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Results in Brief
What We Did
The objective of our review was to evaluate the Department of Education’s
(Department) plans and processes to ensure Teacher Education Assistance for College
and Higher Education (TEACH) grantees receive full-time credit toward their service
obligations for part-time and temporarily interrupted service due to Coronavirus Disease
2019 (COVID-19). We reviewed documentation provided by Federal Student Aid (FSA)
and its servicer to obtain an understanding of plans, processes, and procedures related
to Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES Act) flexibilities for TEACH
Grant recipients and held discussions with FSA officials involved with the oversight of
the TEACH Grant program. We also reviewed data related to TEACH Grant recipients
who submitted certification forms between March 1, 2020, and April 14, 2021, weekly
reports provided by the TEACH Grant servicer, and a judgmental sample of recipient
certification forms.

What We Found
We found weaknesses in FSA’s development and implementation of plans and processes
to ensure TEACH grantees receive full-time credit towards their service obligations for
part-time or temporarily interrupted service due to COVID-19. FSA established a process
that relied solely on whether a recipient’s employment end date 1 fell within a specified
period to determine applicability of CARES Act flexibilities, with no additional
documentation required, and that applied only to academic year 2019–2020. We also
found weaknesses in FSA’s communications with recipients and with the identification
and reprocessing 2 of recipients eligible for CARES Act flexibilities. This included instances
where recipients that met the established criteria for reprocessing were not always
identified, recipients that were identified did not always meet the established criteria
for reprocessing, and it was not always clear if those identified for reprocessing
ultimately received credit towards their service obligation for the 2019–2020 academic
year.

1

This refers to the date a recipient stops teaching for a particular academic year.

“Reprocessing” refers to the servicer’s identification and reevaluation of certifications that were
initially denied because they were submitted and processed prior to the implementation of the contract
modification that provided for the granting of CARES Act flexibilities but would have otherwise been
approved based on the eligibility guidelines for those flexibilities.
2
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Additionally, we found that FSA did not effectively develop or oversee the
implementation of the TEACH Grant servicer contract modification. We noted that the
contract modification provided minimal direction and guidance to the servicer in
implementing CARES Act flexibilities, updated guidance was not timely approved or
finalized by FSA, and sampling performed by FSA, as referenced in the modification to
ensure that certifications were being appropriately processed by the servicer, was
limited.

What We Recommend
We recommend that the Chief Operating Officer for FSA ensure potentially impacted
recipients are notified that they may be eligible for a full year of qualifying teaching
service if, during the 2019–2020 or 2020–2021 school years, their service was
interrupted by the pandemic, including sending communications to potentially impacted
recipients and posting more detailed information on customer-facing web pages; ensure
TEACH Grant servicer guides are updated to include applicable processes for recipients
that are eligible for CARES Act flexibilities and ensure that FSA’s sampling of the
population of recipients potentially impacted by COVID-19 includes recipients that may
have been denied credit because their end date did not fall within the specified time
period, as well as those that had the specified end date but had a start date that did not
fall within FSA’s presumptions about when most school years begin.

FSA Comments and OIG Response
We provided a draft of this report to FSA for comment. We summarize FSA’s comments
at the end of the finding and provide the full text of the comments at the end of the
report (see FSA Comments).
FSA agreed with the finding and stated that although it was highly effective in ensuring
eligible TEACH Grant recipients impacted by the pandemic received CARES Act
flexibilities, FSA acknowledged that this was an unprecedented challenge for the TEACH
Grant program and that lessons learned have been identified and used for better
borrower experiences.
FSA agreed with Recommendations 1.1 and 1.2. FSA stated that it has already sent
additional communications to TEACH Grant recipients that have separated from school
advising them of available CARES Act flexibilities. It also stated that it is committed to
completing updates to applicable written guidance in early 2022. FSA disagreed with
Recommendation 1.3. Specifically, FSA stated that it has implemented robust sampling
of the population of TEACH Grant recipients potentially impacted by COVID-19 and that
the sampling was more than adequate. FSA stated that it will continue to review and, as
appropriate, sample the TEACH Grant servicer’s weekly reports to ensure TEACH Grant
recipients continue to receive CARES Act benefits for the 2020–2021 academic year.
U.S. Department of Education
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We disagree with FSA’s statement that its sampling was robust and more than
adequate, as its sampling was limited to only one report since the contract modification
was implemented and did not include recipients with employment end dates outside of
the specified time period or recipients who were not initially denied credit. Therefore,
we did not make any changes to the finding or recommendations.
FSA’s proposed corrective actions are not fully responsive to our recommendations.
Specifically, the corrective action for Recommendation 1.1 does not address the part of
the recommendation pertaining to updating customer-facing web pages. While FSA did
not specifically propose a corrective action related to Recommendation 1.3, the
planned action noted by FSA does not indicate that it will address all potentially
impacted academic years or recipients, to include those with employment end dates
outside of the specified time period or those who were not initially denied credit. FSA’s
proposed corrective action for Recommendation 1.2, if implemented as described, is
responsive to our recommendation.
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Introduction
The Teacher Education Assistance for College and Higher Education (TEACH) Grant
program provides grants of up to $4,000 a year to students who agree to serve as
full-time teachers in a high-need field in a public or private elementary school,
secondary school, or educational service agency that serves students from low-income
families. They must teach full-time for at least 4 academic years 3 within 8 years of
completing a program of study, otherwise known as the service obligation period,
regardless of how many TEACH Grants were received. If the recipient fails to meet the
service obligation requirements, the Department of Education (Department) converts
the total amount of TEACH Grant funds received to a Federal Direct Unsubsidized Loan.
Federal Student Aid (FSA) administers the TEACH Grant program and, through a
designated student loan servicer (FedLoan Servicing), 4 monitors the progress of grant
recipients in fulfilling their service obligations.
In fiscal year 2020, the Department disbursed more than 25,000 grants totaling
$78.1 million under the TEACH Grant program. According to FSA, there were
93,925 recipients in their service obligation period during fiscal year 2020.
To receive credit towards their service obligation, recipients must submit a TEACH grant
certification form to the TEACH Grant servicer after completing each of their 4 years of
required teaching. The form must be certified by the Chief Administrative Officer of the
school or educational service agency where the recipient taught and must confirm the
following for each academic year:
•

The recipient taught as a full-time highly qualified teacher;

•

The recipient taught in a low-income elementary school, secondary school, or
educational service agency; and

Under the TEACH Grant program, an academic year or its equivalent is defined as 1 complete
elementary or secondary school year, or 2 complete and consecutive half-years from different school
years (excluding summer sessions) that generally fall within a 12-month period. If a school or
educational service agency has a year-round program of instruction, a minimum of 9 months is
considered to be the equivalent of an academic year.
3

FedLoan Servicing is a branch of the Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency (PHEAA). PHEAA
conducts its student loan servicing operations for federally owned loans as FedLoan Servicing.

