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What is FAFSAforNOLA ?
FAFSAforNOLA is an initiative of the Cowen Institute that was 
created to raise awareness and improve completion rates in 
New Orleans and beyond. This report was made possible by the 
generous support of the Gould Family Foundation. 

Raise awareness of what FAFSA is and why it is important 
for all students who are seeking any kind of  postsecondary 
education.
Publish this report and start a social media campaign — 
support it on Twitter with #FAFSA4NOLA.

Objective / 

Action / 

Track FAFSA completion rates across the city as a 
monitoring mechanism.
Create an interactive webpage with weekly updates on 
school- and city-level completion rates. Visit 
www.coweninstitute.org to find the up-to-date numbers.

Support students, parents, and high school counselors 
through the application and award receipt processes.
Hold convenings with schools to provide support and 
share best practices.

Objective / 

Action / 

Objective / 

Action / 
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All New Orleans
Public Schools

Algiers 
Technological 
Academy

2014 Class

2015 Class

2016 Class
2014 Class

2015 Class

2016 Class
2014 Class

2015 Class

2016 Class

2014 Class

2015 Class

2016 Class
2014 Class

2015 Class

2016 Class
2014 Class

2015 Class

2016 Class

2014 Class

2015 Class

2016 Class
2014 Class

2015 Class

2016 Class

2014 Class

2015 Class

2016 Class

Benjamin Franklin 
High School

Cohen College 
Prep High School

Dr. Martin Luther 
King Charter 
School for Sci/Tech

Edna Karr 
High School

Eleanore McMain 
Secondary School

International 
High School of 
New Orleans

Joseph S. Clark 
Preparatory 
High School

Estimated New Orleans Public High School 
FAFSA Completion Rates, 2013-15*

2014 Class

2015 Class

2016 Class

KIPP Renaissance 
High School

4 of 10
New Orleans public 

school seniors 
did not complete 

FAFSA in 2015. 

How are New Orleans’
public schools doing?
A higher percentage of seniors in New Orleans public 
schools (59 percent) completed their FAFSA last year than 
the national average for all high school seniors (52 percent 
for public and private schools). While that is encouraging, 
that still means four out of ten seniors in the city’s public 
schools did not complete their applications last year. There 
has also been limited and inconsistent growth over the past 
three years. 

The charts to the right illustrate the completion rates for 
each public high school in New Orleans over the past three 
years. Some schools have shown consistent progress while 
others have remained stagnant. 

Completion rates calculated by the Cowen Institute with data from the Louisiana Department of Education and the U.S. 
Department of Education Federal Student Aid Off ice. These data are estimates only. If a student does not, or fails to accu-
rately report his or her high school when applying for FAFSA, he or she will be omitted. Finally, overage students (19 years 
or older) are not counted in the federal FAFSA completion data, which can negatively impact the completion rates of high 
schools that serve high numbers of overage students. Please see page 11 for data on overage students by school.
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Lake Area New 
Tech Early College 
High School

Landry-Walker
High School

Lusher
Charter School

McDonogh #35 
College Prep. 
School

New Orleans 
Center for 
Creative Arts

New Orleans 
Charter Science & 
Mathematics HS

New Orleans 
Military/Maritime 
Academy

Sci Academy

Sophie B. Wright 
Learning Academy

Warren Easton 
Senior High School

What schools are eligible?

N/A

N/A

Students are eligible to receive financial aid at a wide variety 
of colleges and career programs, such as those listed below:

 » Public and private four-year colleges and universities
 » Community and technical colleges
 » Cosmetology/beauty schools
 » Distance learning programs
 » Healthcare training programs
 » Seminaries and other religious institutions
 » Truck driving academies

Required for Application
 » Social Security number (or alien registration 

number if not citizen).
 » From either parent or student (if not a dependent):

 » Most recent federal tax return, W-2, and any 
other documentation of money earned.

 » Bank statements and record of investments.
 » Records of untaxed income.
 » A federal student aid ID to sign electronically.

N/A: No data available for that year.

This chart contains data accurate as of January 21, 2016. Students only start filling out the FAFSA in January, so 
2016 Class rates will increase between now and the end of the school year. Please see website at www.coweninsti-
tute.org for completion measures updated on a weekly basis.



