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Student Views of the Cal State San Marcos Office of Financial Aid and Scholarships:

 Findings From a Spring 2003 Survey


During the last six weeks of the Spring 2003 term, the Office of Analytic Studies administered the second in its annual series of in-class student surveys.  The survey questionnaire included questions dealing with several key campus services, as well as a special focus: the campus’s academic advising services.  The service-related questions dealt with those provided by the Offices of Financial Aid and Enrollment Services, while a series of more general questions delve into students’ assessments of selected features of their instructional environment and CSUSM experience.  Surveys were distributed in a spectrum of classes meeting during selected days and times, with 1,049 useable questionnaires completed by early May.  Analysis suggests that in most respects the final survey sample is representative of the larger group from which it is drawn (i.e., all students enrolled in Spring 2003).


This report focuses on the responses to survey questions about the Office of Financial Aid and Scholarships.  During the last weeks of the Fall 2002 term, Gerrie Hatten, the Office’s Associate Director, provided essential assistance in the development of the survey questions used.  Students were initially asked whether they had received any financial aid during the 2002-03 academic year.  Those responding in the affirmative were asked to indicate how frequently they had been in contact with the Financial Aid Office during that period and how they preferred to interact with the Office.  They were also asked about their satisfaction with specific services and their views of how the Office is or should be dealing with several issues.  The following pages summarize responses to these questions, as well as to several questions about how respondents are financing their educations.  In addition, differences in four background characteristics were examined: entry status (first time freshmen vs. transfer students), enrollment status (full- vs. part-time students), class level, and attendance status (day vs. evening students).  The few statistically significant differences found are discussed below.

Overview of Findings


Among survey respondents, two in five reported receiving financial aid during the 2002-03 academic year.  Of these aid recipients, seven in ten prefer to interact with the Financial Aid Office in person.  Their survey responses show widespread familiarity and satisfaction with the services provided by the Office.  Further, the Office’s recently increased reliance on e-mail to communicate with financial aid recipients has been positively received among respondents aware of the change in procedure.  And, finally, the majority of respondents think that processing files so that aid can be dispersed is more important than answering student questions in situations where Financial Aid staff cannot handle both.


Approximately three-quarters of all survey respondents report being employed, with most working part-time.  Close to a quarter, however, have full-time jobs.  As a result, it is not surprising that the majority of respondents report financing their educations with their own earnings and/or savings.  One third also report getting some financial help from their families.  The majority of respondents expressed at least some concern about financing the remainder of their educations, with one fifth expressing considerable concern.


Respondents receiving financial aid differ from those not receiving such aid in a number of respects.  First, they are less likely than other respondents to be able to rely on funds from family members to help finance their educations.  Second, they are more likely than others to express concern about having the funds to pay for the remainder of their educations.  And, third, they are more likely than other respondents to stem from Latino backgrounds and somewhat more likely to be enrolled full-time.

Summary of Findings

Services Provided by the Financial Aid Office

· Two in five respondents indicated that they had received financial aid during the 2002-03 academic year (see the first line of Table 1).  This proportion is somewhat higher than the percentage of all undergraduates receiving such assistance during that academic year.

· Survey findings suggest that financial aid recipients are distinctive in two ways: they are more likely than non-recipients to stem from Latino backgrounds and somewhat more likely to be full-time students (see Table 1).
Use of the Financial Aid Office 

· As one would expect, nearly all financial aid recipients had contacted the Financial Aid Office at least once since August 2002, with four of five having multiple contacts (see Table 2).
· As Table 3 indicates, seven in ten respondents prefer to interact with the Financial Aid Office in person. Among respondents who prefer to use electronic means, nearly all prefer to access their financial aid records via the SMART Web or to communicate by e-mail.

· Respondents who prefer personal contact with the Financial Aid Office are somewhat more likely than others to have made multiple contacts with the office (see Table 4).
Satisfaction with the Financial Aid Office

· Not surprisingly, virtually all financial aid recipients who completed the 2003 survey are aware that the Financial Aid Office is responsible for disbursing financial aid funds, familiar with Office staff, and appear to have visited the Office to seek answers to their questions (see Table 5).  Seven to eight in ten are also familiar with financial aid advising and the Office’s Web site. 

· Table 6 reveals a high degree of satisfaction with the various services provided by the Financial Aid Office. Close to nine in ten respondents said they were satisfied or very satisfied with the receipt of their financial aid funds, the courtesy and knowledge of the staff, and the adequacy and timeliness of responses to their questions.  Satisfaction with the Office’s advising and Web site is slightly less widespread, though still substantial.