4
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•

More than half of the classes that the recipient taught during the academic year
were in a high-need field.

See Appendix B for an example of a blank certification form, to include related
definitions.
On March 27, 2020, the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES Act) 5
was enacted in response to the President’s declaration of a national emergency due to
Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19). Under Section 3519(a) of the CARES Act, during a
qualifying emergency, the Secretary may modify the categories of extenuating
circumstances under which a recipient who is unable to fulfill all or a part of their
service obligation may be excused from fulfilling that portion of the TEACH Grant service
obligation; and shall consider teaching service that, as a result of a qualifying
emergency, is part-time or temporarily interrupted, to be full-time service and to fulfill
the TEACH Grant service obligations. FSA’s implementation of the flexibilities provided
under Section 3519(a) of the CARES Act included the issuance of a modification to its
contract with the TEACH Grant servicer, incorporating Change Request 5592 (TEACH
Grant CARES Act Servicing Requirements), effective September 9, 2020.

5

Public Law No. 116-136.
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Finding. Improvements Are Needed in FSA’s
Implementation of TEACH Grant CARES Act
Flexibilities
Our evaluation of the Department’s plans and processes to ensure TEACH grantees
receive full-time credit toward their service obligations for part-time and temporarily
interrupted service due to COVID-19 found opportunities for improvement. We
identified weaknesses in FSA’s plans for implementing TEACH Grant CARES Act
flexibilities. This may have resulted in inappropriate denials of CARES Act flexibilities to
some eligible recipients, placed the responsibility on denied recipients to initiate
decision appeals, and may have provided CARES Act flexibilities to recipients who may
not have been entitled to those benefits. We also found weaknesses in the
implementation of the processes associated with a related contract modification that
may have negatively impacted recipients because of inadequate communication and
insufficient processes to identify and revaluate denials that were made prior to
implementation of the modification. Finally, we identified weaknesses in FSA’s
development and oversight of the contact modification that impacted FSA’s assurance
that the servicer implemented appropriate procedures and properly approves or rejects
certifications of recipients impacted by COVID-19.

Weaknesses in FSA’s Plans for Implementing TEACH Grant
CARES Act Flexibilities
We found that FSA’s plans for implementing TEACH Grant CARES Act flexibilities relied
on accepting a recipient’s employment as full time, and therefore eligible for CARES Act
flexibilities, if their employment end date fell on or between March 1, 2020, and
April 30, 2020, without any additional information being required, which may have
resulted in inappropriate denials of CARES Act flexibilities to some eligible recipients.
These plans applied only to academic year 2019–2020, even though there was nothing
to indicate that the pandemic would end after that year and that CARES Act flexibilities
would no longer apply. In addition, FSA’s plans did not consider whether recipients were
on track to complete a full year of service before their service was interrupted due to
COVID-19, which may have provided benefits to recipients who were not entitled to
them. See recommendation 1.1 on page 19 pertaining to improvements in
communication of CARES Act flexibilities to potentially impacted recipients.

Reliance on Employment End Dates
FSA established recipient eligibility for CARES Act flexibilities using employment end
dates falling within a specific period. We found that reliance on employment end dates
to determine eligibility created the possibility of eligible recipients not receiving CARES
Act flexibilities that they were entitled to. This in turn placed additional responsibility on
U.S. Department of Education
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recipients if they believed they were inappropriately denied CARES Act flexibilities. We
identified a limited number of recipients that were incorrectly denied credit toward
their service obligation under these processing procedures and noted others could also
be negatively impacted.
As noted in its contract modification with the TEACH Grant servicer, FSA established
eligibility for CARES Act flexibilities based on recipients with less than full time or less
than a full year of teaching service having an end date of employment on or between
March 1, 2020, and April 30, 2020. The Supervisory Management and Program Analyst
for the Extended Workforce Management and Training group, who is FSA’s TEACH Grant
subject matter expert, stated that once Change Request 5592 was implemented, 6
recipients meeting the noted end dates would automatically receive credit for a full year
of teaching service for the 2019–2020 academic year if their certification form was
otherwise complete. (See Appendix B for an example of a blank certification form, to
include related definitions.)
The servicer’s TEACH Grant Recipient Certification Processing Guide (Processing Guide), 7
states that if a certification form indicates that a recipient did not teach full time or did
not complete a full academic year, as indicated by the Chief Administrative Officer
checking the box on the form indicating less than a full academic year, then the form
would be accepted and applicable credit given if the employment end date fell on or
between March 1, 2020, and April 30, 2020. If the end date on the form did not fall
within those parameters, the form was to be rejected and no credit would be given. The
servicer’s Inbound and Outbound Calls Guide, 8 a guide for customer service
representatives on responding to phone calls for the TEACH Grant program, was
similarly updated to advise recipients calling with questions regarding certifications for
academic year 2019-2020 that credit would be applied to their account if their end date
of employment fell on or between March 1, 2020, and April 30, 2020.

We noted some discrepancies regarding the implementation date of Change Request 5592. See
discussion under “Weaknesses in Contract Modification Development and Oversight.”

6

While the Processing Guide is not dated, it includes a table documenting the various versions of the
document and includes information such as what changes were made and when. Updates related to
Change Request 5592 and the CARES Act were made on January 12, 2021, and published on
January 19, 2021.

7

While the Inbound and Outbound Calls Guide is not dated, it includes a table documenting the various
versions of the document and includes information such as what changes were made and when.
Updates related to the CARES Act were made on January 12, 2021, and published on January 19, 2021.