How can schools improve?

We know that financial need is one of the biggest barriers to college enrollment and completion for young 
people in New Orleans and across the country. At the Cowen Institute, we believe that cost should not prevent 
students from accessing the educational opportunities all young people deserve. Thus, to address this critical 
challenge, we launched FAFSAforNOLA, an initiative intended to increase awareness and improve financial aid 
completion rates in New Orleans and beyond. 

This past fall, I had the honor of participating in First Lady Michelle Obama’s “Reach Higher Initiative” and a White 
House Summit on the FAFSA. This is a national eff ort to eliminate the obstacles facing first generation students 
from utilizing federal student aid. In order to bring the lessons from this campaign back home, I convene the 
New Orleans College and Career Counseling Collaborative, through which college counselors meet regularly to 
share best practices to increase FAFSA completion for young people across the city. I am inspired and imbued 
with hope by the relentless dedication of these practitioners who have dedicated themselves to improving the 
lives of the New Orleans’ youth. I am also encouraged by the commitment from the Louisiana Department of 
Education and our state’s education off icials to have all high school students complete the FAFSA starting in 
2018.

We encourage you to visit www.coweninstitute.org to share resources about FAFSA, ask questions about the 
process, read recommendations from New Orleans high school counselors, and find up-to-date completion rate 
numbers. Our hope is that our interactive site with weekly updates on school- and city-level data and tools will 
support an increase in FAFSA completion rates for young people in our city. 

with

Amanda
Kruger
Hill
Executive Director
Cowen Institute

with
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Insights into college counseling
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1. District of Columbia
2. Tennessee
3. New Jersey
4. Delaware
5. Massachusetts
6. New York
7. Illinois
8. Rhode Island
9. Connecticut
10. South Carolina
11. Mississippi
12. Kentucky
13. Ohio
14. Louisiana
15. Maryland
16. Arkansas
17. Hawaii
18. South Dakota
19. New Hampshire
20. Maine
21. Georgia
22. West Virginia
23. North Carolina
24. Indiana
25. Michigan
26. Missouri

27. Pennsylvania
28. Iowa
29. Virginia
30. New Mexico
31. Vermont
32. Nebraska
33. Wisconsin
34. California
35. North Dakota
36. Minnesota
37. Texas
38. Kansas
39. Alabama
40. Florida
41. Oklahoma
42. Montana
43. Wyoming
44. Colorado
45. Nevada
46. Oregon
47. Idaho
48. Washington
49. Arizona
50. Alaska
51. Utah

76%
64%
63%
63%
61%
60%
59%
59%
58%
58%
57%
56%
56%
56%
56%
55%
55%
55%
55%
55%
55%
54%
54%
53%
53%
53%

52%
52%
52%
51%
51%
51%
50%
50%
49%
49%
48%
48%
48%
48%
46%
44%
42%
41%
40%
40%
40%
39%
37%
33%
29%

Average 52%
100%0%

DC

AK HI

Estimated State Completion Rates for 
All Students, 2014-15 

52%
 of all U.S. seniors completed 
 FAFSA in 2015. 

52%
Across, the country, about one-half of all seniors, both public and private, 
completed their FAFSA. Louisiana seniors completed at a better than average 
rate of 56 percent. 

Tennessee, which has the highest completion rate of any state (excluding the 
District of Columbia), saw dramatic growth from the previous year. This increase 
has been attributed to the first year of Tennessee Promise, a program which 
provides free community college to eligible students.2 Louisiana has a similar 
program, the Taylor Opportunity Program for Students (TOPS) Tech Award, but 
unlike Tennessee Promise, it has minimum academic requirements.3 

How are schools doing nationally?
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There are three main sources of financial aid that students can receive, 
all of which may require that they complete their FAFSA:

Grants: Money that is awarded to a student that does not have to 
be repaid upon graduation. One example is the Federal Pell Grant, 
which is distributed based on student need. Students must com-
plete their FAFSA to be eligible for a Pell Grant.
Loans: Money that students use to pay for tuition and other school 
expenses, but will need to be repaid with interest upon graduation. 
There are many types of loans – read the information in the next 
column to learn more about which would be best for you.
Scholarships: Money that students receive based on merit or other 
criteria from government, colleges, or other sources. Students must 
complete their FAFSA to be eligible for a TOPS scholarship.

