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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by.

At this time all participants are in listen-only mode. During the Q&A, if you would like to answer question, you may press star 1 on your phone.


Today’s conference is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect at this time.


Now I would like to turn the call over to Greg Darnieder.


Mr. Darnieder...
Greg Darnieder:
Okay.

Coordinator:
...you may begin.

Greg Darnieder:
Thanks, (Denise). I appreciate that.


Good morning, everyone, from cloudy, almost rainy DC. I want to thank you for tuning in today. You’re in for a stimulating conversation that’s really been part of these calls since September when we started sharing some of the tools that the department - various components of the Department of Ed have been developing.

In September, we had a presentation on College Choice Tools. And in January, we had a presentation from FSA on the Financial Aid Toolkit. And this week, we are going to hear from Susan Thares in a few minutes around the gauging the use of social media and its positive impact for students and families.


So - but before we do that, just a couple of announcements. One is hopefully you were able to tune in last week when we had a presentation from the Long Beach Promise executive leaders. We were privileged to have Chris Steinhauser who’s superintendent of Long Beach Unified School District, Dr. Para who’s the interim president of Cal-State Long Beach, and Eli Oakley who’s the president of Long Beach Community College present on the promise. So if you missed that, I’d encourage you to go back and listen to that presentation.


Next week, we will be hearing the college application project that’s been unfolding over the last couple of years. And Melissa Caperton from ACE and Lisa King from the Michigan College Access Network will be talking about college application month, which is typically in November. And even though November is a ways off, it’s important to kind of lay the base for this in your communities across the country. So that’ll be next week.

A couple of things. In past calls, I’ve been asking for any of you that are doing college visits to the DC area in the next few weeks and happy to let you know that the First Lady will be joining with some of these groups in the next 10, 12 days or so. So be looking for further information on that. Some of you also responded around college signing days. And I’ve got a number of responses back about that. And the First Lady will be joining one of these events outside of the DC area. And we’ll be able to share with you a little bit more detail on that as it continues to develop.

But I wanted to mention these because during these calls, I do periodically ask for - or present opportunities for you to get back to me on and now that the First Lady is diving deeper and deeper into the world of College Access and the such.


If you do have topics for discussion, please do send those to me. We have a couple of presentations in development around the middle grades and the importance and relationship of the middle grades to college and career readiness. And we also have a series in development with our Office of Career, Technical and Adult Education, formerly our Office of Vocational and Adult Education on disconnected youth in foster care and homeless students and the such. So be looking for information on that.


Now in the announcement that we just sent out, a reminder yesterday and today, it contained an upcoming Webinar that the State of Colorado is going to hold a week from this Friday on April 11th. And this all related to our encouragement from the department and the state setting up and developing systems around confirmation by student name of high school seniors submitting their FAFSA form.

As some of you might know, the State of Colorado has actually been doing this for a couple of years. And so they are going to do a Webinar related to what they’ve been developing and want to make available to their colleagues across the country who are interested in building out their state systems.

So on the phone with us to make a very brief set of comments about this is Gully Stanford who’s the Director of Partnerships for College in Colorado just to hopefully whet your interest a little bit further about this upcoming Webinar.


Gully?

Gully Stanford:
Good morning. Thank you so much, Greg. Greatly appreciate the opportunity to come on the line very briefly.

In fact, I’m speaking here for someone I think many of you may know, Misti Ruthven who is now the recently appointed Director of the Office of Postsecondary Readiness at the Colorado Department of Education. So that’s an indication of how seriously career and college readiness is being taken by our state agencies.

Thanks to Greg and Misti and the College Access Challenge Grant we were one of the first out of the box on the FAFSA completion project. And we are very pleased how that has gone forward as a partnership between Higher Ed and the Department of Education.

So on Friday, the 11th of April at noon, Eastern Standard Time, we will have this Webinar to provide you with such things as a data history, the creation of our FAFSA portal, which we have --you can just Google it; it’s Higher Ed Colorado FAFSA portal -- our agreements that we developed with our districts -- and we’re ensuring that those agreements align with the latest requirements of the SAG agreement -- best practices, data fields and capabilities, secure portal access for districts to inform FAFSA completion by student, school district perspective, ways Colorado can help your state to get a boost in creating your own portal and how we can work with you.

Now I want to be clear that while this Webinar we will be sharing with you - the hope is that some of you will actually want to work with us. And there will be a nominal fee to work with us over the - in the out months and years.