8
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As a result, a recipient with an end date falling after April 30, 2020, that was working
only part-time or did not complete a full academic year would have been rejected even
though CARES Act flexibilities may have applied. This may have resulted in inappropriate
denials of CARES Act flexibilities to some eligible recipients and placed the responsibility
on denied recipients to initiate decision appeals. Additionally, there is a risk that the
Department could incorrectly determine that recipients entitled to the credit have run
out of time to complete their 4 years of service within the 8-year service obligation
period and convert their TEACH Grants to loans.
When asked why FSA specified end dates falling on or between March 1, 2020, and
April 30, 2020, for eligibility for CARES Act flexibilities, the TEACH Grant subject matter
expert stated that March 2020 was approximately when COVID-19 hit. The TEACH Grant
subject matter expert explained that the expectation was that traditional employment
start dates in August or September 2019 would be unchanged or not impacted, but
employment end dates in March or April 2020 would be a flag that a teacher’s year of
service ended prematurely due likely to a disruption caused by the pandemic. The
TEACH Grant subject matter expert stated that employment end dates in May or June
would generally be an indication that the teacher completed a full year of service
without any disruption due to the pandemic. The TEACH Grant subject matter expert
stated that while this may seem like a liberal granting of the benefit, it seemed like the
way to target the most eligible recipients.
We asked FSA for a list of TEACH Grant recipients who submitted certification forms
between March 1, 2020, and April 14, 2021, that were denied credit toward their
service obligation for academic year 2019–2020 solely for less than full-time service or
less than a full academic year of teaching. Of the 151 recipients on the list that were
denied credit for this reason, we identified 57 (38 percent) that had employment end
dates in May or June, despite FSA’s presumption that employment end dates in May or
June would generally be indicative of a teacher completing a full year of service.
We reviewed the certification forms for 4 of these 57 individuals and noted that the
employment start dates would also be indicative of what FSA considers normal start
dates. However, because the Chief Administrative Officer checked the box indicating
that the time taught was less than a full academic year and the employment end dates
did not fall within FSA’s established parameters, the certification forms were denied,
even though they may have been otherwise eligible. Additionally, we noted that the
TEACH Grant servicer identified approximately 35,000 recipients that did not yet have
teaching service credit for the 2019–2020 academic year but who may have been
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impacted by COVID-19 disruptions. 9 This could result in additional denials of CARES Act
flexibilities to some eligible recipients if their employment end dates are not within the
specified period.

Additional Information from Recipients was Generally Not
Required
FSA did not revise its certification process to collect additional information that could
have helped ensure eligible recipients received CARES Act flexibilities. We found that
FSA did not revise the certification form to capture information specific to COVID-19
interruptions, such as part-time employment or temporarily interrupted teaching
service. Recipients did not need to provide additional documentation (for example,
documentation from their Chief Administrative Officer or a self-certifying letter
indicating the circumstances of their teaching service disruption) to receive the CARES
Act benefit as long as their employment end date was on or between March 1, 2020,
and April 30, 2020.
While the form includes a box for the Chief Administrative Officer to check if the
recipient taught for less than a full academic year, it does not provide for an explanation
related to why the recipient did not teach for the full academic year. It also has no place
for a recipient to record teaching for less than full time since the TEACH Grant program
normally requires recipients to teach full time. This would seemingly make it difficult to
discern if someone was in fact eligible for the CARES Act flexibility based on
interruptions specific to COVID-19, to include related part time employment.
When asked why the certification form was not updated to capture CARES Act flexibility
related information, the TEACH Grant subject matter expert stated that updating the
certification form would have been a significant undertaking, and likely would have
significantly delayed implementation if such an effort was approved. An updated
certification form would have to go through multiple levels of internal review and then
be submitted for review and approval by the Office of Management and Budget. As a
result, FSA decided not to update the certification form and to use only the defined
employment end date period and the assumption that end dates within that period
were likely attributable to COVID-19 interruptions.

This includes anyone who does not yet have teaching service for the 2019–2020 academic year and is
in their service obligation period, including recipients that previously submitted a certification form that
was denied, have not yet submitted a certification form, or whose form was submitted but not yet
processed.
9
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We noted that the TEACH Grant CARES Act Servicing Frequently Asked Questions
(Servicer FAQs), 10 a document developed by the servicer for its staff consisting of
questions they may encounter from recipients calling about TEACH Grant CARES Act
relief, states that if a recipient’s school closed on or between March 1, 2020, and
April 30, 2020, they do not need to provide documentation that their service was
interrupted due to COVID-19. The Servicer FAQs also state that if a recipient’s school
closed outside of the March 1, 2020, to April 30, 2020, period and they wish to be
eligible for CARES Act relief, they must submit a certification form to be evaluated, and
should also include documentation from their Chief Administrative Officer or a
self-certifying letter indicating the circumstances of their teaching service disruption.
The TEACH Grant subject matter expert stated that if a recipient believes that their year
of service was denied inappropriately, as may be the case if their employment end date
fell outside of the March 1, 2020, to April 30, 2020, window, there are mechanisms in
place for the recipient to appeal the decision and still receive credit. However, the
TEACH Grant subject matter expert noted it is incumbent on the recipient to reach out
to the servicer indicating they were adversely impacted by the pandemic.

