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W HY 

FAFSA 
COMP LETION 
MATTERS 
SO 
MUCH

Source: NCAN FAFSA Tracker; 
NCHEMS HigherEdInfo.org
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High 
School 
Clas s

National 
FAFSA 

Completion 
Rate

Year-Over-
Year FAFSA % 

Change

National Firs t 
Fall Enrollment 

Rate 

2018 54.0% +1.9% 64%

2019 53.8% -0.5% 62.9%

2020 52.0% -3.7% 59.9%

2021 49.9% -4.8% 58.8%

2022 52.1% +4.6% 60.0%

2023 53.4% +1.3% 60.2%

2024 46.0% -11.6% 60.0%

2025 53.9% +17.5% ???

FAFSA 
COMP LETION 
CAN BE THE 
CANARY 
IN THE 
COAL MINE

Source: NCAN FAFSA Tracker, NSCRC HS Benchmarks  Reports
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NCAN’s  FAFSA Tracker trans forms  
publicly-available, high s chool-level data 
into national, s tate , and local ins ights  on 

FAFSA completion trends  within and 
acros s  years

http://www.ncanfafsatracker.org/
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% COMP LETION 
RANK

STATE % COMP LETION (THROUGH 
5/29 )

2 Illinois* 70.9%

12 Nebraska* 58.7%

15 Indiana* 57.3%

16 Kentucky 57.2%

NATIONAL NATIONAL 57.2%

18 Michigan 56.4%

24 Missouri 54.5%

29 South Dakota 51.8%

31 Iowa 51.3%

34 Ohio 50.6%

35 Kansas 49.5%

36 Minnesota 48.9%

40 Wiscons in 47.9%

45 North Dakota 45.4%
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NATIONAL FAFSA COMP LETION DATA

• FAFSA applicant counts  continue to ris e 
acros s  a ll applicant categories

• Growth is  s tronges t among firs t-time filers  
and currently a t an a ll-time high s ince 
NCAN’s  FAFSA Tracker began in 2017

• Pell-eligible applicants  s how s ubs tantial 
gains , indicating improved acces s  
opportunities

• Applaus e to FSA for the comprehens ive 
and efficient updates  made to the FAFSA 
s ys tem and the s tudentaid.gov accounts  
proces s

This Photo by Unknown Author is  licensed under CC BY-NC

https://freepngimg.com/png/61612-applause-clapping-fonts-hand-noto-emoji
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
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FAFSA COMP LETION NUMBERS/P ELL ELIGIBILITY – END OF MAY
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FAFSA COMP LETION NUMBERS/P ELL ELIGIBILITY – END OF MAY

CATEGORY 2024-2025  2025-2026  2026-2027  GAINS 
        

ALL FILERS 10,275,039  12,185,051  13,163,847  28.1%/8% 
        

HIGH SCHOOL SENIORS 1,933,839  2,238,555  2,421,192  25.2%/8.2% 
        

RETURNING 
APPLICANTS 6,928,820  7,568,888  7,918,179  14.3%/4.6% 

        

PELL ELIGIBLE 4,897,602  6,528,454  7,346,233  50%/12.5% 
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P ELL ELIGIBILITY 
EXP ANSION IMP ACTS
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DRAMATIC INCREASE IN P ELL GRANT ELIGIBILITY

• GAO releas ed report in April comparing 
23/ 24 vers us  24/ 25 academic year

• 570,000 more s tudents  were eligible (6%)
• 1.9 Million more s tudents  were eligible for 

the maximum grant (31%)
• FAFSA completers  that were Pell eligible 

ros e from 65% to 71%
• Average Pell award increased by $278, 

from $6,409 to $6,687
This Photo by Unknown Author is  licensed under CC BY-ND

https://www.ednc.org/fafsa-week-of-action-here-is-how-you-can-get-involved/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/
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MORE ELIGIBLE STUDENTS & MORE MAX P ELL GRANTS

BY DEPENDENCY STATUS
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W HAT CHANGED?                W HO GAINED THE MOST?

• SAI formula  had larger income protec tion 
a llowance

• Family income to report as s e ts  was  
ra ided to $60,000

• Eligibility de te rmined two ways -SAI 
formula  or Poverty Tables

• More  incarcerated programs  approved to 
adminis te r Pe ll Grants

• More  increas es  expected for the  future  
with increas es  in number of file rs  and 
Workforce  Pe ll Grants  be ing implemented

 Middle  income families  ($60-125,000)
 350,000 more  s tudents  in this  income 

range  became e ligible  with the  new 
formula

 Thes e  s tudents  repres ent 61% of the  
overa ll increas e  in e ligible  s tudents

 Even with s ibling dis count removed, 60% 
of s tudents  with more  than one  in college  
qualified(up from 55%)

