eﬀects.87
Indeed, it is too soon to holistically assess whether mandatory FAFSA policies can, in general, achieve their aims of increasing
college enrollment, completion, and reducing student debt. It is also important to remember that there exist alternative state
interventions to raise FAFSA completion, access to the Pell Grant, and college enrollment. Research already shows that some
Promise programs—guarantees of ﬁnancial aid for eligible students—meet the mandatory FAFSA’s ultimate goal of increasing
college enrollment.88 More broadly, increasing state support for higher education and fully funding state ﬁnancial aid will still
be necessary, regardless of a mandatory FAFSA policy. These eﬀorts to do not supplant the budget line items critical to ensuring
colleges access and quality more broadly.
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These considerations aside, the policy appears poised to spread rapidly in the coming years. Two of the nation’s most populous
states enacted mandatory FAFSA policies last year, and many more are actively considering it, including California, New York,
Michigan, and New Jersey. It is urgent, then, that these policies be crafted using the best available evidence, even if early
evidence is all that is available. In what follows, I oﬀer what the available evidence suggests as best practices for policy design
and implementation.

Questions to Answer before Enacting the Mandatory FAFSA
Lawmakers should consider the following questions when enacting a mandatory FAFSA. They represent the myriad issues that
students, families, and schools will encounter in implementation.
What are districts’ student–counselor ratios? Are there enough counselors and administrators to meet increased demand
for hands-on assistance? Where are ratios the highest?
Do high school guidance counselors in the state have the expertise to guide students through all the FAFSA’s steps and serve
as ﬁnance advisors in the college enrollment process? Are they prepared to respond to complex and sensitive family and
ﬁnancial situations, as well as stressful requests for veriﬁcation? What training will be necessary? How long will it take to
develop and roll out this training? Who will provide the training? Who will pay for the training?
Does the state ﬁnancial aid oﬃce (or the state higher education commission) currently have the capacity to oversee this
change? Which oﬃces and departments should be bolstered with new staﬀ?
What ﬁnancial and technical resources must the state provide schools and districts to handle the increased demand for
assistance with the FAFSA, including steps beyond the graduation requirement, such as FAFSA veriﬁcation?
Do schools have the technology capacity (e.g. laptops, computer labs) to handle demand? Which ones don’t?
Are there clear channels by which students will learn about other steps in the college-going process beyond simply
completing the FAFSA?
What is the role of postsecondary institutions in implementing the mandatory FAFSA? Relatedly, how will students learn
about the importance of re-ﬁling the
FAFSA once they’ve enrolled? Who will help them re-ﬁle?
How will undocumented students and their families’ personal information be protected under this policy? How will they
know that it is protected?
How will this policy be communicated to students and their families? How will they know what it is asking of them?
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If demand for state ﬁnancial aid increases as a result of more applications, will the supply of state grants increase?
After these questions are answered, consider these nine recommendations when crafting a mandatory FAFSA policy and
implementation plan.

Recommendation 1: Provide strong state investment and coordination.
It should not be neglected that Louisiana, in addition to enacting the requirement, nearly tripled the number of FAFSA
workshops for students that its ﬁnancial aid oﬃce hosts. Similar wraparound support, including professional development for
counselors, appears essential and underscores the importance of state coordination. Research shows that one-on-one assistance
with the FAFSA improves FAFSA completion and college outcomes, but information alone does not; one-on-one assistance
should be the centerpiece of new eﬀorts towards FAFSA completion.89 Research also shows that automated reminders delivered
by text message could have positive eﬀects.90
In addition, states should view the mandatory FAFSA as one piece of a comprehensive college access and aﬀordability initiative
and not the only piece. Rather than only focus on immediate college-goers, the state should make the adult population a target
of concurrent college access eﬀorts, especially since working-age adults comprise an ever-growing share of college
enrollments.91 The high school graduating class of 2020, which saw a very low rate of FAFSA completion due to the COVID-19
pandemic, should be a focus of such eﬀorts.92