So I just wanted full disclosure on that one. But we’re going to keep it nominal. And we think that it might be a great way for you to engage with the recent announcement from the Department of Education naming FAFSA completion as a national priority and of course the President and First Lady’s leadership in that area.

So I’m Gully Stanford. That’s G-U-L-L-Y and Stanford as in the school. Best way to contact me is gullystan -- so GULLY S-T-A-N -- @gmail.com or 303-349-5635. And we’ll get you out the full announcement of the Webinar details.

And again, thank you so much, Greg. Your leadership in this area, particularly for (unintelligible) states like the Centennial State is just inspiring and it’s just wonderful to be part of this network.

Greg Darnieder:
Thanks, Gully. Really appreciate it. And I appreciate the leadership that Colorado and you and Misti and others have - your lieutenant governor, Lieutenant Governor Garcia who provided in College Access. And some of you remember that these folks actually presented in one of our calls a few months back. So thanks again.

All right. So let’s move onto our presentation for the day. Again, Susan Thares is scheduled to lead at FSA. And she is going to lead us through the deck that everyone should have in front of them.


And so I’m going to turn this over to Susan. It’s all yours.
Susan Thares:
Good morning, everybody. My name is Susan Thares. And as Greg said, I am the Digital Engagement Lead at Federal Student Aid.


But as I was sitting here listening to the different things that go on, a couple of things struck me. And one is I started my career in Financial Aid at the University of South Dakota back in the early 80s. And as we think about all the great things that are happening now, I remember back then, you know, we were excited because, you know, we had calculators because we used a (unintelligible) calculator to figure out student’s financial aid packages and stuff. So we’ve come a very long way.


And to Greg’s points, I think a lot of the initiatives under, you know, Greg and this administration have really been around collaboration. And so I’m excited to share these types of things with you because it’s really going to take all of us to really get the messaging out there, and there are several different ways to do that.


And for (unintelligible) at Federal Student Aid, we worked on a project several years ago. And through government fashion, we laid out, you know, here’s other requirements, it needs to do, da-da-da-da-da. And we were fortunate enough to work with a contractor who looked at us and said, “Do you want to do that or do you want to be successful?” which kind of took us aback. So they asked us a very important. And the question was, how do you know what it is your customers want? Have you talked to them? Have you listened to them?

And so that was really a very important lesson. And I think we took that to heart. And as we started our journey in embracing social media at Federal Student Aid, we spent a lot of time upfront doing what we call customer listening. And it’s still a very important part of what we do today.


So before we even launched any social media properties, there are several tools that are out there. Some paid; some free. And you can even go to the different social media sites, Facebook, Twitter, whatever, and we would put in keywords around our business -- Federal Student Aid, FAFSA, FAFSA because just as many students spell it incorrectly as correctly, Student Loans, those types of things. And then these different tools will aggregate in real time what conversations are taking place around those topics.


And for us, it was important because we wanted to create contents that really address the information gaps or the confusion that were out there around Federal Student Aid, FAFSA and those types of things.

So it was then kind of a great journey for us. And so I’m excited to share some of the things with you today. And there will be an opportunity for questions at the end.


All right. So if you go to the first slide, you see a screenshot of StudentAid.gov homepage. One of the things that we realized several years ago was that we made it incredibly difficult for customers to figure out where to interact with us. We had 14 different student-facing web sites. None of them looked alike and have redundant information. And so Federal Student Aid has undertaken a significant effort and made huge progress in consolidating that information into one web site or one portal, if you would, for students. And it’s called StudentAid.gov.


So - and I’m not sure, Greg, you may or may not have had a presentation on this. And so this first part really has all of these front-end, as we refer to it, informational pieces that are out there. Down the road it will also incorporate some of the transactional pieces. Coming next will be students will be able to log on and go to NSLDS and look at their student loan information. And then eventually we’ll also include what we refer to as the backend pieces which are, you know, loan repayment.

And so on the StudentAid.gov homepage, you’ll see all kinds of information. So for us, we wanted students and families to choose their experience. So if they come to the web site, they can either go to the different sections in the web site and get information, or if you look down the lower right-hand corner, if they choose to maybe ask us a question on Twitter or watch a video on YouTube, look to see what we have on Facebook, they’re able to do so from the StudentAid.gov homepage.