Students should first seek to get as much “free” money as possible, such 
as grants or scholarships, before looking at loans. Students coming from 
low-income families are especially likely to receive some federal grants 
(about 90% of applicants from families with incomes below $40,000 a 
year were awarded funding from grants).4 After exploring all scholarships 
and grants, students and their parents should investigate loan options. 
Loans come in a variety of forms, some of which may be better for an 
individual than others. The terms of repayment and interest rates vary 
and it is recommended that students try to only take out student loans 
from the federal government. 

Below is a list of loans in order of what is typically best for the student.5

Federal Perkins: The interest rate is low, and you don’t have to 
start repaying the loan until nine months after you leave college. 
But students must prove exceptional financial need to get this loan. 
Funds are limited and not all colleges offer them. 
Federal Direct “Subsidized” Loans: Subsidized loans are given 
to college students based on need. The interest costs can be lower 
than other government loans and you have more time before you 
need to start paying them back. 
Federal Direct “Unsubsidized” Loans: Unsubsidized loans are 
available to anyone, but your total repayment costs are higher than 
with the subsidized loan unless you begin paying it back while you 
are in school. 
Parent PLUS Loans: These are government-backed loans that 
parents can use to help you pay for college. But your parents need 
to have a good credit rating and interest rates can be high. In theory, 
parents can borrow as much as you need. But just like you, they 
should be careful about taking on too much debt.  
Private Loans: You can borrow money from banks or other financial 
institutions, but shop carefully. Fees and interest rates can be high, 
and you usually need to start paying back the loan while you are still 
in school.    

Another source of federal assistance comes from work-study programs. 
Students awarded funding through these programs find part-time work, 
typically at their college or university, and the federal government sub-
sidizes a portion of their salary. 
Visit the following website for a full list of federal sources of financial 
aid: https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/sites/default/files/2015-16-do-you-
need-money.pdf.

What kinds of financial aid exist?

90%
 of low-income applicants 
 were awarded grants. 

90%
W

or
st

 • 
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st

Recommendations for parents and students
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Where can I find more resources?

What can I expect after applying?

Completing the requisite documentation can feel overwhelming for 
many and, at times, can be confusing. However, it usually only takes 
55 minutes to complete the initial application and only 45 minutes 
for each annual renewal. While this paper does not provide specific 
assistance for completing FAFSA, the following resources are available 
to help:

 » www.understandingfafsa.org
 » www.fafsa.ed.gov
 » FAFSA Hotline: 1-800-433-3243 (open Mon.-Fri. 7am-9pm CT).

You can file your FAFSA before filing your taxes. Most people do not 
receive the necessary documentation, like a W-2, to complete their 
application until early February. In order to complete your FAFSA as 
soon as possible, you can use estimated numbers based on your most 
recent pay stub. If estimating, be sure to check the “Will File” box, 
which will allow you to update your application once you have filed 
your taxes. The federal government will also send you an email in early 
April to remind you to update your application.

Completing the FAFSA is a vital first step, but there is still work to be 
done. Once completed, you will receive a Student Aid Report (SAR) 
either by email or postal mail, usually within 1-2 weeks. You should 
review the SAR for accuracy and report any errors.

The SAR will contain your Expected Family Contribution (EFC), which 
is a measure of your family’s financial ability. This number is not the 
amount your family will be expected to pay. Instead, it is used by your 
college or career school to calculate the amount of aid you will be 
eligible to receive. Your college or career school will then determine 
what kind of financial aid you are eligible for and send you a financial 
aid offer. 

The FAFSA website has a budget calculator that helps you estimate how 
much income will be available to you after you pay all expected school 
and living expenses. It is important that you consult your school’s finan-
cial aid office to fully understand all aspects and obligations of your offer. 
 

Once you understand your options, you must accept the financial aid 
award, usually via your school’s website. You will also likely need to 
complete a “dependency verification” through your school to make 
sure your application information is accurate. Finally, before any 
loan money will be distributed, you must complete an online loan 
counseling session, which will ensure that you understand how the 
loan process works.

