
More than 30 million students file a Free Application for Federal Student 
Aid (FAFSA) each year. But what happens next? For many students, they 
must follow up with verification documents and loan requests among 
other documents, interpret and then accept the award offer, and often 
pay unanticipated out-of-pocket remaining costs.

This study uses design-thinking methods to identify challenges students 
and their families encounter at Radford University as they navigate the 
financial aid process, to explore opportunities for college interventions, 
and to generate new solutions to assist incoming students as they 
navigate the college financial aid review and acceptance process.

In total, seven workshops were conducted and 44 people participated, 
including current university students, parents of current university 
students, high school access counselors, admissions professionals, 
financial aid professionals, and other campus professionals who interact 
with incoming student.

Each workshop used a combination of design-thinking methods to better 
identify problems in communication and generate potential solutions. 
In the workshops, seven key insights regarding incoming students’ 
interactions with financial aid communication pieces were developed. 
Using these insights, recommendations for improvement were made 
through prototypes and concept posters and presented to university 
leadership. 
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Understand student and parent challenges

navigating the college decision process, with a focus
on finances and financial aid.

Document current financial aid award and
communication processes.

Identify gaps and opportunities for intervention.
Prototype potential solutions