Plans Did Not Consider Recipient’s Employment Start Dates
FSA did not consider employment start dates in establishing recipient eligibility for
CARES Act flexibilities. We found employment start dates were not part of the related
contract modification or updated guidance. As a result, recipients could receive service
credit for academic year 2019–2020 even if they were not on track to complete a full
academic year of service before the pandemic. We identified instances where recipients
may have received CARES Act flexibilities that they were not entitled to and noted
others could be treated similarly under the established procedures. The TEACH Grant
subject matter expert confirmed that there was no employment start date requirement
to be eligible for CARES Act flexibilities and noted that in general, if the Chief
Administrative Officer certifies that the recipient taught full-time, FSA does not question
it, regardless of how long the recipient worked.
We reviewed the list of TEACH Grant recipients who submitted a certification between
March 1, 2020, and April 14, 2021, for the 2019–2020 academic year, reported an
employment end date on or between March 1, 2020, and April 30, 2020, and received
credit towards their service obligation for the 2019–2020 academic year. We identified
491 individuals with employment end dates on or between March 1, 2020, and April 30,
2020, that received credit towards their service obligation, indicating that their service

According to the TEACH Grant subject matter expert, the Servicer FAQs were approved by FSA on
January 12, 2021.
10

U.S. Department of Education
Office of Inspector General
ED-OIG/I20DC0024

10

was likely approved under CARES Act flexibilities. 11 To determine if these recipients
were likely not on track to complete a full academic year of service before the
pandemic, we reviewed this list for recipients with a noted employment start date on or
after October 1, 2019. 12 We found 107 individuals with employment start dates falling
on or after October 1, 2019, indicating that these recipients were not likely to be on
track to complete a full academic year before the pandemic. This included one
individual with employment dates from March 2, 2020, to April 15, 2020, and another
with employment dates from April 2, 2020, to April 27, 2020, both of which received
credit towards their service obligation for the 2019–2020 academic year. As noted
previously, the TEACH Grant servicer identified approximately 35,000 recipients that did
not yet have teaching service credit for the 2019–2020 academic year but who may
have been impacted by COVID-19 disruptions. This could result in additional approvals
of CARES Act flexibilities for some recipients who were not already on track to complete
a full academic year prior to the pandemic.

Plans Did Not Account For Additional Academic Years
FSA’s plans only applied to academic year 2019–2020 and did not account for additional
academic years despite the pandemic continuing past the 2019–2020 academic year. By
establishing a process that does not account for additional years beyond 2019–2020,
some eligible recipients may be inappropriately denied. This places an undue burden on
recipients to initiate decision appeals if they wish to receive credit under the CARES Act.
When asked about CARES Act flexibilities for the 2020–2021 academic year, the TEACH
Grant subject matter expert stated that they have not instituted a similar process for the
2020–2021 academic year. FSA interpreted the flexibilities in the CARES Act at the time
it was passed to apply only to the 2019–2020 academic year. However, under the CARES

FSA does not keep track of recipients that received credit specifically related to CARES Act flexibilities.
Based on the TEACH Grant subject matter expert indicating credit would be given to a recipient if their
end date of employment fell on or between March 1, 2020, and April 30, 2020, we assumed that a
recipient with an employment end date on or between March 1, 2020, and April 30, 2020, that received
credit towards their service obligation did so under the CARES Act.
11

FSA’s TEACH Grant subject matter expert indicated start dates traditionally fall in August or
September.
12
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Act, these flexibilities are to be available “during a qualifying emergency” 13 which
continued beyond the 2019–2020 academic year. The TEACH Grant subject matter
expert did note that if recipients are denied credit for academic year 2020–2021 solely
for not completing a full academic year of teaching, recipients can appeal the decision,
similar to the process for the 2019–2020 denials. Additionally, the TEACH Grant subject
matter expert stated that new regulations implemented on July 1, 2021, will allow
recipients to receive full-time credit for interrupted teaching service due to a pandemic
or for pandemic-related issues. 14
In written comments provided subsequent to the conclusion of our fieldwork, FSA
officials stated they had no indication that any of the issues highlighted in the Office of
Inspector General’s (OIG) findings were actually harming recipients, stating that no
grants had been converted to loans and that monitoring of various feedback channels,
such as customer complaints, incoming call trends, and correspondence from recipients,
social media, or key stakeholders, had not revealed any indicators of problems. While
our review did not specifically focus on these areas, we would note that it is likely too
early in the process to gauge the actual effect of the weaknesses noted as grants are
converted to loans when the recipient has run out of time to complete their service
obligation, which would not necessarily happen immediately since it is dependent on
where recipients are in their service obligation period. Additionally, our review noted
that approximately 20,000 recipients had submitted certification forms for processing
for the 2019–2020 academic year between March 1, 2020, and April 14, 2021, but that

Section 3502 of the CARES Act defines “qualifying emergency” as “a public health emergency related
to the coronavirus declared by the Secretary of Health and Human Services pursuant to section 319 of
the Public Health Service Act (42 United States Code 247d); an event related to the coronavirus for
which the President declared a major disaster or an emergency under section 401 or 501, respectively,
of the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act (42 United States Code 5170 and
5191); or a national emergency related to the coronavirus declared by the President under section 201
of the National Emergencies Act (50 United States Code 1601 et seq.).”
13

According to 34 Code of Federal Regulations Section 686.40(b), “[f]or purposes of completing the
service obligation, the elementary or secondary academic year may be counted as one of the grant
recipient's four complete elementary or secondary academic years if the grant recipient completes at
least one-half of the elementary or secondary academic year and the grant recipient's school employer
considers the grant recipient to have fulfilled his or her contract requirements for the elementary or
secondary academic year for the purposes of salary increases, tenure, and retirement if the grant
recipient is unable to complete an elementary or secondary academic year due to … (3) Residing in or
being employed in a federally declared major disaster area as defined in the Robert T. Stafford Disaster
Relief and Emergency Assistance Act (42 United States Code 5122(2)).”
14
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the TEACH Grant servicer had identified an additional 35,000 recipients that did not yet
have teaching service credit for 2019–2020, that may be eligible for CARES Act
flexibilities, indicating that a large number of recipients may still be awaiting processing.
We would also note that there would be no harm to a recipient that received credit
erroneously and therefore no related complaints.

Weaknesses in FSA’s Implementation of CARES Act-Related
Processes
We found weaknesses in the implementation of the processes outlined in the contract
modification related to TEACH Grant CARES Act flexibilities. The contract modification
included several CARES Act-related actions that the TEACH Grant servicer was to
perform:
•

Publish language on customer-facing web pages advising recipients that they
may be eligible to be credited for a full year of qualifying service if their ability
to complete the service is impacted by the pandemic.

•

Provide a report identifying the population of TEACH Grant recipients whose
certification of eligible teaching service may be impacted by COVID-19
disruptions. The identified population of recipients will receive communications
regarding benefits or relief they may be entitled to.

•

Track aid recipients and reviews of their certification forms by categories of
CARES Act-related approvals and denials and report weekly.