Next slide, Page 3, this is our Facebook page. And it’s Facebook.com Federal Student Aid. “Proud Sponsor of the American Mind” is our tagline. Currently, I think we have about 268,000 or so fans, or I think now they were - we refer to them as “Likes” on our Facebook page. And not that Likes is really important but really the key thing for us here in all the things that we’re doing and especially in situations like this is that we are able to leverage you and everybody else who follows us on Facebook or Twitter, leverage that information, what really is the multiplier effect to be able to reach any students and families with good information as we can.

So on Slide 4, you’ll see some of the Facebook post examples that we have. And when we first started out on Facebook, it pretty much was all text-based things that we put out there. And as we go along, we are continually testing to see what type of content, how do we write that content and then also visual components to see what types of things resonate most with students and families.


And so for us, adding a lot of video and then also visuals to our posts has really upped our engagement factor. So for example, one of the (unintelligible) referring to, you know, time to repay your student loans. We have included an infographic, which is a visual representation of information. It could be an answer to a question or a process such as you’d see here represented in a visual format, which we have found is much more engaging and students are much more apt to look at something than they are to read pages and pages of texts around things that are sometimes kind of complicated.

And then on the right, we have incorporated a lot of photos that we’ve taken of different students that also convey the message that we’re trying to convey at that time.


So we have found these to be very engaging.

Now on Facebook - and there’ll be later slides for you guys to - where we will show you how to do this. The information that we put out on any of our social media channels, in the blogs that we write, you guys can take that information and use it. You can share these types of things. You can copy these things and use them as your own. They’re just really great resources, and the more the merrier.

If you go to Slide 5, now this is an example of our - this is what our Twitter page looks like, still focusing on the “Minds Can Achieve Anything” theme. Twitter was the first thing that we started before we really launched anything else. And we really wanted to capture when we first launch the window of time around FAFSA completion. And so that probably has been one of our more successful - it’s been around a little bit longer.


I think currently we have about a little over 61,000 followers. So we hope that you all will follow us as well. Share the information that we have.

So this is an example of what our Twitter page looks like. You go to Page - Slide 6.

Here are some examples of some of the things that we’ve put on Twitter. Twitter, as you know, is like a 140 characters. And it’s hard to convey a lot of information in that time frame. So most of our Facebook posts sent and our tweets as well will link back to other information that exists on Federal Student Aid web site. It could be a video. It could be an infographic.

In this example, this is talking about the Student Loan Repayment Estimator, the new tool that we have. So the Twitter post...
((Crosstalk))

Man:
Hello?

Susan Thares:
...will include shortened link, and then it takes them to information - the detailed information on, for example, StudentAid.gov.


So this is kind of the format that we use for a lot of the tweets and the Facebook posts that we put out there.

On Slide 7, as I’ve said, the more the merrier. It’s great when other people -- and we encourage you to do the same -- also promote the different things around FAFSA or student loan repayment that we have. We were fortunate and that the First Lady and (Arnie) were recently at T.C. Williams High School here in the DC area during event around FAFSA. And so for us, it was great then that the First Lady then also tweeted out information about FAFSA and completing the form and taking advantage of that opportunity to finance (unintelligible).

Slide 8, this is a little bit about YouTube, our YouTube channel. We have multiple playlists on YouTube. We have playlists that align with the same things that you see on the StudentAid.gov homepage around, you know, applying repayment, et cetera.

Go to Slide 9. Here’s just some examples. We are currently - our videos are around two minutes. And you’ll see on Slide 9 these are just two of the playlists that we have. So there’s a lot of things there that relate to the things that you were just referring to around FAFSA completion, its overview of the financial aid process, you know, how to fill up the FAFSA, after the FAFSA, what happens next. That’s always a big question. “I’ve done it. Now what? Where’s my money?” And then also, you know, repaying your loans.

Now what we have found with our videos is these have been very effective. But we are also looking at creating some - and if any of you are creating some that the dropoff rate after about a minute is a little high. So we’re looking at trying to make some more shorter, more succinct videos in the future.


But again, these - the videos that we have -- and I will (unintelligible) -- are things that you guys can share, you can embed in your web sites, you can use in any way, shape or form in working with your...