· During the year preceding the survey, the Financial Aid Office began using campus e-mail accounts to communicate with currently enrolled students. The 2003 survey inquired into whether respondents were aware of this change in procedure and, if so, how satisfied they were with it (see Table 7).  Just over half of the respondents who receive financial aid report being aware of this change. Among respondents in this group, fewer than one in ten expressed dissatisfaction with the new procedure.
· Although equally likely to be aware of the change in procedure, first-time freshmen are more likely than transfer or post-baccalaureate respondents to be satisfied with Financial Aid Office’s use of e-mail to communicate with them (see Table 8).
Priority of Financial Aid Office Functions

· In the eyes of students, the Financial Aid Office probably has two key functions: answering their questions and disbursing their financial aid funds. During the Spring and Summer terms, when the office’s resources are stretched to the limit, the two functions sometimes conflict. 

· When respondents receiving financial aid were asked which of these functions they deem the more important, close to three-fifths said processing files so that aid can be disbursed is more important than answering questions (see Table 9)

Open-ended Comments Regarding the Financial Aid Office
The last question on the survey form asked respondents for any additional comments they might have about the topics covered. Of the 301 respondents who chose to make such comments, 33 (11%) made comments dealing with various aspects of financial aid.  These comments are reproduced in Appendix B.

· The vast majority of the open-ended comments concerned the services provided by the Financial Aid Office.  Approximately half of the students making such comments discussed the helpfulness of staff, with critical comments outweighing positive remarks.  These comments should be evaluated in the light of the widespread satisfaction with the courtesy and knowledge of the staff registered elsewhere in the survey (see Table 6).

· Other comments dealt with respondents’ frustration with the financial aid process or made pleas for more funds. 
How Respondents Are Financing Their College Educations

The 2003 survey inquired into how respondents are financing their college educations.  Three aspects were investigated: respondents’ activities and responsibilities outside of school, the types of funds used to pay CSUSM fees, and level of concern about paying for college.

Respondents’ Work and Family Obligations

· Four in five respondents report having work and family responsibilities in addition to their course obligations at CSUSM (see Table 10). Approximately three-quarters are employed, with nearly one in four respondents working full-time. 
· Survey findings suggest that certain types of respondents are disproportionately likely to be employed full-time (see Table 11):  graduate or credential students, respondents attempting six or fewer units, and students enrolled in evening classes.  The student subgroup least likely to work full-time:  first-time freshmen attending full-time. 

Financing a CSUSM Education

· In keeping with the high number of employed students at CSUSM, the majority of respondents report using their own earnings or savings to fund their educations. Just one-third report getting help from their families, and even fewer pay for their educations with grants, loans, or federal work study.
· According to Table 13, respondents who are first-time freshmen are less likely than either transfer or graduate students to be relying on loans to finance their educations and somewhat more likely to receive financial help from their families.
· Respondents who received financial aid during 2002-03 are consistently less likely than others to report relying on funds from other family members to pay for their education (see Table 14).

Respondents’ Concerns About Financing Their Educations

· When asked how concerned they were about paying for the rest of their CSUSM educations, two in five respondents expressed no concern; the remainder reported being at least somewhat concerned.  Only 5% of the respondents expressed extreme concern, saying they currently lack the funds to continue their educations (see Table 15).
· Respondents receiving financial aid in 2002-03 are more likely than others to express concern about financing the remainder of their educations (see Table 16).  Three in ten financial aid recipients are unsure that they will have the funds to complete their education compared to 13% of the respondents not receiving financial aid.

Appendix B:

Open-ended Comments Relating to Financial Aid


The last question in the Spring 2003 Survey of Student Opinion asked respondents for any additional comments they might have about topics considered in the survey. Of the 301 respondents who made comments, 33 (11%) used the open-ended question to comment on various aspects of the financial aid process. These comments have been grouped into the categories listed below. Wherever possible, respondents’ comments were grouped in terms of their main theme. When respondents commented on more than one issue, their comments were subdivided and placed into the appropriate categories. The numbers in parentheses next to the category and subcategory titles below indicate the number of comments in each grouping.

C o d i n g   C a t e g o r i e s   U s e d

I. Financial Aid Office


A. Helpfulness of staff (14)


B. Students’ understanding of financial aid (5)


C. Funds disbursement (3)


D. Office hours (2)


E. Praise for the Financial Aid Office (3)

II. Financial Assistance


A. More financial assistance needed (4)


B. Increase the amount of financial aid given (3)

R e s p o n d e n t  C o m m e n t s

I. Financial Aid Office


A. Helpfulness of Staff

I really like the people in the financial aid office, especially the older lady; she is very helpful and very knowledgeable.  

Financial aid – a woman that works in the financial aid office is wonderful.  She is always very nice and informative.

Financial aid is great!  The people (staff) are nice and willing to help.  