•

Reprocess (identify and evaluate) TEACH Grant certification forms for recipients
who were previously denied, but otherwise may be approved based on the
guidelines for eligible relief or benefits.

We found that minimal information was disseminated to recipients regarding CARES Act
flexibilities either through customer-facing web pages or email. Without adequate
communication and information, recipients may not be aware of CARES Act flexibilities
available to them and the processes to follow to request the flexibilities. In addition, we
found that recipients identified by the servicer did not always meet the established
criteria for reprocessing based on CARES Act flexibilities, the servicer did not always
identify recipients that did meet the established criteria for reprocessing based on
CARES Act flexibilities, and it was not always clear if those identified by the servicer
ultimately received credit towards their service obligation for the 2019–2020 academic
year. This may have resulted in some recipients receiving CARES Act flexibilities they
were not entitled to while others that should have received CARES Act flexibilities may
not have. See recommendations 1.1 and 1.2 on pages 19 and 20 pertaining to
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improvements in communication of CARES Act flexibilities to potentially impacted
recipients and related updates to documented servicer processes.

Inadequate Communication of CARES Act Flexibilities
We found that minimal information was disseminated to recipients regarding CARES Act
flexibilities on customer-facing web pages. While we did find that a banner was placed
on the TEACH Grant servicer website alerting recipients that if their service was
interrupted by the COVID-19 emergency their employment will still count as a full year
of qualifying teaching service, no further information was provided anywhere else on
the website to explain what that meant. In addition, even though we were provided
with the Servicer FAQs, we found that the servicer did not update frequently asked
questions posted on its customer-facing website to include additional information or
details such as how to obtain the full-time credit under the CARES Act or what recipients
should do if they felt they were inappropriately denied credit under the CARES Act. This
is even more concerning considering that we found that while FSA posted guidance on
its website on May 15, 2020, to state that a TEACH Grant recipient who was performing
qualifying service that was interrupted due to COVID-19 will receive credit for a full year
of his or her service obligation, it also did not provide details on what a recipient needed
to do to receive credit, if anything, nor did it refer recipients to the TEACH Grant servicer
website for additional information.
We noted that the communication that FSA indicated was sent to recipients identified
without credit in the 2019–2020 academic year, but who may have been impacted by
COVID-19 disruptions, contained essentially the same general language included on the
TEACH Grant servicer website banner and provided a phone number to call if credit had
not yet been received. No details were provided, such as those provided in the Servicer
FAQs, that would have been more informative. FSA stated that the actual emails sent to
individual recipients were not maintained, so we were only able to view a template of
the email and a partial listing of the students who FSA told us received the
communication. 15 We were unable to confirm if or when the emails were actually sent
to those recipients although we were told they were sent over a 4-week period
beginning April 22, 2021, and ending May 13, 2021. Without adequate communication
and information, recipients may not be aware of CARES Act flexibilities available to them
and the processes to follow to request the flexibilities.
In written comments provided after our fieldwork, FSA officials stated that additional
communications are scheduled to remind recipients to submit teacher certifications in

The communications were sent as part of an email campaign completed over 4 weeks to
approximately 35,000 individuals. We received a listing of the population for 1 of the 4 weeks.
15
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October 2021 and that these communications will include a reminder that if their
teaching service was disrupted by the pandemic, then they should reach out to a call
center representative to discuss potential eligibility for teaching service credit for the
2019–2020 academic year. We would note that this planned communication still does
not appear to include any detailed information, similar to the previous communications
referenced above.

Inadequate Identification and Reprocessing of TEACH Grant
Recipients Eligible for CARES Act Flexibilities
We identified weaknesses in the servicer’s identification and reprocessing of TEACH
Grant recipients eligible for CARES Act flexibilities. We found that the servicer did not
always identify recipients that met the established criteria for reprocessing based on
CARES Act flexibilities, those recipients identified by the servicer did not always meet
the established criteria for reprocessing based on CARES Act flexibilities, and it was not
always clear if those recipients identified by the servicer for reprocessing ultimately
received credit towards their service obligation for the 2019–2020 academic year. As a
result, some recipients may receive CARES Act flexibilities they are not entitled to while
others that should receive the flexibilities may not.
The servicer was required to provide FSA with weekly reports to track certification
reviews and categories of CARES Act-related approvals and denials. 16 Based on our
review of weekly reports and discussions with the TEACH Grant subject matter expert,
recipients eligible for CARES Act flexibilities who were denied before the contract
modification was implemented were tracked on a list of “Denials Approvable.” 17
According to the TEACH Grant subject matter expert, these recipients’ certifications
were initially denied and subsequently identified by the servicer as eligible for CARES
Act flexibilities.
To verify whether the servicer appropriately identified recipients that would be eligible
for reprocessing based on CARES Act flexibilities, we reviewed a cumulative list of
27 recipients identified by the servicer as “Denials Approvable” as of the week ending
October 16, 2020. We determined that 7 out of the 27 recipients identified by the
servicer were appropriately classified as “Denials Approvable” and therefore eligible for

These reports only captured recipients with employment end dates between March 1, 2020, and
April 30, 2020.
16

“Denials Approvable” consists of recipients who were denied for “Employment—Less Than Full Time”
or "Employment—Less Than Complete Academic Year,” and whose forms are otherwise approvable
without any further recipient action.
17
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credit under CARES Act flexibilities. We found that 20 of the 27 recipients should not
have been classified as “Denials Approvable” based on their denial reason or codes. Six
of the 20 recipients had denial reasons or codes that would make them “Denials Not
Approvable,” 18 and therefore not approvable without recipient action; 14 had denial
reasons or codes that would make them ineligible for credit towards their service
obligation. 19
To determine whether recipients identified for reprocessing on the weekly reports
actually received credit towards their service obligation, we reviewed the same
cumulative list of 27 recipients identified by the servicer as “Denials Approvable” as of
the week ending October 16, 2020. The TEACH Grant subject matter expert stated that
certifications for all 27 recipients have since been approved by the servicer and credit
was granted. This included one recipient that was initially overlooked and subsequently
granted credit after the error was noted while pulling this data for our review in
April 2021. Based on our review of the servicer’s data as of April 14, 2021, we were able
to identify only 5 of the 27 individuals as having received credit towards their service
obligation, 4 of whom were included in the 20 recipients above that we determined
should not have been approvable based on their initial denial reasons or codes.
We noted an additional six recipients that were identified as “Denials Approvable” as of
March 19, 2021. When asked why the six recipients were identified as “Denials
Approvable” several months after the servicer had approval to implement the processes
described under the contract modification, the TEACH Grant subject matter expert said
they were not sure and would need to check with the servicer. According to
correspondence between FSA and the servicer, the six forms needed to be reprocessed
after the weekly report logic was adjusted to ensure they were only capturing the denial
reason(s) associated with the most recent certification processing decision. The TEACH