Go to Slide 10. I’ve talked a little bit before about infographics. And so we have started to develop these infographics. You can find them on StudentAid.gov’s Resource page or on Visual.ly which is the site that has a lot of different types of infographics. You can go out there and search for on a lot of different topic areas. And so we have one that are out there that describes the financial aid process, repayment plans, infographics that I told you. There’s, you know, one out there, for example, like the more education you get, the more money that you’ll make. So there’s a lot of those types of assets that are out there for you guys to use as well.

We go to the next slide. Sorry. My number is hidden on my slides. It’s the one that talks about office hours.

When we first started on Twitter and we didn’t - you know, we were putting the information out. But we really weren’t sure we had the resources to answer questions every day that we’re on Twitter. But we really wanted to engage with customers and students. And so we started having a monthly - and it’s called Ask FAFSA Office Hours on Twitter. And so it integrates social media and customer service because people can ask us questions we can respond.

We have a different topic each month. This month we’ll have stuff around financial capability which is, you know, talking about budgeting and different resources and money management and those types of things.


We just had one last week, Wednesday, where students could ask us questions around the topic, “Well, you’ve completed your FAFSA. Now what?” People can tweet questions at us using the #AskFAFSA. And even though we have a specific topic every month, if they ask questions that are outside of that topic, we still answer them. We have subject matter experts available to answer the questions live.

Our social media team is small. And we certainly are not subject matter experts on every area of student financial aid. And so we have subject matter expert committees that are available to cluster in the event to answer those questions. And we also for all the questions that we get and all the answers that we give, we summarize those so that they can be accessed by anybody who was unable to attend the actual event or who just want to see what types of questions were asked and what answers (unintelligible).

So I think our record was a year ago in January. We’ve promoted it maybe a little bit too much and we answered - we got 149 questions that were asked to us. And so we typically are able to get through most of them during the event. But if we don’t, we still answer them after the event. So no question goes unanswered.

So on the right, you kind of get we create a nice visual flyer that we put up and can share with your students and families as well so that they have an opportunity on Twitter. They could ask us questions.


If you go to the next slide, here’s just a little bit of a sample of what we did last week when we say office hours, what happens and what type of questions that we get. For example, at the top shows, you know, this person says, “Hey, you know, I’ve submitted my FAFSA a month ago. It hasn’t reached my university yet. Did I mess up?” And so then you’ll see right below that our response.

To the right, you know, they can also be (unintelligible). But in this case, the student asked a question and it required a couple of follow-up responses as well on us.


And then on the far left corner, we always tweet a question or tweet a picture of us during the event because we just want people to know that, hey, we are real live people that are there answering their questions during the event.

If you go to Slide 13, now I talked about how we have summaries. And so Storify is where we basically keep those. And Storify is the site where you can, you know, create what’s called stories. And so for us, every office hours is a story.


So on storify.com/FAFSA, you will find from every office hours on Twitter that we have done all the questions and all the answers. And why would this be beneficial to you? It’s really kind of a great place to go to kind of also get content. Or based on the questions that were asked, it might also tell us the federal content we need to create. So if there’s a lot of questions around a certain topic, to us that gives us an opportunity to create more contents around that.

So that’s what that Storify looks like.

On Slide 14, we also have written a lot of blog posts for the Department’s Homeroom blog. This is the old style. They just have launched the new (look) to the Department of Education Blog page.


If you go to the ed.gov blog, you will have an opportunity to select, for example, over in the right-hand corner, everything related to Federal Student Aid. And it will bring up a list of different blogs that we have written. And for us, we have a lot of great information that were around a certain topic. And so we will write a blog post about it.

You’ll notice on the ones that we’ve listed here, or if you were writing any, anything that we write that has headings that are something like, “Poor Mistakes I Made, you know, (unintelligible),” “Five Things to Consider,” or things that say “The Top 10 Tips to,” those types of things are much more apt to get (unintelligible) than other headings that we have used in the past. And so when we put information, for example, we write a blog post, we will put different tweets, Facebook posts out that will link back to these blogs. Some are written by us; some are written by guests. And so if any of you are interested in writing a blog post, we would be happy to have you as a guest blogger.

So if you go to Slide 15, where can you find all of this type of stuff? One of the places that you can find the resources that we have listed, (unintelligible) on the Resource page and they will have all the different types of resources that might be beneficial to you. All of our social media stuff is also available on the Financial Aid Toolkit, which I believe you guys have already had according to Greg, a presentation on.


