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Background.  Passage of H.R. 5715 on May 7, 2008 increased annual Federal Stafford 
Loan Limits for undergraduates by $2,000 while also increasing aggregate Stafford 
limits.  The passage of this legislation has created a dilemma for financial aid 
administrators in how best to implement this change.  Since many schools sent out their 
aid/award letters in the March/April timeframe prior to this legislation being enacted, 
serious consideration has been given about how to notify those students who have already 
received their award letters.   
 
Purpose of White Paper.  SLA administered a survey on May 29-30 to understand how 
schools were implementing the changes to Federal Stafford loan limits.  SLA’s survey 
results indicated that schools are utilizing a variety of strategies to implement and 
communicate the increased Federal Stafford loan limits to their students.  The results of 
the survey based on responses from over 350 financial aid administrators indicated the 
following strategies: 
 
Strategy    Percentage of Respondents     
Notify students pro-actively    35.5% 
Repackage students    33.5% 
Wait for students to notify school  15.6% 
Other approach    15.3% 
 
These summary statistics gloss over the major differences that exist among the various 
types of educational institutions.  As the chart below indicates, two-year schools are 
primarily taking the approach of waiting for students to contact them with over 40% 
choosing that path while four-year schools are more closely divided between notifying 
students or repackaging them.  
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The focus of this report will be on understanding what factors played a role in the various 
strategies implemented by financial aid administrators to address these higher Federal 
Stafford loan limits.  The report will be broken into three sections: 
 

1. Rationale for decision - Why was the specific course of action taken? 
2. Implementation plan - How was the plan implemented?  
3. Communications strategy – How was the information communicated to students?   

 
Survey Methodology.  SLA conducted follow-up calls with nine financial aid 
administrators who had indicated an interest in receiving a call upon completing the SLA 
Implementing Stafford Loan Limits Survey described above.   Every attempt was made to 
select schools that were varied in geography, profile (2-year vs. 4-year), size and the 
course of action taken.  Here are the profiles of the schools that were contacted for the 
follow-up call.  The school number will be provided to reference comments provided by 
the financial aid administrator at the institution.  See Appendix A for the questionnaire 
utilized for the interviews conducted by Student Lending Analytics.   
 
School # School Type Enrollment Region  Decision

1 4 year private 500 - 2,499 Northeast Notifying Students
2 4 year public More than 15,000 South Repackaging
3 4 year private 2,500 - 7,499 Northeast Waiting for software patch before repackaging
4 4 year private 500 - 2,499 West Notifying Students
5 4 year public 7,500 - 14,999 Midwest Notifying Students
6 4 year private 2,500 - 7,499 Northeast Notifying Students
7 4 year private 7,500 - 14,999 Northeast Other
8 4 year private 500 - 2,499 Northeast Repackaging
9 2 year public More than 15,000 West Waiting for students to contact them

 
 
Key Findings 
There are many factors that determined how schools are implementing and 
communicating the changes in Federal Stafford loan limits to their students.  Among the 
factors uncovered in the follow-up interviews conducted by SLA were the following:   
• Methodology used by institution to package its students 
• Cost of attendance, institutional funding capability and the funding “gap” for typical 

student profile 
• Software/systems and degree of automation which determine both the ability and the 

time required to implement this change. 
• Timing of packaging for incoming/continuing students  
• Prevalence of Federal Stafford loans in student aid package 
• Philosophical beliefs regarding student debt 
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A. Key Rationale for Decision 
Each financial aid administrator was asked to discuss the rationale for the decisions that 
they made on behalf of their institutions.  As the answers below indicate, responses were 
varied; however, there is some commonality in several of the responses.  Here are the 
descriptions of how the schools made their decision (please refer to the table above for 
demographic profiles about the individual schools) 

 
• School #1 notified students of the Federal Stafford changes and required them to 

request additional Federal Stafford loan amounts above what they had originally been 
packaged.  The three primary reasons for this decision were:    
o Repackaging was not an option given the number of students required to be 

repackaged using a manual system.  The school would not have received 
responses back in time to process in July.   

o The students had several months to review their award package and may have 
already made decisions about how to fund their education.  Repackaging had the 
potential to upset these plans.      

o The financial aid office encourages its students to be cautious about taking on 
more student debt and wanted to require them to ask for additional loan funds 
only if they felt it absolutely necessary.   