I have been very pleased with the help I have received at the financial aid office.  The staff is always helpful and friendly.  

Sometimes in the financial aid offices they act like the students who come in to ask questions are just referred to the website and blown off.  There is no help with different scholarship opportunities and no one to help you with them.  I have experienced this first hand.  Sometimes they make you feel bad about needing the aid as if you’re trying to take a free ride.  I think the [staff] should get a better attitude about the people who go in there.

I also have issues with the financial aid department.  They tend to be short and unhelpful in addition to the previous problems I had when trying to claim independent status for my FAFSA which still has not been accomplished.

I think the people in the financial aid office could be a bit more friendly.  Every time I go in there, I don’t feel welcome and it seems like I’m an inconvenience.

Financial aid personnel were extremely rude when explaining answers to questions.  This should be addressed.  

I would like to have someone explain to me or possibly help me apply for Cal Grants or other financial aid instead of handing me a bunch of pamphlets and assuming that I know what to do with these and what they mean.

The financial aid office staff is often rude and inconsiderate.  I know that they have a lot on their plate, but their willingness to assist with financial issues is inept.  Although I have had positive interactions with the special programs organizer, the staff in the front office is unprepared and shouldn’t be in the customer service.

If financial aid personnel are too busy to answer questions politely, they should close their office for that time.  

I’ve been trying to apply for financial aid for 4 months and every time I give them what they request, something else is needed.  I work 5-6 days a week along with taking 5 classes and saving for study abroad this summer.  I hope to receive some sort of aid soon.

People at financial aid office seem to be bothered by questions from students.  I was unclear about award amounts and other things, and they never answered my questions.  I believe they need more training.

I don’t think people that work in the financial aid office are very helpful.


I. B. Students’ Understanding of Financial Aid

Need a more hands on attitude with regard to financial aid – many students unfamiliar with process.

When getting a financial aid statement or a loan statement, I’d like to be able to understand what it says.  U-1125 does not make sense to me.

Also, the school needs to provide better information about financial aid available while student teaching (as I will be unable to work during that time).

The financial aid process should be explained during orientation, especially how eligibility for financial aid is determined.  

Maybe more information on financial aid for international students.


I. C. Funds Disbursement

I hope to receive my financial aid check before class begins so that I am able to buy books and read them ahead of time.

I studied at a U.C. school.  I really enjoyed the way they handled the financial aid disbursement.  About 10 days before classes started, they also disbursed funds; however, they disbursed the total amount.  This made it much easier to calculate my budget for the semester.  I think that CSUSM should follow this model because it’s much better.

Financial aid is bogged down with politics.  Please expedite the process, I was dropped from classes because the “Financial Aid Process” took so long, that’s not fair.


I. D. Office Hours

The financial aid office should be open later for students who work late and have late classes.

Financial aid office should open before 9:30 a.m. and appointments, sign-ups should be available on-line.


I. E. Praise for the Financial Aid Office

I gave CSUSM high marks primarily because of the financial aid.  This was the main reason I chose CSUSM.

Great financial help.

My major compliment about CSUSM is that the financial aid office has been great, and so have most of the other faculty members.

II. Financial Assistance 


A. More Financial Assistance Needed

There could also be more financial aid opportunities available for more students.

Financial aid is very bad/inadequate, especially now.

Financial aid – disappointed that I don’t qualify for any help, scholarships, grants, interest free loans.

Students should be allowed to pay tuition in payments throughout the semester.  This would afford those of us who do not receive financial aid the opportunity to continue our education which we might otherwise be unable to do.


B. Increase the Amount of Financial Aid Given

As tuition and parking are rising and books are really expensive, it is becoming harder for me to afford college.  A lot of people have to work full time in order to pay for school.  Up to a year ago I had been working full time so it is taking longer to graduate.  As a result, I won’t be getting my grant because I’ve been in school for four years already.  

Financial aid needs to be raised with increased costs at CSUSM.

It is a right of every human to have an education through the university level.  We cannot discriminate because people do not have the funds or are unable to jump through the hoops required.  It is a detriment to our democracy and a threat to the safety of our planet.  Funding 2 times the current amount of enrolled students would only cost 4% of the U.S annual expenditures.  It is time for our country to realize its boastfulness of the freedom, where all are created equal.    
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	� Only graduate students and students in the College of Education are underrepresented in the response sample.  In addition, some part-time students are underrepresented (i.e. those taking 6 or fewer units).  This last sample deficiency, which is not unexpected, was compensated for during data analysis by controlling for number of units attempted.  For a more detailed discussion of sample representativeness, Appendix A.


	� Excluding postbaccalaureate students, 42% of the 2003 survey respondents reported receiving financial aid during 2002-03, compared to 37% of all undergraduates enrolled in that year.