So for example, on Page 16 you see what’s, you know, the homepage of the Financial Aid Toolkit. So if up in the upper right-hand corner you just want to say, “Hey, what social media resources are available?” you could just (unintelligible) social media. And then if you go to Slide 17, this will just show you some of the sample results.


For us, one of the things that we heard when we were - have presented at (NCAN) or when we have presented at Federal Student Aid conferences is people really want good content. And it’s hard to really - writing a good content is really a time-consuming function.


So one of the things that we have done is create social media toolkits, for example. Now we’ve had a couple and we have one that’s around FAFSA completion. And FAFSA completion social media toolkit will include Facebook posts, tweets, links to blogs, links to videos, that you guys can leverage, use as your own and incorporate that into the things that you do. We also have done one around student loan repayment.

Currently, Federal Student Aid didn’t really create any slides for this. We do three big social media campaigns every year. And probably our biggest one is around FAFSA completion. So around the end of December, we will start, you know, really promoting the preparation, “Hey, get read; you know, the FAFSA is available.”


Now on January 1st, the first day that FAFSA is available to complete for the year, our team, even though it’s a holiday, we go online with Twitter and Facebook and we are out there giving students kudos. We are answering questions that they have about completing the FAFSA. And, you know, where most people would be like, “I have to work on my day off,” for us it’s been very invigorating. And I think all of you that work directly with students and families can understand how nice it is, at least for us and for you as well, to see impacts right away that you have been able to touch the customer.

I would also say that at Federal Student Aid, we in our Twitter and our Facebook page, we now answer probably 75% of the questions that we get in on our social media sites. And so at first, we weren’t sure we would have the resources to do that.


But one of the things that we’re also working on to add to the toolkit, as every year, a lot of the questions are the same around FAFSA or around student loan repayment, it’s like how do you answer those questions consistently, but then how do you also answer them in social media format. And so we have created for our own purposes but then are also expanding that to be able to add the toolkit - have some of the frequently-asked questions around FAFSA, FAFSA completion for example. And then we would have a column that says, “Here are answers to those questions in a format for Twitter and here are answers formatted for Facebook.” So that also will be resources that are available to you to use in your social media efforts that you have.

So we have a lot of really great content. And we want you to use it as much as you want. It doesn’t have to be, “Hey, this is just our stuff; you create your stuff.” (First thing), “Hey, take any of our stuff; use it; we don’t care.” The important thing is we’re getting good and correct information, you know, into the hands of students.

I would also say that we have also spent some time really messaging around the fact that the FAFSA is free. There are companies out there who charge students to fill up the FAFSA, as well as, you know, there are also companies - you’ll see the ads all the time on TV or on social media, you know, where companies are (unintelligible), “We can help you, you know, defer your student loan,” and are charging students and borrowers an exorbitant fee when in fact those are all service that they can get from the Department or their servicers for free. So we’ve also been creating some messaging around that, some consumer awareness messaging as well.

I am going to stop at this point for questions. But if you just - ahead, I have also included in slides - starting with Slide 19. I’m not really going to go through these. But these just give you kind of a step-by-step of how you can leverage our content. And this is also available, how to do this, on the Financial Aid Toolkit.

If for example on Slide 20, you can like a specific post or content that will show up on your Facebook page. Or you can share any of the content that we have on our Facebook page to your Facebook page, which will then go out to your users.


And that’s on Page 22. We talked about, you know, how we’ve kept (unintelligible).

Slide 23, just, you know, please, we hope - we expect you would follow us on Twitter. If you do, then the things that we put up will then show up on your Twitter feeds. Retweet us. We’ve given you a list of tweets that you can use. There’re some samples on Slide 25 that’s included in the toolkit.

We have instructions on how you can add the @FAFSA stream to your web site. So our @FAFSA Twitter stream will show up in a little box. And so people could kind of see questions and answers there, if you wish to do that.


On Page 27, there’s a couple of different things, ways that you can leverage our YouTube content. You can subscribe to our channel for the latest videos. You can download any of our videos.

And Slide 28, you can embed those videos. And we give you step-by - not only do we give you step-by-step instructions of the toolkit, but we’ve also created videos on how you, folks, get on your web site. If you want to feature for example, you know, the FAFSA overview or the types of financial aid video, we give you instructions on how you can embed that and (unintelligible) right into your web site. Because we found that (unintelligible). Those are great ways to showcase those types of videos without having to actually go to YouTube (unintelligible) to have it as the infographics to your web site.


