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Can it be done? Is it possible to 
balance regulatory requirements, 
compliance, AND be successful in 
admissions? For many the answer 
may be a qualified “yes,” but for 
others the struggle to create a 
culture of compliance and still meet 
enrollment targets is an elusive goal. 
In June 2014 we gave our thoughts, 
opinions, and guidance regarding this 
topic at the APSCU conference. This 
article shares our views and outlines a 
recipe for success.
 Before we begin, let us examine 
some basics that need to be in place. 
First of all, a compliant culture starts 
at the very top of the organization. 
Successful institutions are not just 
meeting regulatory and compliance 
requirements – they are exceeding 
requirements and adopting best 
practices at each step. They are 
promoting transparency and informed 
decision making as organizational 
priorities. How is this accomplished?  
What do we mean?  Let us take a look 

at the Program Integrity Disclosures 
that became effective in July 2011. 
Schools can meet these requirements 
by posting appropriate metrics 
on their website, and placing a 
reference to the disclosure whenever 
a program name is mentioned in 
any communication. Many schools 
– in fact too many in one author’s 
opinion – have implemented only 
these minimal requirements. The 
disclaimers are placed on the website 
and they have satisfied the reporting. 
 Fine. Done. Right?
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We think not. The schools that “get 
it” have taken an extra step. They 
have gone beyond the minimum 
and created professional printed 
documents that can be included in 
a prospective student packet. They 
may even break out the statistics by 
location (which is not required) or 
publish verified salary information 
by graduating class. In some cases, 
schools have provided specific 
Bureau of Labor Statistics regional 
job information to provide up-to-
date projections on employment 
in the field of study and average 
salaries to ensure current and 
government collected information is 
used at all times. Some schools also 
provide key career facts in written 
orientation materials. And many 
schools have gone beyond the 
minimal requirements of entrance 
loan counseling for student borrowers 
and have provided financial literacy 
t ra in ing  and  budget  ana lys is 
(not required – yet – but heavily 
recommended) to show students 

how school loans will impact their 
monthly spending requirements. Why 
are some schools taking on this extra 
responsibility by doing additional 
reporting and printing materials?   
They want to communicate effectively 
with their prospects, build trust and 
avoid any issues down the road. 
 This is just one example of going 
above and beyond. Now let us step 
back and look at the current and 
future requirements – along with 
some pitfalls to avoid. 

New Disclosure Tools: Enhancing 
Ef fective Communication with 
Prospective Students. 
 Let us understand the goal of these 
disclosures. Simply put, it is to: 

 1.  Provide KNOWLEDGE – Fully 
inform students with accurate 
data and relevant facts --- so that:

 2.  They can make BETTER CHOICES 
– based on fit, not reaction to 
sales hype – which in turn results 
in:
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 3.  SATISIFED CUSTOMERS  who 
enjoy/complete programs, pass 
licensing exams, get jobs, and 
achieve career success.

 So in addition to the College 
Scorecard (Figure 1), which will be 
required in 2015, and the Financial 
Aid Shopping Sheet (Figure 2), which 
is already required (under President 
Obama’s Executive Order 13607) 
of schools who are working with 
veterans, we believe schools should 
consider creating Program-Career 
Fact Summaries (Figure 3). 
 Take a look. Does it not make sense 
to provide students with information 
regarding:

 •  Program Schedule Sequence and 
Time

 •  Academic Progress Requirements 
and Assistance

 • Placement Services Summary
 • Vocational Field Outlook
 •  Some Employers of Program 

Graduates
 • Licensure Requirements
 • Optional Certifications
 • Physical Requirements
 • Social Demands
 • Typical Work Schedule
 •  L i n k  t o  P r o g r a m  G a i n f u l 