There are also a variety of repayment plans for you after you graduate 
that can be based on how much you earn, which helps those who 
are struggling to make their loan payments. There is also an online 
repayment estimator, which gives an estimate of how much your 
monthly payments will be, based on the amount of loans you have. 
When using this estimator, remember that if you will have to take loans 
for each year of postsecondary school, you should include each year’s 
loans (e.g. you may need to multiply your first year’s loans by four if 
you plan to use loans to complete a traditional bachelor’s degree).

Recommendations for parents and students
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FAFSA for Non-Citizens
 » Students are eligible for federal aid as long as they are legal 

residents of the United States, regardless of their parents’ 
status.

 » Students with undocumented parents will not be endan-
gering anyone by applying for FAFSA.  No law enforcement 
agencies can see the information.

 » Students are not eligible for financial aid if they are not a 
legal resident, but may be eligible for private scholarships 
and should contact their school for more assistance.

What is changing next year?
There will be two key improvements to the application process that will be import-
ant for students beginning in the fall of 2016:
Earlier Start Date
Students will be able to begin their applications on October 1, 2016 instead of 
January 1, 2017. 
Earlier Tax Information
For many students, it can be difficult to have their most recent tax information 
available for the application. Beginning October 1, 2016, applicants can use tax 
information from the prior year instead of the current year. For example, if a student 
is applying for 2017-18 school year, they can use tax information from 2015.
Louisiana FAFSA Requirement
Beginning in the 2017-18 school year, as a part of graduation, students will be 
required to complete either FAFSA or the TOPS application or file for a waiver.

Recommendations for parents and students

Page 10www.coweninstitute.org



www.coweninstitute.org Page 11

1. Sen-Gupta, Gianna, “Students Leave Over $2.9 Billion in Free College 
Money on the Table,” http://www.nerdwallet.com/blog/loans/stu-
dent-loans/fafsa-college-money-left-on-table/.

2. “Report: Tennessee tops nation in FAFSA completion,” WBIR, May 2, 
2015, http://www.wbir.com/story/news/local/education/2015/05/02/
report-tennessee-tops-nation-in-fafsa-completion/26787087/.

3. Louisiana Office of Student Financial Aid, TOPS Tech Award, http://www.
osfa.state.la.us/TOPS_T.htm.

4. Radwin, D., Wine, J., Siegel, P., and Bryan, M. (2013). 2011–12 National 
Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:12): Student Financial Aid 
Estimates for 2011–12 (NCES 2013-165). Institute of Education Sciences, 
U.S. Department of Education. National Center for Education 
Statistics.

5. “A How-To Guide for High School Students,” Center for New York City 
Affairs, http://www.understandingfafsa.org. 

Endnotes

Overage students by school
FAFSA does not report completion rates for students older than 19 years, which 
affects some schools more than others. The table to the right contains the per-
centage of overage seniors in local schools. A school with 10 percent of overage 
students may not be able to reach more than 90 percent completion in our 
analysis since they are excluded from the official counts.

School Name
Percentage of 
Overage 12th 

Grade Students
Benjamin Franklin High School 0.0%

Lusher Charter School 0.0%

Dr. Martin Luther King Charter School for Sci/Tech 0.0%

Sophie B. Wright Institute of Academic Excellence 0.0%

Warren Easton Senior High School <5%

Edna Karr High School <5%

Eleanor McMain Secondary School <5%

New Orleans Charter Science and Mathematics HS <5%

Lake Area New Tech Early College High School <5%

McDonogh #35 College Preparatory School 5.9%

KIPP Renaissance High School 8.0%

Lord Beaconsfield Landry-Oliver Perry Walker High 10.4%

Miller-McCoy Academy for Mathematics and Business 12.5%

Joseph S. Clark Preparatory High School 13.0%

Cohen College Prep 15.6%

Sci Academy 15.8%

Algiers Technology Academy 19.0%

The NET Charter High School 23.7%

Crescent Leadership Academy 27.3%

ReNEW Accelerated High School West Bank Campus 53.8%

ReNEW Accelerated High School City Park Campus 59.0%



FAFSAforNOLA
For more information about public education in the New Orleans area and ways the 
community can be involved to support its advancement, visit the Cowen Institute’s 
website at: http://www.coweninstitute.org

Th is report was made possible by the generous support of the Gould Family Foundation.