 
• School #3 was in a holding pattern prior to making the recent decision to repackage 

their student’s loans.  Until they had a commitment from their software vendor 
(Banner), which had a patch available on May 30th, they did not want to notify their 
students. 

 
• School #5 summarized the rationale for their decision as “giving all students an 

opportunity to receive additional funds.”  They decided to send a Revised Aid Award 
notices to incoming students with the new Federal Stafford loan limits.   

 
• School #8 will be repackaging its students with the increased Federal Stafford loan 

limits authorized by H.R. 5715.  With a cost of attendance in excess of $30,000, the 
financial aid director indicated the following reasons for their decision: 
o The school has limited institutional aid and given their high Cost of Attendance 

(COA), many students take out alternative loans to fund their education.   
o The increased Federal Stafford limits will be a better substitute than the 

alternative loans, which may be difficult to obtain and except for Tier 1 (lowest 
credit risk) borrowers will carry higher interest rates and less generous terms than 
Stafford loans.  

 
The director is clearly committed to this process, a manual one, which will require an 
estimated 160 hours of staff time to complete.  Other schools had indicated a time 
commitment to implement this change from “a few hours” to “30-40 hours” so this 
commitment is significant. 
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• School #9 has chosen to wait for students to contact them about the increases in 

Stafford loan amounts.  This decision made sense to the financial aid director for 
several reasons: 
o Given the COA at this community college, there is not currently a great need for 

Stafford loans beyond the limits in place prior to H.R. 5715. 
o Those students who need extra loans will be expected to contact the school.   
o The director had a heightened sensitivity to student debt given the “at-risk” 

student population, who if they don’t finish the program, will find it more difficult 
to repay these loans.  

 
B.  Implementation Plans 
Most respondents indicated that they had two different timelines for packaging incoming 
students and continuing students which could lead to different strategies on how to 
contact students about the loan limit changes. 
 
Here is a sampling of the plans that have been implemented: 
 
• School #1:  Active Confirmation Strategy for both incoming and continuing 

students 
 

o For new students, who were packaged in February, an instructional piece on 
Federal Stafford loans will be sent to them in the near future.  These new students 
will need to complete a Federal Stafford loan form indicating the new amount 
they wish to borrow.  The school is requiring active confirmation for students to 
borrow to the higher loan limits.   

o Continuing students will be receiving their annual award letter over the next 
several weeks.  Their award letter is based on the previous Federal Stafford loan 
limits; however they will receive a notice that given the new legislation that they 
are eligible for the additional $2,000 of unsubsidized Federal Stafford.  They will 
need to notify the school 10 days after the award notice to receive the additional 
$2,000.   

 
• School #2:  Repackaging 

 
School #2 will be opportunistic in that they were waiting for tuition rates to be 
finalized prior to repackaging students.  Now that its COA has been finalized, they 
will be repackaging their students and will be adding in the $2,000 unsubsidized 
Federal Stafford first, prior to certifying a parent PLUS or an alternative loan.   

 
• School #4:  Notifying Students Through Multiple Methods 
 

School #4 is using multiple communication methods to notify students.  Incoming 
Students received conditional awards in March and responded with a deposit by May 
1st.  All of those students will receive communication about increased Federal 
Stafford Loan limits through: 
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o School financial aid website 
o Email to students and parents  
o Cover letter which will have revised awards attached 

In order to receive the increased Federal Stafford unsubsidized loan, the incoming 
student will need to respond electronically or notate the amount on the award letter.  
Continuing students will be packaged by July 1st and will receive the same 
communication as that listed above.   