Employment Information

 We also suggest that schools ask 
students to sign such summaries 
to confirm they have received and 
reviewed them, similar to other 
admissions-orientation process 
disclosures such as a credit transfer 
disclosure. While full transparency, 
even with adequate documentation of 
that transparency, is not a guarantee 
that all prospective students have 
formed a completely accurate 
understanding of your school, that 
they will be “satisfied customers” 
and that they will not later make 
complaints or file lawsuits, you will 
be able to show that you did the 
right thing and that should help 
you to successfully respond to any 
complaints or lawsuits. Less than 
complete transparency and effective 
communication about who you are 
as a school will leave you at risk for 
regulatory and legal headaches: “If 
what you say, does not convey, 
exactly what you do, then you will be 
sore, that is for sure, cause someone’s 
gonna sue!”
 With disclosures in place, let 
us explore some other sources of 
potential compliance concerns in the 
financial aid office – and what you can 
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do to avoid issues.

Title IV Eligibility Assurance 
Measures 
 Title IV participation is a key 
e lement  for  sur vival  at  many 
institutions and staying current and 
compliant is a full-time job. There are 
several things to review during the 
enrollment process of a new student 
to ensure that the student is going 
to be eligible to enroll and receive 
maximum federal funding.
 In general, to be eligible for Title IV 
funds the student must be enrolled 
in an eligible program; have a high 
school diploma, GED, proof of 
acceptable home schooling, or a 
high school equivalency; meet any 
institutionally required prerequisites; 
be in satisfactory academic progress, 
not in default or owe a repayment to 
a Title IV program; be a U.S. citizen or 
eligible non-citizen; and if required, be 
registered with selective service.
 Some of  the general  student 
el igibi l i ty requirements posing 
recurring problems include providing 
proof of appropriate secondary 
education credentials, proof of 
U. S. Citizenship or eligible non-citizen 
documentation, proof of registration 
for the draft, and default status of 
prior loans. As we discuss further 

in the next section, meeting these 
requirements consistently requires 
the commitment of ownership and 
management and effective practices, 
and what is effective may vary by 
institution, particularly for those 
institutions that operate completely 
online.
 Collecting a copy of  a val id 
U.S. Passport or a Certificate of 
Naturalization during the admissions 
process assists the financial aid office 
in resolving U.S. citizenship issues 
for the student that never updated 
their revised status with the Social 
Security office. Also, collecting the 
documentation for the eligible non-
citizen allows the FAO to compare 
documentation to the eligibility 
criteria in Volume 1 of the FSA 
Handbook.
 Draft  registrat ion should be 
confirmed with Selective Service 
during the admissions process, if 
the prospective male student never 
registered and is at least 26 years old, 
as it can take up to 180 days to receive 
a status letter resolving the issue. 
 Of course, collecting a driver’s 
license or other acceptable state or 
federal photo ID is always good policy. 
This information can be used to help 
confirm the student’s identity.
 Due to recent fraud ring activity and 
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Figure 1 - Sample College Scorecard
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Figure 2 - Financial Aid Shopping Sheet
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Figure 3 - Sample Program/Career Fact Summary



the 2013-14 and 2014-15 verification 
requirements, proof of the student’s 
identity and high school verification 
have become hot topics for students 
selected under the V-4 and V-5 
verification codes.
 There are currently more than 100 
known bogus online high schools 
offering high school diploma in a 
few weeks for a set fee with little or 
no actual education provided. The 
websites are very sophisticated 

a n d  s h o u l d  b e 
researched carefully 
with the state and 
other agencies to 
ensure that they are 
valid educational 
institutions. Should 
the institution or 
the U.S. Department 
of Education or an 
institution’s annual 
compliance auditor 
h a v e  re a s o n  t o 
quest ion  a  h igh 

school’s validity, the institution 
must have and follows policies and 
procedures to determine that the 
school offering the diploma is valid. 
 There have been cases of the 
post-secondary institution offering 
ineligible high school programs at 
their campus. Another problem is that 
some students have provided falsified 
high school diplomas, which include 
such tricks as replacing the name 
on the diploma with a prospective 
student’s name or finding a diploma 
template on the Web and using it to 
create a bogus diploma. In recent 
program reviews conducted by the 
Department of Education, where 10 
percent or more of the sampled files 
contain questionable diplomas, the 
Department has required a full audit 
of the Title IV students enrolled over 
a 2-3 year period, which is very time 
consuming, and can result in costly 
refunds to the Title IV programs. The 
2013-14 verification rules require 
that anyone selected for verification 