So that’s kind of it in a nutshell. I know I went kind of fast.


For us, it’s been a wonderful learning experience. You know, when we started, we were not sure we really knew what to expect. But I think that for us, we have continually strived to really, really, really listen to the customer. We also invite all of you to share if you’ve got a great content or things that you think topics that we should include in the things that we do, we welcome those types of things as well.

And I thin, Greg, I talked really fast. I even got done before my time.

((Crosstalk))

Susan Thares:
So do you want to open it up to questions?

Greg Darnieder:
Yes. Thanks, Susan.

I don’t know if you’re - are you speaking on a speakerphone by any chance?

Susan Thares:
No, I did at the beginning because she said she couldn’t hear me. Is it hard to hear me?

Greg Darnieder:
No, there’s just a little bit of a static once in a while. But...
Susan Thares:
Okay.

Greg Darnieder:
...I mean, you’re coming through. But anyways, okay.


(Denise), can you give the instructions for questions?

Coordinator:
Thank you.


At this time, we will begin the question-and-answer session.


To ask a question, please press star 1 on your phone. Please unmute your phone and record your first and last name clearly when prompted.

Once again, if you would like to ask a question, please press star 1.

One moment as we wait for our first question.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay. While we’re waiting again, per usual, I’ll jump in here and ask the first question and clarification.


So a couple of things first. One is I had no idea that FSA staff was on the phones on January 1st while the rest of us were watching football. So...
Susan Thares:
(Typically).

Greg Darnieder:
...that’s quite impressive.

Many of you have heard me say that when I led the College Access work in Chicago that it never dreamed on me that FSA had resources and tools versus back now 11, 12 years that would actually be helpful to us within Chicago public schools. And since coming to the Department five years ago, it’s been really one of the great insights and learnings. And I’ve been so impressed with what the FSA staff has developed and continues to develop in terms of practical tools that many times, all too often, I think people are laying out dollars to, you know, to obtain from various other sources and the such when they’re sitting right out there as you’ve emphasized, Susan, just for the taking.

So a couple of things. One is, is any of this in Spanish or in other languages?
Susan Thares:
All the resources that are on StudentAid.gov are in Spanish.

As far as social media currently, we have done a Twitter Office Hours. We worked with another organization, NewFuturo, and we did actually an office hours in Spanish.

So currently, we would like to do more in Spanish. It’s mostly a resource issue for us right now. But what we have found in our, for example, in measuring the effectiveness of the things that we do is that as far as the demographic, parents are more apt to use Facebook and students are more apt to be on Twitter. And so I think if we move into Spanish, we would include probably stuff for parents in Spanish first on Facebook when we’re able to have the resources to move in that direction.

But we also have found that’s kind of interesting because parents and students have been tagging each other, if any of you are familiar with how social media works. And so for example, when we put things now that the FAFSA is available or, you know, state deadlines are coming up, we’ve done some targeted messaging around that. It’s interesting that for example students will, you know, share that or tag their parents in one of those posts and say, “Hey, you know, mom, we got to get on this,” you know. Or the parent will tag the students in the content, too.

So it’s been kind of an interesting way to share. But, no, currently just in limited fashion or in - I would say in limited events are we able to do anything in Spanish.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay. So I wan to pick up on this targeted messaging. So can you target message to students in certain states?

Susan Thares:
Yes, we can. We...
Greg Darnieder:
So you could tweet out information around...
((Crosstalk))

Susan Thares:
...social media network, (unintelligible).


So for example, around FAFSA completion, we, you know, have done a lot of messaging around that. Well, you know, there are a lot of states that have state deadlines. And we certainly, you know, push the messaging, “Hey, first come first serve.” And so we were able to create some targeted messaging that was pushed out to, for example, you know, Michigan that said, “Hey, your state deadline is, you know, right around the corner, you know. Don’t miss out on money,” you know, or as (Arnie) always says, “Don’t leave money on the table.”


Same thing with student loan repayment messaging, we are able to put some targeted messaging out, for example, to states that may have, you know, particularly high default rates. You know, encouraging people to say, “Hey, we have a lot of different loan repayment plans available, you know. Here are some resources and some, you know, payment plans. Check this out. We’re here to help you,” type message.
Greg Darnieder:
Okay. All right. Very interesting. I wasn’t aware of that.


(Denise), do we have a question?

Coordinator:
Yes, we have.


The first question is from (Lewis Navarviz).