 
• School #5:  Segmentation Strategy 
 

School #5 had only awarded incoming students prior to H.R. 5715.  They decided to 
send out Revised Aid Awards only to those incoming students who accepted the full 
amount of Federal Stafford loan with their original Aid Award.  Incoming students 
will need to complete a Federal Stafford Loan Request Form in order to request 
additional funds.  For those students who do not return these forms, no changes will 
be made to their original Aid Award.  Continuing students will be awarded at the new 
Stafford Loan limits, as they are being packaged after H.R. 5715 had already taken 
effect.      

 
• School #6:  Notification, not repackaging 
 

Like many schools, School #6 sent conditional aid awards to incoming students in 
March and April with deposits due back by May 1st.  They have chosen to email these 
incoming students about the changes.  Continuing students are being packaged now 
and they have been packaged based on old Federal Stafford loan limits.  These 
students will be notified through the award letter of the change to Federal Stafford 
loan limits.  The rationale for this implementation strategy was two-fold:  most 
students turn down unsubsidized Stafford loans and students who apply for an 
alternative loan can be counseled to take out the additional unsubsidized Federal 
Stafford loan first.   

 
• School #7:  A Personalized Approach 
 

School #7 provides its students with a self-help award and asks them to select from 
several options to fund this award.  These options could include external scholarships 
that the school may not be aware of, work-study or loans.  The student is, therefore, 
not packaged but rather selects from a menu of options and then returns the form to 
the Financial Aid office.  To encourage students NOT to take out loans, the self-help 
award form encourages students to work rather than borrow.  In order to borrow, the 
student must complete an additional form to request the loan.  The school moved to a 
more personalized approach compared to packaging for the following reasons: 

o The institution previously had an abysmal loan signing rate when they 
packaged students. 

o The institution has an individualized culture described as students “walk to 
beat of their own drum.” 
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o This approach helped the institution to manage more effectively to its Federal 
Perkins budget. 

 
Communication methods 
The respondents provided details on a variety of methods that they will utilize to 
communicate with students about these changes.  These included the following: 
 
• Email to parents and/or students 
• Cover letter accompanying aid award 
• Repackaged awards with new Federal Stafford Loan limits 
• Website  

o Home page for Financial Aid 
o Loan section 

• Individual counseling, particularly for those considering alternative loans 
 
Summary 
The SLA Survey on Implementing Changes to Federal Stafford loan limits and 
subsequent set of follow-up calls indicate that schools are taking a variety of strategies to 
implement and communicate these changes.  As described earlier, the financial aid 
administrators have taken into account factors unique to their institution and student body 
in arriving at the best decision for their students.  Thank you to all the participants whose 
insights contributed to this White Paper!   
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Appendix A – Questionnaire  
 
1. What was the thought process in making your decision?  

a. Rationale or guiding principal for your decision? 
b. What alternatives did you consider? 

2. When do you complete packaging for incoming students?  for continuing students? 
a. When were their responses due back in your office?  

3. Did this timing issue lead to a different set of implementation plans for incoming vs. 
continuing students?    

4. How will this likely impact packaging?   
a. Reduce gap funding (private loans) 
b. Reduce PLUS 
c. Both 
d. None of the above 

5. How and when will you be communicating these changes to students? 
a. Email 
b. Web site 
c. Cover Letter 
d. Revised Award Aid Letter 

6. How much time do you anticipate this process will take?  Who is involved on your 
staff to make this happen? 

7. Are your operating systems set up well to manage this process efficiently?   
a. What financial aid package are you using currently?   
b. Does the software need to be updated to address this change?   

i. If using third party software, when is the patch expected? 
8. When will you be in a position to process increased loan amounts? 
9. Have any students/parents contacted you already?  What have been their principal 

questions?   
10. Are there other elements of your overall communication and implementation plan?   
11. What is your Cost of Attendance?  
12.  Roughly, how many Stafford borrowers will this affect at your school? 
 
 