codes V-4 or V-5 provide proof of high 
school and in 2014-15, the results of 
the requested verification for any 
one selected under either of these 
verification codes must be reported 
through FAA Access to CPS even if the 
student never starts the program.
 It is also important that prior school 
enrollment information is gathered 
during the admissions process. It 
is still possible to grandfather in a 
student under the old ability to 
benefit criteria, if you can prove the 
completion of 225 clock hours or 6 
credits by getting a transcript from 
the prior school, get proof of a valid 
ATB test taken prior to July 1, 2011, or 
if there is proof of aid disbursements 
in NSLDS, the student can take and 
pass an approved ATB test given by 
an approved outside tester. Also, the 
prior school information is used to 
determine if the financial aid officer 
has to conduct verification and, 
if possible, to help the student to 
resolve default issues, if necessary 
a d d  t h e  s t u d e n t  t o  t r a n s f e r 
monitoring in NSLDS, and check the 
current subsidized loan eligibility. 
 New subsidized loan eligibility 
for 1st time borrowers with no 
outstanding loan balances (Moving 
Ahead for Progress in 21st Century 
Act & DCL Gen 13-09), now is limited 
to one and a half times the maximum 
length of the program in which the 
student is currently enrolled, and 
affects loans 1st disbursed on or after 
July 1st, 2013.  Transfer students or 
students changing programs at the 
same institution could have their 
subsidized loan eligibility reduced, 
especially if the student transfers 
from a longer program to a short 
program.  If the student transfers from 
a 1-year program and uses 1 year of 
sub loans and transfers to a 2-year 
program, the max eligibility is 3 years.  
The student would still have 2 years 
of loan eligibility.  But if the student 
transfers from a 2-year program and 
used 1 year of sub eligibility, to a 
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1-year program, the max time frame 
for this program is 1 ½ years.  The 
normal minimum loan period is a full 
academic year, and a loan cannot 
be certified for ½ year for a 1 year 
program, so the student would not be 
eligible for any sub loans, which could 
affect enrollment in the program.
 Another reason for collecting prior 
school history during the admissions 
process is the 600 percent Pell 
imitation, 12 semester equivalent 
(Consolidated Appropriations Act, 
2012), which calculates Pell usage 
since the 1973-74 award year. Students 
that would normally be Pell eligible 
may have limited or no access to Pell 
grants and may need to find another 
way to pay for their education
 Now that you know what you should 
be doing – how do you check and see 
if in fact it is being done?   That is 
where your internal controls come 
into play. 

Institutional Compliance Checks and 
Balances
 It is important to not only have 
internal controls in place, but to 
follow them. A key internal control 
when it  comes to determining 
meeting admissions requirements, 
as well as Title IV eligibility, is 
ensuring your students have a high 
school diploma, GED or equivalent 
from an acceptable school. The 
key here is that the high school is 
legitimate and will be treated that way 
by the regulators upon any review 
or investigation. The Department of 
Education, unfortunately, provides 
no real guidance on how we should 
determine acceptability of a high 
school credential. Therefore, each 
school needs to create and abide by 
a set of criteria to determine what 
is or is not acceptable. Some related 
internal controls are: collecting proof 
of graduation and not relying solely 
on attestations; maintaining and 
updating an unacceptable school 
list; and auditing a percentage of 