“Denials Not Approvable” consists of recipients who were denied for “Employment—Less Than Full
Time” or "Employment—Less Than Complete Academic Year,” that are not otherwise approvable
without recipient action. Recipients would need to resubmit their certification form to correct the denial
reasons. Examples of these types of denial reasons include missing Chief Administrative Officer or
recipient signature, employment start or end date, school or educational service agency name, or
subject area; or the form is damaged, illegible, or missing page(s).
18

Forms that are denied for these reasons would not be able to be approved and would be considered
ineligible. Recipients would not be able to resubmit their certification form to correct any of these denial
reasons unless their ineligible status has changed. Examples of these types of denial reasons include
“School/Educational Service Agency—Not on Teacher Cancellation Low Income Directory,” “Subject
Area—Ineligible as High Need,” and “Enrollment Status—Still Enrolled Recipient.”

19
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Grant subject matter expert stated that certifications for these recipients have since
been approved or reprocessed.

Weaknesses in Contract Modification Development and
Oversight
We found that FSA did not effectively develop or oversee the implementation of the
TEACH Grant servicer contract modification. We noted that the contract modification
provided minimal direction and guidance to the servicer in implementing CARES Act
flexibilities. In addition, we found that updated guidance was not timely approved or
finalized by FSA and that sampling performed by FSA to ensure that certifications are
being appropriately processed by the servicer was limited. By not developing more
detailed requirements and not timely approving updated guidance, FSA lacks assurance
that the servicer’s processes were adequate and were timely implemented. In addition,
by limiting its sampling, FSA is hindering its ability to identify and correct issues. See
recommendations 1.2 and 1.3 on pages 19 and 20 pertaining to updates to documented
servicer processes and verification that CARES Act flexibilities were granted
appropriately.

Lack of Guidance and Timely Approvals
The contract modification consisted of seven requirements that the TEACH Grant
servicer was to carry out because of the CARES Act. 20 Upon our review of the contract
modification, we found that the requirements were vague and subject to interpretation,
and little guidance or detail was provided to the servicer in terms of how they were to
be carried out. We noted that there was no requirement for the servicer to document
new processes, such as the reprocessing of recipient certification forms, and that FSA
did not timely approve updates to existing guidance or procedures, which resulted in
some discrepancies regarding the implementation date of the contract modification’s
requirements.
The effective date of the contract modification was September 9, 2020. We found that
the servicer began providing weekly reports and proposed updates to guidance and
procedures as required by the contract modification in October 2020. However, based
on the weekly reports, we noted that the servicer did not start reprocessing recipients

Four of these requirements were previously noted starting on page 13 and included requirements
related to the publication and communication of CARES Act flexibilities and the identification, tracking,
and reprocessing of aid recipients. The remaining three requirements involved updating call scripts and
job aids, and reviewing, providing feedback on, and creating and implementing all approved
FSA-generated correspondence related to the CARES Act.
20
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that were initially denied but eligible for CARES Act flexibilities until January 2021. In
addition, the TEACH Grant subject matter expert stated that the proposed updates to
guidance and procedures were not approved by FSA until January 2021, and that the
servicer was working with draft versions until then with the expectation that the
documents would be approved with only minor changes or revisions.
When asked why there was a delay in the approval of the updated guidance and
procedures, the TEACH Grant subject matter expert stated that there were more
significant CARES Act-related issues that took priority. Specifically, the TEACH Grant
subject matter expert noted that there were other CARES Act flexibilities being
implemented that they recognized demanded greater immediacy than the TEACH Grant
program since they could apply the benefits for the TEACH Grant program retroactively
at a later date without any hardship to recipients. Limited personnel and resources were
also cited as reasons for the delay. By not timely approving updated guidance and
procedures, FSA lacks assurance that the appropriate procedures were being
implemented by the servicer.

Limited Recipient Sampling
As part of the contract modification, the servicer was to provide a population of TEACH
Grant recipients who may be impacted by COVID-19 that would then be used by FSA for
sampling to ensure accuracy and alignment with CARES Act-related eligibility for
benefits or relief. The TEACH Grant subject matter expert noted that this could consist
of FSA selecting a random sample of the 35,000 accounts previously referenced that
received email communications and ascertaining whether the emails were actually sent,
whether the recipients sent in the certification form and if so, whether it was properly
handled. The TEACH Grant subject matter expert noted that FSA could also select
random samples from the detailed weekly reporting to ensure that everyone received
the benefits they should have, and look into denials and whether they should have been
denied. However, the TEACH Grant subject matter expert stated that FSA has not yet
performed this sampling and was waiting until the end of the current academic year
(2020–2021) to do so. Regarding the lack of sampling, the TEACH Grant subject matter
expert noted that it was not clear how long the pandemic would last and added that
there may be additional groups of recipients that are adversely affected by the
pandemic during the 2020–2021 academic year.
In written comments provided subsequent to our fieldwork, FSA officials stated that
their Vendor Oversight Group did conduct a review related to TEACH Grant recipient
CARES Act flexibilities in March 2021. We reviewed a copy of the report, dated August
19, 2021, summarizing the findings of the review. As part of the review, the Vendor
Oversight Group sampled recipients from the March 12, 2021, weekly report. The
review examined all 27 reprocessed forms (“Denials Approvable”) noted on the report
U.S. Department of Education
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and 10 forms that were not eligible for reprocessing. 21 The Vendor Oversight Group’s
review found the servicer correctly approved 26 of the 27 reprocessed TEACH Grant
certification forms and credited each recipient with a year of teaching service. In
addition, the review found errors with 4 of the 10 TEACH Grant certification forms that
the servicer determined to be ineligible for reprocessing. As previously noted, we found
that only 5 of the 27 recipients were approved according to the servicer’s data as of
April 14, 2021, and 14 of the 27 recipients had denial reasons or codes that would make
them ineligible.
Since the review was limited to recipients identified on the servicer’s weekly report,
which only captures TEACH Grant recipients with employment end dates on or between
March 1, 2020, and April 30, 2020, and did not include any recipients on that report that
were not initially denied, FSA cannot ensure that the servicer is properly approving or
rejecting certifications of all recipients that may be impacted by COVID-19. In addition,
as of October 2021, FSA’s sampling has been limited to one weekly report several
months after the contract modification went into effect in September 2020, hindering
FSA’s ability to identify and correct any issues with the servicer’s processes sooner
rather than later.