Mr. (Navarviz), your line is open.

(Lewis Navarviz):
Thank you and good morning.


The initial question I had was exactly around that parent engagement. Given that some of our parents are still, you know, without Facebook or Twitter accounts, is there a way to engage them perhaps via text messaging with, you know, iPhone and Android phones?

That was the first question. And the second one was just, is there any type of policy around having students - minors liking the Facebook page and utilizing those services? I know we’re very careful around engaging with students with minors on social media.
Susan Thares:
Two very good questions.

The first one around text messaging, we - what we are looking at doing around text messaging is having a format. And currently we are looking at either - the StudentAid.gov would be the most likely place, for example, where students could go and sign up, for example, text message reminders around FAFSA completion, text message reminders around, you know, student loan payments, those types of things.


So that is on our list of things to do. So that’s one of the things that we are working with. But we are also working with our Office of General Counsel to make sure that, you know, we’re all doing things the right way because we are very cognizant that when someone has shared personal information with us that we take all the care and precaution that we can to protect that, but still giving them the information and the service that they deserve.

The second thing is around minors. You know, all the social media sites, you know, do have a policy that you need to be 13. But, you know, there’s no way really to police that. And for us, we have that. If you go our social media pages and you look at our policies, we have our use policy, our comment policy, those types of things that are out there that you must be that age.

We also do moderate - every day, we have a tool that - where we look at all the stuff that comes into us on all of our social media sites. We answer what we can. But if anybody does violate our comment policy or put something derogatory or that violates that policy, we do delete that off of the page.

But, you know, I think that, you know, more and more students are engaging. And for us, it’s like, you know, there’s a lot of good information that’s out there. And I think the, you know - on all ages, there’s probably something that you can learn.


But currently there really is not any way that we could tell if somebody is under 13.
Greg Darnieder:
Okay. All right.


(Denise), do we have a next question?

Coordinator:
No further questions at this time.

Greg Darnieder:
All right. So I’ll keep this going while hopefully other questions come in.

So what are you working on now, (Susan)?
Susan Thares:
Well, like I said, we - there’s a couple of things that we have coming up. For example, this month, there’s - well I just was referencing that earlier. It’s Financial Capability Month. And so we are creating a lot of content and messaging to push out this month around, you know, money management, budgeting, tools that Federal Student Aid and that the Department have available to make good choices.


We, like I say, will continue to do our Twitter Office Hours. We - one of the things, too - I forgot to mention, too, is for any of you that use social media, some of this content that we put out, we really try to be as engaging as we can. We also use a little humor now and then as well. It kind of gives more of a human face to, you know, a government entity.

We would like to - another thing that’s on our list, our to-do list is to - again, I talked about those FAQs. But is to incorporate no matter where you would go, whether it was StudentAid.gov, Facebook, Twitter, whatever, kind of an integrated question session. We know how when you go to a web site you start typing in a question like, for example, on Google and it brings up an answer so that we might have more options to get information to students that are out there.


We would like to also - for example, right now, our Twitter, @FAFSA, we have a lot of followers. The content is really geared toward students and families. And so I think we would like to expand and to put in more resources out there that are maybe more school and association-specific, you know, to have another Twitter handle geared towards that.

We would like to do perhaps maybe some more things on LinkedIn, expand some of the campaigns that we have been doing, you know, in some of our targeted messaging...
Greg Darnieder:
Okay.

Susan Thares:
So a lot of it - again, there are lots of like to-dos. But currently just, you know, with our current resources, you know...
Greg Darnieder:
Right.

Susan Thares:
...be mindful that what we do engage in that we are able to do it effectively.

Greg Darnieder:
Right, right. So a couple of years ago, we started linking the FAFSA form to tax returns and the such.
Susan Thares:
Yes.

Greg Darnieder:
We have gotten many comments or many questions or concerns.

Susan Thares:
But it was certainly interesting because I think, you know, over the last couple of years, Federal Student Aid and the Department have worked really hard to make the FAFSA much more intuitive, to make the form simpler, and - but there are still a lot of perceptions out there about it.


So we have really created a lot of messaging that “Hey, you know, it only takes 23 minutes, on average, you know, to complete your FAFSA. Isn’t that worth it, you know? And you may qualify for thousands of dollars in financial aid.” And then we also really have gotten a lot of positive response around the IRS Data Retrieval Tools where students are able to go in and link to the IRS and pull that information into their FAFSA.


