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You’ve likely heard of Federal Student Aid (FSA). This o�ce within the US Department of Education

(Department) manages the oversight and administration of a wide array of federal student grant

and loan programs available to college students. 1  But FSA does far more than just oversee the Free

Application for Federal Student Aid (better known as FAFSA) and the student loan system. Using

funds appropriated from the Student Aid Administration account in the federal budget, FSA

provides support and resources to students before, during, and after their enrollment in

postsecondary programs. FSA’s work is student-centered and resource-intensive, serving students

along their pathways into and through higher education and student loan repayment.

Pre-Enrollment
Before students enroll in higher education, FSA is the one-stop shop for all things related to paying

for college and helping students make the best decision on how to use their federal student aid
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dollars.

FAFSA: FSA develops and oversees the FAFSA form and application process. To access the

approximately $130 billion in grants, loans, and work-study funds that FSA administers each

year, students must complete the FAFSA. 2  Nearly 18 million students submitted a FAFSA

application in the 2020-2021 application cycle. 3  States and higher education institutions often

also use this form to determine other grants or aid for which students may be eligible.

Pell Grants: FSA manages the allocations and disbursements of various forms of federal �nancial

aid, including the Pell Grant. Available to low- to moderate-income students, the Pell Grant is

the most powerful tool in the toolbox for the federal government to help students with high

�nancial need access college, and FSA connects these funds to eligible students using FAFSA

data.

Student Loan Access: Prior to enrolling, student borrowers complete student loan entrance

counseling, a condition to receiving federal loans. Entrance counseling serves multiple purposes

including educating students on how to repay, how to avoid delinquency and default, and how

interest works—all key components of �nancial literacy. 4  FSA also provides student-facing

online tools like the federal student aid estimator to help students understand what �nancial aid

they may be eligible for and a loan simulator to help calculate student loan payments and

consider various scenarios for repayment. 5

During Enrollment
Once a student chooses to enroll in higher education, FSA helps ensure that they can continue to

fund their education on an annual basis while protecting students from predatory institutions and

programs.

FAFSA Renewal: Students must re�le the FAFSA each year that they plan to use federal student

aid. This annual renewal ensures students are receiving the maximum amount of aid relevant to

their �nancial situation (including Pell Grant eligibility) and opens the door for other potential

�nancial support mechanisms from their state or institution. To communicate this process with

students and remind them to renew, FSA works to contact each student either via email or text

message annually. 6

Federal Work-Study Program (FWS): FSA oversees the Federal Work-Study program, in

operation at over 3,000 colleges around the country, through the FAFSA submission process.

FWS allows students to gain important work experience on campus or in their community while

earning money to help them pay for education expenses. 7  These employment experiences

supply important work-based learning opportunities as a part of a student’s overall �nancial aid

package.
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O�ce of Enforcement: FSA’s enforcement o�ce, restored by the Department in 2021, is

charged with safeguarding the integrity of the federal student aid programs through oversight

of schools that receive federal student loans, grants, and FWS funding. 8  The o�ce conducts

investigations, monitors complaints and allegations about school conduct, and takes public

enforcement action when needed to ensure compliance with federal law and regulations and

protect students and borrowers from predatory institutional behavior.

Post-Enrollment 
Once student loan borrowers leave higher education and enter repayment, FSA is both highly visible

to borrowers and deeply involved behind the scenes in connecting them with appropriate

repayment options, ensuring oversight of student loan servicing systems, and implementing debt

forgiveness programs.

Student Loan Servicing Contracts: Student loan servicers are borrowers’ primary point of

contact for repayment and questions related to their loans. These servicers are contracted to

manage the day-to-day repayment process for millions of borrowers within their portfolios and

students are assigned to a servicer at the time of origination of their loan. 9  As a part of FSA’s

ongoing accountability for student loan servicers and to ensure they are working in the best

interest of students, FSA provides �nancial incentives for servicers to help support borrowers

through repayment, while also including �nancial disincentives for unsatisfactory customer

service. 10

Repayment System Oversight: Through servicer contracts, FSA supports the administration of

the federal student loan repayment programs created by Congress and regulation. Servicers

administer multiple repayment plan types—the standard plan, the graduated repayment plan,

the extended repayment plan, and multiple income-driven repayment (IDR) options. 11  FSA is

also currently implementing a one-time initiative known as the Fresh Start Program—an

opportunity for borrowers who have defaulted on their student loans to get out of default and

back into good standing with their loans. 12

Borrower Defense: When predatory institutions mislead students or engage in fraud or

misconduct, borrowers are eligible for a discharge of their federal student loan debt through

borrower defense to repayment (BD). FSA reviews BD claims submitted by individuals or groups

of harmed borrowers to determine eligibility for relief and issue decisions and approvals for BD

applications.
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Targeted Loan Forgiveness Programs: In addition to BD discharges, FSA supports the

administration of federal loan forgiveness programs available to borrowers who meet speci�c

criteria—such as their school closing while they were enrolled or having a total and permanent

disability—or who are eligible for Public Service Loan Forgiveness (PSLF), Teacher Loan

Forgiveness, or IDR relief based on their employment and repayment status. 13

FSA: More Than Just Student Loans
FSA oversees the federal student loan system, but that is only one part of its work to support higher

education. FSA has a far more complicated job than many may realize, and its programs and services

require signi�cant federal resources to provide a strong customer experience and promote student

borrower success from pre-enrollment through repayment. It’s important for stakeholders on all

sides to understand the role that FSA plays as one of the major actors helping students pursue

higher education and how closely the agency’s work impacts students, loan borrowers, institutions,

and the success of the US higher education system.
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