Recommendations
We recommend that the Chief Operating Officer of FSA—
1.1 Ensure potentially impacted recipients are notified that they may be eligible for
a full year of qualifying teaching service if during the 2019–2020 or 2020–2021
school years their service was interrupted by the pandemic, including sending
communications to potentially impacted recipients and posting more detailed
information on customer-facing web pages to include
•

how recipients can receive credit under the CARES Act,

•

what recipients need to submit to receive credit under the CARES Act if their
school closed outside of the March 1, 2020, to April 30, 2020, window, and

•

what recipients can do if their certification form for the 2019–2020 or 2020–
2021 academic year was rejected or denied.

1.2 Ensure the servicer’s Processing Guide and Inbound and Outbound Calls Guide
are updated to include applicable processes to follow for recipients that are

These forms were randomly selected and consisted of forms denied by the servicer due to
uncorrectable issues in addition to the Chief Administrative Officer certifying the recipient’s qualifying
teaching service for less than a full academic year.
21
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eligible for CARES Act flexibilities consistent with the bulleted items noted in
Recommendation 1.1 above.
1.3 Ensure FSA conducts adequate sampling to verify that CARES Act flexibilities
were granted appropriately, to include recipients that may have been denied
credit because their end date did not fall within the specified window, recipients
that were initially denied but identified as eligible for CARES Act flexibilities
(“Denials Approvable”), and recipients that had the specified employment end
date but had an employment start date that did not meet FSA’s presumptions
regarding when most school years begin.

FSA Comments
FSA agreed with the finding and stated that although it was highly effective in ensuring
eligible TEACH Grant recipients impacted by the pandemic received CARES Act
flexibilities, FSA acknowledged that this was an unprecedented challenge for the TEACH
Grant program and that there are lessons learned that have been identified and used for
better borrower experiences. FSA also agreed with Recommendations 1.1 and 1.2. FSA
stated that for Recommendation 1.1, additional communications have been sent to all
TEACH Grant recipients who have separated from school and who may or may not still
be performing teaching service, explaining what those recipients need to do to maintain
their grant eligibility. FSA stated that for Recommendation 1.2, it is committed to having
the recommended updates completed in the first couple months of 2022.
FSA disagreed with Recommendation 1.3. FSA stated that it implemented a robust
sampling of the population prior to our review and believes that the sampling was more
than adequate. FSA stated it will continue to review and, as appropriate, sample the
TEACH Grant servicer’s weekly reports to ensure TEACH Grant recipients continue to
receive CARES Act benefits for the 2020–2021 academic year.

OIG Response
We disagree with FSA’s statement that its sampling was robust and more than
adequate. FSA’s sampling was limited to one report from March 2021, 6 months after
the contract modification was implemented, and did not include recipients with
employment end dates outside of the specified time period or recipients who were not
initially denied credit. FSA did not provide any additional evidence to indicate that any
further sampling had been performed. Therefore, we did not make any changes to the
finding or recommendations.
FSA’s proposed corrective actions are not fully responsive to our recommendations.
Specifically, the corrective action for Recommendation 1.1 does not address the part of
the recommendation pertaining to posting more detailed information on its customer-
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facing web pages. While FSA did not specifically propose a corrective action related to
Recommendation 1.3, the planned action noted by FSA does not indicate that it will
address all potentially impacted academic years or recipients, to include those with
employment end dates outside of the specified time period or recipients who were not
initially denied credit. FSA’s proposed corrective action for Recommendation 1.2, if
implemented as described, is responsive to our recommendation.
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Other Matter. Issues Identified with Data
Provided by FSA and TEACH Grant Servicer
As noted above, we requested a listing of TEACH Grant recipients who submitted
certification forms between March 1, 2020, and April 14, 2021, and the servicer’s
related recipient data. 22 During our review of this data, we noted issues that questioned
its reliability. This included recipients that appeared to have their certification forms
approved despite their employment start date falling after their employment end date,
and recipients that appeared to have their certification forms approved despite their
employment dates applying to the 2021–2022 academic year, a future academic year.
Based on the logic checks performed, we judgmentally selected 15 certification forms to
obtain some insight into whether the anomalies noted were attributable to illogical data
on the forms themselves or data input errors by the servicer. (See Appendix A for
further discussion related to selection of certification forms.) We found six certification
forms where the employment start date on the form did not match the start date
provided in the recipient data and four certification forms where the employment end
date on the form did not match the end date provided in the servicer’s recipient data. 23
Additionally, we found that the total number of TEACH Grant recipients that submitted
an annual certification form between March 1, 2020, to April 14, 2021, and were denied
a certification solely for less than full-time service or for less than a full academic year of
teaching, per the data provided by FSA (151 recipients), did not equal the sum
(171 recipients) of the number of TEACH Grant recipients similarly denied between
March 1, 2020, and September 9, 2020,(57 recipients) and between September 10,
2020, and April 14, 2021, (114 recipients). 24 According to the TEACH Grant subject
matter expert, the discrepancy was due to 20 recipients submitting multiple certification
forms—one between March 1, 2020, and September 9, 2020, and another between
September 10, 2020, and April 14, 2021. However, we did not identify any individuals
that submitted a certification form in both periods.

22

We determined that 26,629 recipients submitted certification forms during this time period.

