
Universal FAFSA

What is it and why do we care?



Objectives 
• What is ‘universal FAFSA’?

• NCAN (National College Attainment Network)

• Why implement universal FAFSA?
• Landscape of Higher Ed

• U.S. and Nebraska

• Review the first 4 states to implement
• Nebraska’s Law

• Requirements-still being finalized by NDE
• Support – Task Force
• CCPE and data, data, data

• Impact to Financial Aid Offices



Universal FAFSA 

• Requiring FAFSA completion as a 
graduation requirement

• Popular state policy approach

• 11 states have passed some type of 
legislation

• 13 (or so) have proposed, pending 
legislation

*data from NCAN-National College Attainment Network 

https://www.ncan.org/


NCAN-National College Attainment Network

• Vision and Mission

• Nebraska Members

• Dashboard – 8 levers
• Offering Equitable Dual Enrollment

• Expanding Higher Ed for DREAMers

• Investing in Higher Education

• Focusing on Need-Based Aid

• Use State-Level Contracts to share Outcomes Data

• Student-Level FAFSA Completion

• Statewide CCR Agencies/Campaigns (college & career 
readiness)

• Implementing Universal FAFSA

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/bill.debaun.national.college.access.network/viz/LandscapeofState-LevelCollegeCareerReadinessPoliciesandPractices/HomePage


Why Implement Universal FAFSA?

“Every year billions of dollars of federal aid 
go unclaimed by eligible students. …The 
states that have implemented this policy 
have seen impressive increases in FAFSA 
completion. If universal FAFSA policies can 
increase FAFSA completions, states hope 
and suspect there will be knock-on effects 
on enrollment, persistence and 
completion.”  quote from NCAN website

*NCAN-To explore this dashboard lever



Where are we now?

  Interactive dashboard

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/bill.debaun.national.college.access.network/viz/LandscapeofState-LevelCollegeCareerReadinessPoliciesandPractices/HomePage


Goal (of the 8 levers)

Enrollment

Persistence

Completion



Landscape of higher education 

• Nationally undergraduate enrollment (all ages) hit a peak at 
18.1 million in 2010-2011, today it is closer to 15 million

• U.S. high school graduate number expected to peak in 2025 
at just over 3.9 million…by 2035 pipeline will be 10% smaller

• *Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education, Chronicle March 11, 2024



Landscape in Nebraska
• Public high school graduate number 2010-2011 was 20,331 

with estimates of 23,640 for 2026-2027…prediction in 

 2036-2037 of 22,790 (*US Dept of education and midwestern higher education compact)

• Nebraska FTE post-secondary enrollment 2012-2013 was 
117,463 and 2021-2022 was 104,163 (ccpe enrollment 
dashboard)

• Nebraska post-secondary enrollment decrease of 13.6% 
between 2012-2013 and 2022-2023 
https://ccpe.nebraska.gov/sites/default/files/FS_Enrollment
_Degrees.pdf

https://ccpe.nebraska.gov/enrollment-dashboard
https://ccpe.nebraska.gov/enrollment-dashboard
https://ccpe.nebraska.gov/sites/default/files/FS_Enrollment_Degrees.pdf
https://ccpe.nebraska.gov/sites/default/files/FS_Enrollment_Degrees.pdf


U.S. FAFSA  Completion Challenges
• 53%-class of 2021 HS graduates completed the FAFSA 

-Estimate of 3.75 billion in Pell Grants unclaimed (the 47%)

 1.9 million high school seniors from low-income 

  -1.1 million submitted FAFASA-only 999K complete

  -442K selected for verification (of 7% melted)

  -only 38% enrolled using Pell or subsidized loan 

• Estimated amount of unclaimed Pell Grant dollars increased 60% between 
the classes of 2017 to the class of 2021

 2 things contributed to this sizable jump

  -Maximum Pell Grant increased from $5920 in 2017 to $6345 

 -FAFSA completion rate changed from 61% of 2017 high school 
seniors completed the FAFSA compared to 54% of the class of 2021