Recommendation 2: Provide clear outreach to families.
Engagement with parents and guardians is critical to the policy’s success, and buy-in from parents may be more diﬃcult if they
distrust the policy. Since the requirement is (on its face) a punitive measure, states would be wise to follow Illinois’s lead and
state explicitly in statute that no student in extenuating circumstances who has met all other graduation requirements will be
denied a diploma because of the policy.93 The state may also need to establish guidelines or templates for districts’
communication with families about the policy, as low-resourced districts may lack the capacity to launch a new, full-ﬂedged
information campaign from the ground up.
Since the FAFSA asks parents (particularly non-tax-ﬁlers) for signiﬁcant time and energy, schools should oﬀer parents access to
computers and counselor guidance. States should identify schools where this would be a challenge and provide additional
support.

Recommendation 3: Support undocumented students and students from mixed-status
families.
It is clear that mandatory FAFSA states must allow undocumented students to easily opt out. But they should also provide the
necessary support so that these students can aﬀord a college education: undocumented students need to know the options
available to them, in terms of college applications and other sources of aid besides the federal government.94 It is also important
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that counselors understand how to guide students from mixed-status families who are eligible for the Pell Grant but fear
disclosing family members’ statuses by applying for it. These students also need to feel welcome and safe sharing this personal
information with their counselor. This will require professional development that may not currently be facilitated by the state.
Texas’s policy appears to provide the most promising real-world model to protect the identities of undocumented students. Any
student may be waived from the requirement by their counselor, based on the counselor’s discretion. Although it will be worth
examining how this is done in practice, it appears well-suited to reduce stress and confusion among undocumented families by
allowing the student to simply ask their counselor to waive them. Louisiana schools may appeal to the state superintendent to
waive a student for an extenuating circumstance, including undocumented status, but this adds a layer of reporting that raises
some concerns about students’ conﬁdentiality.
States should also make state ﬁnancial aid available for undocumented students.95 However, since completing the state
application instead of the FAFSA could inadvertently disclose immigration status, FAFSA completion workshops should always
be optional to attend, and support for applications for state aid should be done behind closed doors with a counselor or other
trained professional.

Recommendation 4: Prioritize privacy in the opt-out waiver.
The opt-out waiver does not need to be any more complicated than (1) an explanation of the policy, (2) the student’s name, or
another identiﬁer such as student ID, and (3) the parent’s signature, or the student’s signature if they are 18 years old.96 No
contact information should be needed to facilitate the policy.97 The waiver’s text also presents an opportunity to deliver key
information, such as the date and location of college information sessions, to students who may not yet be considering going to
college the next academic year.

Recommendation 5: Support English Language Learner (ELL) students and their
families.
States should work to minimize barriers for students and families with limited English proﬁciency: for example, opt-out forms
should be available in any language that is the primary language spoken at home for any of the district’s students. The state
should also holistically examine the state of college access for students who were ever ELLs and how it can better support these
students, even from the earliest grades, in maintaining a college-going trajectory.

Recommendation 6: Create incentives for schools to strive for strong FAFSA completion
rates.
Of the three mandatory FAFSA states, Illinois’s policy sets the strongest expectations of schools, who must provide students and
their families “any support or assistance necessary to comply” with the policy. Illinois’s approach may be appealing to families,
but it would be diﬃcult for a high school with 1 counselor per 800 students to provide all seniors with “any support or
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assistance necessary” to complete the FAFSA. Moreover, what are the consequences when a student does not receive all support
or assistance necessary? Clear deﬁnitions are critical for an approach to accountability like Illinois’s.
Alternatively, Texas’s approach establishes ﬁnancial incentives rewarding districts whose graduates enroll in college. A state
should determine the additional counselor support needed and provide resources to support schools’ eﬀorts.