student files to verify everything 
was collected and your policy was 
followed. 
 It is also a good idea to audit the 
materials being used at enrollment 
on a regular basis. Not only do you 
want to update what you provide 
to the field, from time to time as 
needed, but take the time to verify 
whether the information you provided 
is being used. If your team is not 
using the most up to date versions 
of the information 
p ro v i d e d ,  y o u 
n e e d  t o  k n o w 
and correct this. 
You also want to 
k n o w  w h e t h e r 
anyone is using 
u n a u t h o r i z e d 
documents as part 
of the admissions process, even if it is 
being done with good intentions.
 Mystery shopping at the admissions 
stage, and even through the financial 
aid stage when possible,  is  a 
valuable internal control to ensure 
your policies and procedures in this 
regard are being followed. However, 
those results are only as useful and 
impactful as you allow them to be. 
It is essential that you look over the 
results of your shops, review them 
with appropriate team members, and 
make adjustments and take advantage 
of training opportunities in areas 
where your team could be performing 
better. Take the time to really use 
your results to make the most out of 
what you learn from the shops.

External Controls – Mystery Shopping
 And although internal controls are 
essential, many schools have gone 
one-step further and implemented 
Mystery Shopping. The best practices 
we have observed across the country 
merit sharing.
 For starters, schools that embrace 
shopping have learned how to 
socialize results. Properly done, 
a little shopping can go a long way!  
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Start by sharing global concerns. 
Shopping across your system will 
reveal trends. Talk about those trends 
and observations globally before 
you zero in on a specific location or 
representative. 

 As you identify 
t rends ,  the  next 
step is to focus on 
two or three areas 
of opportunity and 
address those. It 
may require creating 
or editing talk tracks, 
or perhaps sections 
of your admissions 

or financial aid training need to be 
updated. Once you have established 
your areas of focus and developed 
a plan, give it a couple of months to 
establish roots, gain traction – and 
then “re-shop.” How do things look 
the second time around? Chances 
are that after this second round of 
shopping you will have a slightly 
different area of focus, or perhaps 
you will move down your list from 
the initial observations. The key is 
resisting the urge to “boil the ocean.” 
Take a small chunk – address it – train 
to it – re-measure, and then move to 
the next area of concern. 
 Commissioning a Mystery Shop 
also means you will need to consider 
how you will address the individual 
results. That is where judgment 
comes in. If you elect to use the 
results as a punitive approach, you 
will wind up with a defensive staff. 
All too often we have seen staff 
spend hours attempting to defend 
and discredit the shopping. But when 
the results are used as a coaching/
training moment, good things happen. 
In many cases locations and reps 
will look forward to their shopping 
results and take great pride and 
responsibility for their actions.
 But this only pertains to minor 
of fenses,  or what we refer to 
as  “ incomplete  or  potent ia l ly 

misleading” information. When staff 
is observed committing egregious 
activities, (e.g., coaching on financial 
aid forms, promising credit transfer, 
inflating salaries and graduate 
employment rates), swift corrective 
action - and possibly disciplinary 
sanctions - must take place. Even 
then our counsel is to treat the 
shopping results as a single data point 
and cross reference with additional 
input from interview observations, 
evaluations, etc. 
 For the most part we see a “zero 
tolerance” approach on deceitful and 
fraudulent financial aid behavior. 
Whether it is admissions or financial 
aid telling students that income not 
reported on your taxes does not need 
to be included on your FAFSA, the 
result is almost always immediate 
dismissal. Depending on corporate 
culture and tolerance for risk and 
exposure, other kinds of infractions 
may result in a written warning. 
 Shopping results do not necessarily 
need to be tied to a specific location 
either. If you work in a school group 
with multiple locations, you can 
share observations globally – without 
revealing the exact location or 
representative. This is an excellent 
way to get more mileage out of your 
shopping program and keep everyone 
on their “A” game. 
 Finally, shopping “past” admissions 
and into the financial aid process is 
also recommended. The emphasis for 
years has been aimed at admissions in 
order to reduce claims of exaggerated 
outcomes, promises of aid, credit 
transfer and more. However, there 
is also considerable exposure in the 
financial aid office. Taking additional 
steps to obser ve f inancial  aid 
personnel in action is the next course 
of action in your quest to create a 
culture of compliance. 

Career Education Review • August 201436

 

The key is resisting the urge 
to “boil the ocean.” Take a 
small chunk – address it – 
train to it – re-measure, and 
then move to the next area of 
concern. 


