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Thank you for this opportunity to comment on the issue of financial aid simplification 
and Dr. Sandy Baum’s presentation.  My name is Lauren Asher, and I am the Associate 
Director of the Institute for College Access and Success (TICAS).  TICAS is a nonprofit, 
nonpartisan policy and research organization working to make higher education more 
available and affordable for people of all backgrounds.   
 
The Advisory Committee and Dr. Baum are rightly concerned about the complexity of 
financial aid process, which can deter students and families with financial need from 
receiving, or even understanding that they could receive, college aid.  As noted in the 
proposed study design, it is essential that simplification efforts actually reduce real 
process and financial barriers for students and families, and do so cost effectively. A 
simpler Estimated Family Contribution (EFC) formula that meets these criteria would 
help make the aid process less burdensome and opaque for aspiring students and their 
families.   
 
However, it will take time to conduct the necessary research and more time to actually 
approve and implement a new EFC formula, which requires Congress to make difficult 
and easily politicized decisions about eligibility, equity and cost.  In the meantime, 
millions of prospective and current students are likely to miss out on needed aid and 
degrees.   
 
The Advisory Committee has just released a report estimating that in this decade, 1.4 to 
2.4 million college-qualified high school graduates will not complete a bachelor’s degree 
because of financial constraints.1  Research by the American Council on Education 
(ACE) found that in 2004 alone, an estimated 1.5 million Pell-eligible college students 
did not fill out the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), nearly double the 
number in 2000.2  Even as financial aid application rates are rising for students as a 
whole, application rates for the lowest income students are flat for dependent students 
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and declining for independent students.3  These students are missing out on resources that 
could increase the odds of success by helping them go to school full time, work 
reasonable hours, and attend institutions that best fit their needs.  
 
The Advisory Committee and others have consistently found that the complexity of our 
financial aid process is a substantial part of the problem, including the many questions 
required by the current EFC formula.  Still, even a simplified formula will rely on some 
income data that can be challenging for students and families to retrieve and accurately 
transmit. As noted in a recent paper by Harvard economists Susan Dynarski and Judith 
Scott-Clayton, “[T]he behavioral literature demonstrates conclusively that even 
seemingly minor complexities can have profound impacts upon the equity and efficiency 
of a policy.”4  Their findings include that “the basic step of locating financial records is 
an obstacle for poor students, due to higher mobility rates and family dysfunctions such 
as divorce and separation of children from parents.”5 
 
There is a practical way to help lower this obstacle to access and aid that would 
complement, but not rely on, an eventually revised EFC formula.  Simply put, the 
government already has some of the most important information used to calculate aid 
eligibility.  It resides in people’s tax records. Indeed, Dr. Baum raised the potential 
benefits of tapping IRS data in her presentation today. 
 
Regardless of the underlying formula, the financial aid process would be much less 
intimidating and time consuming for students and parents if they did not have to sift 
through and analyze piles of tax and wage records.  This can be accomplished if 
applicants give the Department of Education permission to draw information directly 
from their tax transcripts instead.  The Department could then process the data 
electronically, making the application process easier for the user while increasing 
accuracy and efficiency, since the data would already be verified by the IRS. 
 
Tax transcripts are available for free, and people routinely give third parties access to 
them when applying for loans, including Small Business Administration loans.6 Many 
commercial entities use this tool, with taxpayers’ explicit permission, to verify a wide 
range of income information.7  Some local governments have also started using this 
approach to streamline applications for working family benefits.8  Here’s how it works: 
applicants complete a very basic, one-page IRS form (Form 4506-T), which asks for your 
name, address, Social Security number, and what years of data you need (up to four 
years).  Right in the middle of the form it says: “If the transcript or tax information is to 
be mailed to a third party (such as a mortgage company), enter the third party’s name, 
address, and telephone number.”9   
 
While the Department of Education could use the current transcript request form as is, it 
could also work with the IRS to integrate transcript access into the financial aid 
application process.  For example, the private contractors running the Federal Direct 
Loan Program use an IRS-approved, program specific consent form to access Income 
Contingent Repayment Plan users' IRS data.10  Already, when you sign the FAFSA, you 
agree to provide verification through income tax forms if requested and give the 
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Secretary of Education “the authority to verify information reported on this application 
with the Internal Revenue Service and other federal agencies.”11  Why not just request 
permission to use income tax data to determine your financial aid eligibility, including 
your EFC? 
   
Once acquired, the data can be automatically plugged into whatever formulas are 
currently in use.  It can also be used to provide early aid estimates, whether months or 
years early, and later as a baseline for updates when it is time to apply to colleges.  The 
Department already pre-populates the FAFSA renewal form, online or in print, with data 
from the previous year’s application.  The Department also encourages applicants to enter 
some personal data into a “MyFSA” online profile that can then be transferred to the 
online FAFSA.  The use of IRS transcripts would also allow the Department to base 
financial aid eligibility on income data from multiple years, which is likely to provide a 
more accurate gauge of a family’s financial situation than a snapshot of any single year. 
 
I hope that the Advisory Committee will consider the potential simplification benefits of 
IRS transcript data for both EFC determination and the overall aid application process as 
experienced by students and their families.  Thank you again for your ongoing efforts to 
reduce financial and process barriers to college access and success. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
See below for examples of IRS transcript data access and usage, and endnotes. 
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