This accounts for scenarios where a date other than the start or end date of employment recorded
may be used. For example, the Processing Guide notes that if the employment end date is in the future
from the current date or after the Chief Administrative Officer signature date, use the Chief
Administrative Officer signature date as the employment end date.
23

We asked FSA to provide the data in a way to account for the effective date of Change Request 5592,
which was noted as September 9, 2020.
24
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We also identified data quality concerns regarding the weekly reports submitted to FSA
by the TEACH Grant servicer. We noted that recipient data included in the weekly
reports did not always match the recipient data submitted to us by FSA. Specifically, we
found instances where recipients had error codes listed in the weekly report that were
not always the same error codes found in the recipient data and vice versa, an instance
where the Document Control Number listed for a recipient on the weekly reports did
not match the Document Control Number listed for the same recipient in the recipient
data, and instances where individuals listed in the weekly reports were not listed at all
in the recipient data.
Despite these limitations, we believe the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis
for our findings and conclusions based on the review objectives. Specifically, the
limitations noted did not impact our ability to assess the Department’s plans and
processes to ensure TEACH grantees receive full-time credit toward their service
obligations for part-time or temporarily interrupted service due to COVID-19.

Suggestions
We suggest that FSA further review the anomalies in the recipient data and the weekly
reports noted above, as well as the discrepancy noted in the total number of recipients
denied solely for less than full-time service or for less than a full academic year of
teaching, taking needed corrective actions as warranted.

FSA Comments
FSA agreed with this issue and suggestion, noting that it previously completed a review
that resulted in improvements to the TEACH Grant servicer’s data reporting and that it
will continue to recommend that the TEACH Grant servicer implement stronger controls,
specifically around data quality assurance.

OIG Response
FSA’s proposed corrective action, if implemented as described, is responsive to our
suggestions.
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Appendix A. Scope and Methodology
To answer our objective, we reviewed laws, regulations, and guidance related to CARES
Act flexibilities for the TEACH Grant program. We also reviewed prior OIG, Government
Accountability Office and other Federal agencies’ reports related to our objective. We
obtained and examined the information presented in this report through interviews,
documentation requests, and data provided to us by FSA. Specifically, we
•

reviewed applicable documentation, to include
o

FSA’s contract modification with the TEACH Grant servicer incorporating
requirements the servicer was to carry out regarding CARES Act-related
flexibilities;

o

customer-facing web pages, updated procedures, guidance, and frequently
asked questions related to FSA’s processes for granting CARES Act
flexibilities; and

o

correspondence between Department staff and the TEACH Grant servicer
and between the TEACH Grant servicer and TEACH Grant recipients.

•

Interviewed relevant Department officials and the TEACH Grant subject matter
expert to gain an understanding of the Department’s plans, processes, and
procedures to ensure TEACH grantees receive full-time credit toward their
service obligation for part-time or temporarily interrupted service due to
COVID-19.

•

Performed data analysis of the population of TEACH Grant recipients that
submitted TEACH Grant certification forms between March 1, 2020, and
April 14, 2021, and weekly servicer reports used to track recipients to evaluate
the Department’s processes for granting TEACH Grant recipients CARES Act
flexibilities.

•

Reviewed a judgmental selection of certification forms submitted between
March 1, 2020, and April 14, 2021.

Sampling Methodology
From the listing provided by FSA, we identified a population of 26,629 TEACH grant
recipients that submitted a certification form from March 1, 2020, to April 14, 2021.
Based on logic checks we performed on the population recipient data provided from
FSA, we judgmentally selected 15 certification forms for further review of questionable
data identified:
•

Academic year listed appeared to be incorrect.
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•

Recipient employment dates that did not appear to be indicative of a complete
academic year but were approved. These included employment start dates later
than when academic years typically begin and employment end dates earlier
than when academic years typically end.

•

Recipient employment dates that appeared to be indicative of a complete
academic year but were not approved.

•

Employment start dates that were later than the employment end date but
were approved.

Since we selected these certifications judgmentally, results described in this report
related to these certifications may not be representative of the population and should
not be projected.

Use of Computer-Processed Data
We relied on computer-processed data obtained from FSA for the population of
recipients who submitted certification forms between March 1, 2020, and April 14,
2021, (population data). The population data consisted of information obtained from
recipients’ certification forms and the servicer’s review of the forms, and included data
such as academic year, employment start and end dates, and denial codes. We also
obtained weekly report data provided by the TEACH Grant servicer which identified
recipients based on categories related to CARES Act approvals and denials. The weekly
reports included data that was similar to the data included in the population data, such
as employment start and end dates and denial codes. We used this data to gain an
understanding of the Department’s processes for approving and denying TEACH Grant
certification forms under CARES Act flexibilities.
To assess the reliability of the data, we compared weekly report data against the
population data. We also compared information from our sample of certification forms
against weekly report data and population data. We identified several data quality
concerns, as noted in the Other Matter section of this report, including data that did not
match between the servicer’s weekly reports and the population data, and data not
matching between the sample of certification forms and population data.
Despite these limitations, we believe the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis
for our findings and conclusions based on the review objective. Specifically, the
limitations noted did not impact our ability to assess the Department’s plans and
processes to ensure TEACH grantees receive full-time credit toward their service
obligations for part-time or temporarily interrupted service due to COVID-19.
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Compliance with Standards
We prepared this report in alignment with OIG’s quality control standards and the
Council of Inspectors General for Integrity and Efficiency’s “Quality Standards for
Inspection and Evaluation.” Those standards require that we plan and perform the
inspection to obtain sufficient and appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis
for our findings and conclusions based on our objectives. We believe that the evidence
obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our
objectives.
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Appendix B. TEACH Grant Certification Form
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Appendix C. Acronyms and Abbreviations
CARES Act

Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act

COVID-19

Coronavirus Disease 2019

Department

U.S. Department of Education

FSA

Federal Student Aid

OIG

Office of Inspector General

PHEAA

Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency

Processing Guide

TEACH Grant Recipient Certification Processing Guide

Servicer FAQs

TEACH Grant CARES Act Servicing Frequently Asked Questions

TEACH

Teacher Education Assistance for College and Higher Education
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FSA Comments
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