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Federal Student Aid Jargon



Institutional Financial Aid Jargon



Verification Jargon



Financial Aid Award Letter Jargon



Reality of Applying for Financial Aid

• Students bounce from federal to institutional 
multiple times throughout process.

• Jargon throughout.
• Students may receive communication 

through text, email, mail, and through 
multiple portals (federal and institutional).



Overview

• Why is financial aid communication difficult?
• Readability and college students
• The financial aid communication funnel
• The ICARE Model of Student Support
• Befores and Afters
• Best practices for simplifying and 

consolidating financial aid communication
• Q&A



Georgia State’s Journey to Simplicity

• Examined communications = prospective 
student admissions through continuing 
student financial aid.

• Including email, text messaging, website, 
social media, phone calling, etc.

• Takeaways:
• Messaging was not consistent from 

admissions to financial aid.
• Messaging too complex.
• How did we know? Student feedback and 

behavior.



Readability and College Students

• Grade-level readability measures
• Measures difficulty of sentence structure and word choice; produces a grade-level of 

reading comprehension required to read text.

• Used extensively by U.S. Department of Defense (Carver, 1974; Fry, 1986; 
Johnson, 1972; Kniffin, 1979; McClure, 1987; Sticht, 1970; Sticht & Zapf, 
1976). 

• Average U.S. resident = 7th-grade reading level (Clear Language Group, 
2018)

• Only 37% of high school graduates read at the 12th-grade level in the 
United States (National Assessment Governing Board, 2020).

• A lot of material in higher education is unreadable by its intended 
audience (students and support networks).

• Financial aid communication ranging from 12th to 19th-grade English reading 
comprehension levels.

• Most prospective and current U.S. college students cannot read and 
comprehend financial aid communication.



The Financial Aid Communication Funnel

1.) Institutional: tell students how to complete the FAFSA

2.) Federal: complete the FAFSA

2a.) Federal: complete Verification

3.) Institutional: read award letters

4.) Federal: read and sign MPN

5.) Federal: read and 
complete entrance counseling

6.) Institutional: read 
and complete SAP 

requirements

7.) Renewal

Modes of communication:
• Website/student portal
• FAFSA.gov
• Text message
• Phone call
• Email
• Print mail



Reality of Applying for Financial Aid

• Students bounce from federal to institutional 
multiple times throughout process.

• Jargon throughout.
• Students may receive communication 

through text, email, mail, and through 
multiple portals (federal and institutional).

• Most prospective and current U.S. college 
students cannot read and comprehend 
financial aid communication.



FAFSA Completion: Before and After



Verification: Before and After



Award Letters: Before



Award Letters: After



SAP Letters: Before and After



GSU’s 2021-2022 FAFSA Communication

• Trying a different approach:
• From content-heavy communication to one-click 

communication.
• We split populations (students and parents).
• We sent three types of emails.
• Known as “A/B” testing or “A/B/C” testing.
• Drives at communication differentiation 

and best practices. 



FAFSA Renewal: Before and After



FAFSA Communication: 1st Example



FAFSA Communication: 2nd Example



FAFSA Communication: 3rd Example



GSU’s 2021-2022 FAFSA Communication

Email 
Subject

Student 
Population

Parent 
Population

Total Unique 
Opens

Open 
Rate

Clicks Click 
Rate

2021-2022 
FAFSA is 
now open!

14137 9282 23419 3052 13.03% 345 1.47%

Pounce on 
your 
Financial 
Aid!

13971 9092 23063 6736 29.20% 1018 4.41%

PAWS and 
complete 
the FAFSA!

14148 9304 23452 6860 29.28% 1099 4.69%

• Initial results as of 10/5/2020



Best Practices for Financial Aid Communication

• Consider each level of the funnel.
• Embed contact information into every 

mode of communication.
• Minimize jargon, acronyms, and 

sentence length.
• Assume unfamiliarity.
• Assume an 8th grade level of reading 

comprehension ability.
• Use graphics to cut text but maintain 

ADA compliance.



Contact Information

Alyssa Takatori
Assistant Director, Student Financial Management Center, 
Georgia State University

atakatori@gsu.edu

Zach Taylor
Institutional Support Consultant,
Trellis Company

Zach.Taylor@trelliscompany.org

mailto:atakatori@gsu.edu
mailto:Zach.Taylor@trelliscompany.org


Proven Services.
Extraordinary Support.
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