Recommendation 7: Integrate colleges in FAFSA completion eﬀorts.
Where possible, local higher education institutions should play an active role in FAFSA completion eﬀorts. A student who
completes the FAFSA but has no chance to learn about other aspects of college-going may be ill-prepared to attend college even
if they can better aﬀord it. Like Val Verde Uniﬁed School District has done, school districts could partner with their local
community colleges to host information sessions and encourage students to apply there while completing the FAFSA. At the
very least, this gives students a reliable option for postsecondary enrollment, and the learning experience of applying to one
college can be applied to others.98

Recommendation 8: Enable information-gathering.
This report has presented early evidence on performance under the mandatory FAFSA, but many questions about the policy’s
eﬀects remain unanswered. The best way to gather this information would be for a state to phase-in a mandatory FAFSA
starting only in a subset of districts. Louisiana’s policy, for example, was piloted in eleven Baton Rouge high schools before
being scaled statewide. This would be an appropriate strategy for a state interested in the policy’s potential beneﬁts but
reluctant to enact it fully before understanding its eﬀects, and observations from the piloted districts could guide the design of a
fully scaled policy. More generally, robust evaluation of how a state’s policy is reaching goals should be embedded in policy
design.
There are some pending questions that may only be answered through qualitative research. For example, are any students
failing to graduate due to the policy?99 Even if schools know that they have never not given out a diploma to those who have
neither submitted a FAFSA or opt-out waiver on the morning of graduation, the policy could—in theory—be a factor in
someone’s decision to drop out months before graduation.100 This may only be answerable through survey research and
interviews. States would be wise to establish channels to hear directly from students about how they are experiencing the policy.
For states and researchers alike, a list of questions for further inquiry is provided in Appendix 3.

Recommendation 9: Ensure students are supported through completion and veriﬁcation.
Existing mandatory FAFSA policies require submission of the FAFSA. However, completion—and veriﬁcation, when the
student is asked—are necessary for federal ﬁnancial aid eligibility. This report has found that, under Louisiana’s mandatory
FAFSA policy, lower-income districts saw disproportionate rates of submitted-but-incomplete FAFSAs. Submitted-but-
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incomplete FAFSAs are low-hanging fruit, and new resources to lower-income districts could help turn them into completed
FAFSAs with relative ease.
It is also worth examining whether early deadlines could help mitigate the number of students who put forth the eﬀort to
submit the FAFSA but fail to become eligible. If twelfth graders are told, for example, “Submit the FAFSA by March 1st,” then
schools have time to follow up with students who have submitted but have remaining steps.101
High-performing school districts could also consider an experimental tweak to the policy: instead of submitting the FAFSA,
students would have to complete the FAFSA to graduate (or opt out). Although no state has done this, such a design could
potentially reduce the number of submitted-but-incomplete FAFSAs that, despite the time it takes to submit the form, are
ultimately never considered for ﬁnancial aid eligibility.102

A Note on the Mandatory FAFSA and COVID-19
This report was written prior to the outbreak of COVID-19 in the United States, which has prompted school closures
nationwide. The conceptual framework presented by this report emphasizes the importance of in-person interactions to FAFSA
completion and noted that, under its mandatory FAFSA policy, Louisiana students tend to submit FAFSAs closer to the end of
the school year than do students nationwide. These suggest that the sudden loss of in-person support for students from March
onwards will likely result in fewer FAFSA submissions and completions in the state, above and beyond the decreases that we
can expect to see nationwide. Indeed, Louisiana has seen a 6.6 percent decrease in completed FAFSA this cycle compared to
this same time last year, versus a 3.9 percent decrease nationally.103 FAFSA veriﬁcation, which sometimes requires in-person
visits to ﬁnancial aid oﬃces, will also become an increasingly diﬃcult process as campus closures continue through the spring
and potentially the summer. As with so much else in education today, FAFSA completion for the students who need assistance
the most will be an even steeper uphill battle this year.
We do not revise the recommendations presented above, given the unpredictability surrounding the coming academic year and
the lack of available data about the pandemic’s impact on college access. However, it is clear that this spring’s graduating high
school class saw a strong dropoﬀ in FAFSA completions: state leaders should consider steps to support FAFSA completion
among this year’s high school seniors even past their graduation date, whether the state has a mandatory FAFSA policy or not.
Appendix 1: Methodology of Louisiana District-Level Analysis
Appendix 2: Gaps in Louisiana District-Level FAFSA Completion by Racial/Ethnic Enrollment Composition
Appendix 3: Implications for Future Research
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