 Low-income but high as s e t families  
de te rmined by Poverty Table (new limits  
for 25-26 academic  year



UNIVERSAL FAFSA
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UNIVERSAL FAFSA WITH SUPPORTS

NCAN Recommends  that States :
• Require FAFSA completion for high s chool graduation through legis la tive or other policy 

vehicles .
• Include a  robus t opt-out s ys tem for s tudents  who are unable to acces s  parental financial 

information, have undocumented parents , or whos e parents  a llow them to abs tain.
• Provide (a t minimum) one full FAFSA cycle from the bill pas s ing, or the item being 

adminis tra tively added to a  lis t of requirements  before the actual requirement takes  effect.
• Make the change adminis tra tively, if high s chool graduation requirements  do not live in s ta tute.
• If not a lready in place, build and provide robus t tra ining and s upport through s chool couns elors  

and/ or college acces s  advis ers  to ens ure s tudents  are helped through the proces s .
• Provide regular data-s haring on completion to high s chools  and community-bas ed 

organizations  to a llow for better-targeted FAFSA completion efforts .
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UNIVERSAL FAFSA OFFERS MORE NUANCED EVIDENCE OF THE 
FAFSA-ENROLLMENT CONNECTION
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OTHER STATEW IDE AP P ROACHES TO DRIVING FAFSA 
COMP LETION - VIRGINIA

• Annually provide to each high s chool s tudent and their parents  “guidance and 
other informational materia ls  on s tudent financial a id applications  for the 
purpos e of promoting awarenes s  of federal and s ta te financial a id programs , 
res ources , eligibility criteria , application deadlines , and other proces s es  and 
requirements .”

• Us e federally-available data  to es tablis h a  five-year goal for each of their high 
s chools , the purpos e of which is  for “encouraging and increas ing the completion 
of s tudent financial a id applications  by their high s chool s tudents  during the 
s tudents ' final s chool year before graduation.”

• Annually pos t federally available data  rela ting to s tudent financial a id 
applications  in a  publicly acces s ible location on its  webs ite and s ubmit to the 
Department a  report on the progres s  toward achieving that five-year goal (both 
in the aggregate for a ll high s chools  under the board’s  governance and for each 
individual high s chool).
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OTHER STATEW IDE AP P ROACHES TO DRIVING FAFSA 
COMP LETION - KENTUCKY
• Added a  new metric to the s ta te’s  reporting and accountability s tructure for s chools  

with 12 grade s tudents .
• This  metric is  “the percentage of graduating s tudents  who have: Completed the Free 

Application for Federal Student Aid by the s tudent's  graduation date; or a  parent or legal 
guardian that has  submitted an appropria te form to the s chool or dis trict to opt out of 
completion of the Free Application for Federal Student Aid after completing a  dis trict-
approved presentation regarding the Free Application for Federal Student Aid.

• Notable: the legis la tion writes  in an opt-out for s tudents  and parents without 
es tablishing a requirement from which to opt out. The legis la tion es tablishes  a  
clear expectation that s tudents  will either complete the FAFSA or opt out of doing so. 

• Until J une 30, 2030 this  metric is  a  reporting requirement that will be included on a  
s chool’s  report card that “clearly communicates  with parents  and the public 10 about 
s chool performance.” After J une 30, 2030, this  “targeted quality measure” will become 
part of the s ta te’s  accountability s tructure, and these targeted quality measures  will be 
weighted a t “not les s  than” 5% for accountability purposes .



DISCUSSION TIME!
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TW O BIG QUESTIONS

•What would it take to continue advancing 
affordability and increas ing FAFSA 
completion?

•What’s  the bigges t challenge you face in 
your s ta te around increas ing acces s  and 
pos ts econdary enrollment?



THANKS FOR BEING HERE! SAFE 
TRAVELS HOME!

Mo rra Le e  Ke lle r
Se n io r Co n su lt a n t
NCAN
ke lle rm @n ca n .o rg  

Bill De Ba u n
Se n io r Dire c t o r, Da t a  
a n d  St ra t e g ic  In it ia t ive s
NCAN
d e b a u n b @n ca n .o rg  

mailto:debaunb@ncan.org
mailto:debaunb@ncan.org
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FAFSA COMP LETION NUMBERS/P ELL ELIGIBILITY-END OF MAY

CATEGORY 2024-2025 2025-2026 2026-2027 GAINS

ALL FILERS 10,275,039 12,185,051 13,163,847 28.1%/ 8%

HIGH SCHOOL 
SENIORS 1,933,839 2,238,555 2,421,192 25.2%/ 8.2%

RETURNING 
APPLICANTS 6,928,820 7,568,888 7,918,179 14.3%/ 4.6%

PELL ELIGIBLE 4 897 602 6 528 454 7 346 233 50%/ 12 5%
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