FAFSA Challenges in Nebraska

• 49%-class of 2023 HS graduates completed the 
FAFSA

• Nebraska ranks 31st in FAFSA completion for this 
cycle 

• Nebraska’s class of 2023 left $21 million in Pell 
Grants unclaimed by not completing the FAFSA



Why It Matters and Potential Payoff 

• Postsecondary enrollment immediately following high 
school graduation increases completion rate

• Positive financial outcome for high school graduates 
who complete associate’s, bachelor’s, or job/ 
apprenticeship training programs

• Lower unemployment rates and recession resiliency

   *other data from National College Attainment Network: ncan.org and forbes.com



The First Four States-What Happened
• Louisiana academic year 2017-2018

• 2017 to 2018 25.9% more FAFSA completed

• State rank % of seniors completed from 12th to 2nd

• Illinois academic year 2020-2021 (covid March 2020)

• Was already a top 10 state

• State rank moved from 10th to 4th

• Alabama academic year 2021-2022

• Had the most to gain (ranked 34th) vaulted to 9th

• Texas academic year 2021-2022

• Made a 25.9% jump in completions = over 49,000 students!

• State rank moved from 23rd to 5th



Who’s Next?

2023-2024 Academic Year

New Hampshire

Connecticut

2024-2025 Academic Year

Indiana

Nebraska*

Oklahoma

2027-2028 Academic Year

Kansas*
*RMASFAA Members



Nebraska’s Universal FAFSA
• June 1, 2023, Governor Jim Pillen signed into 

law LB705 (49 pages)

• Introduced by:

• Senator Dave Murman (District 38)

• Senator Lynne Walz (District 15)

• Senator John Fredrickson (District 20)

• Senator Tony Vargas (District 7)*
*primary senator introducing universal fafsa



Nebraska Revised Statute 79-729

https://nebraskalegislature.gov/laws/statutes.php?statute=79-729


NE’s Statute Highlights

• Nebraska’s requirement begins in 2024-2025

• Only public high schools

• Specific to FAFSA (not a state form)

• Opt out circumstances

• NDE provides template for opt out forms

• High schools responsible for reporting 

• Both individual and aggregate data



NCAN’s Policy Recommendations
• Require FAFSA completion through legislative 

policy

• Include robust opt-out system

• Provide (at minimum) one full FAFSA cycle 
from the bill passing

• Make the change administratively (if high school 

graduation requirements do not live in statute)

• Build & provide robust training and support

• Provide regular data sharing



Nebraska Outreach and Support
• Created a task force (involve a variety of 

constituents)

• To support the implementation of LB705

• Timeline (monthly meetings 2024)

• Nebraska Department of Education webinar (s)

• February 15, 2024

• EducationQuest Symposium

• April 16th in Lincoln

• NDE planning to share more details





Nebraska’s FAFSA Completion Initiative

Nebraska’s CCPE partnership with U.S. Dept of Ed

   High schools and other entities:
-Provide student-specific FAFSA completion assistance
-Encourage college acceptance and enrollment
-Help students find financial aid for college
-Use FAFSA completion as a key performance measure
-Increase their school’s college-going rate

*received funding from the NE Legislature in 2015 for software

 



CCCPE Dashboards

 

https://ccpe.nebraska.gov/dashboards


Results (sort of)

• More FAFSA’s are being filed 

• FAFSA Tracker (NCAN)

• Opens door that college is possible

• Requirement doesn’t appear to have 
hurt graduation rate (opt out)

• Evidence is sparse if universal FAFSA is 
increasing college-going rate

“The policy is outpacing the empirical evidence at this point” 
(Bill DeBaun senior director at NCAN)

https://www.ncan.org/page/FAFSAtracker


Impact to Financial Aid Offices

Fall 2025 admissions class

YOU WILL HAVE MORE FAFSA’S

• Integration between FA software and Admissions SIS

• Do you currently report FAFSA data to the 
administration?

• Do you award any financial aid tied to # of FAFSA’s 
completed or a %?

• Take back to your front lines-admissions counselors



Discussion/Questions
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