So we’ve had some real positive responses on that. So I think there’s been a lot of strides made to make the whole process simpler. And I think that, you know, we have always worked on form. And one of the great things about social media is it’s a way for them to ask questions. But the other great thing I would just add about social media and in putting all the stuff about the IRS Data Retrieval Tool, FAFSA completion is that when you’re answering a question, yes, you are answering a specific person’s question on Twitter. But that information, that answer is shared with all of your followers. And so it really is a way, even though you’re answering one question, to share that information with thousands of other people. And I think that’s one of the great things about social media and these tools as an adjunct to what we already do.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay. (Denise), do we have a question?

Coordinator:
And at this time, if you would like to ask a question, please press star 1 on your phone.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay. Star 1 for...
Susan Thares:
I think they’re all asleep, Greg.

Greg Darnieder:
...- what’s that?

Susan Thares:
I think they’re all asleep.

Greg Darnieder:
No, no, no. Not at all. Not at all.


So how often are you...
((Crosstalk))

Susan Thares:
...you know, I think I know that I went really fast and - but I really encourage you guys to go out there and just look at the social media properties that are listed in this presentation. See if any of this content is relevant. Some of the toolkit, take it. You know, my email address is...
Greg Darnieder:
On Page...
((Crosstalk))

Susan Thares:
...on there as well. And if...
Greg Darnieder:
Page 18.

Susan Thares:
...you have really any questions after this or have suggestions or things that you would like to ask, please feel free just to email me at susan.thares@ed.gov.

Greg Darnieder:
And your address is on Page 18. So thank you.


How often are you tweeting?

Susan Thares:
We tweet - we actually put one to two Facebook posts out a day and we put, on average, about four tweets a day out. We schedule that to go out because, you know, people aren’t, 9:00 to 5:00. So we put stuff out on weekends. We put stuff out late at night. We’ve done research on when our target audience is most apt to engage with us. And so that’s what we have found...
Greg Darnieder:
Okay.

Susan Thares:
...that we are able...
Greg Darnieder:
Yes.

Susan Thares:
...to manage. I think if you post less than that, it becomes less relevant to your audience.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay. So from - I just have one more question. That is - I want to go back to this targeted messaging. And you mentioned you could do it to states around, you know, particularly, let’s say state’s scholarship deadlines and as such. How far can this targeted messaging go? Are you - can you work with associations and, you know, down to the organizational level sort of thing? Are you open to that or...
Susan Thares:
No. Not that.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay.

Susan Thares:
You know, we do a couple of different things. I mean, we obviously - we work with our analytics group. And our analytics group will show us, you know, here are areas where, you know, (response) rates are high. Or they’re able to share with us, you know, areas maybe where there are lower FAFSA completion rates. And so we can create some specific messaging that then on social media, it’s put out based on IP addresses just to those areas.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay. Got it.

Susan Thares:
But it’s - that’s kind of where we are now. There’s probably more that we could do. But the cost might be prohibitive for us.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay. All right.


(Denise), did a question come in?

Coordinator:
Yes, we have (Lewis Navarviz) again.

Greg Darnieder:
Okay.

Coordinator:
Mr. (Navarviz), your line is open.

(Lewis Navarviz):
Thank you. Just a very brief question around undocumented students and information that it could perhaps receive from the FSA given that they’re not eligible to complete FAFSA, is there any messaging that you would recommend my office could do for those students who are not able to receive federal financial aid?

Susan Thares:
Yes, there is some - and that always is a hard question to answer. And there is information on StudentAid.gov around that. If you, afterwards, could email me, I can send you some links and some - maybe some suggested messaging to go with that with links to that information on StudentAid.gov that you could use.

(Lewis Navarviz):
Thank you.

Greg Darnieder:
Great. Thanks.


Well, thanks, everyone, for calling in and listening today.


Susan, thank you very much for this information. Again, deeply appreciative to the work that’s happening in FSA and sensitivity to connect it to folks in the field and what they’re facing day in and day out.


Again, a reminder, a week from today, we’ll hear from ACE and from the Michigan College Access Network around American College Application campaign that has been ongoing for the last few years. And even though that doesn’t happen until the fall, it’s something that should be important to start gearing up for.

So next week, next Wednesday, 11 o’clock, Eastern Time, hope you can dial in for this.


And again, thanks and appreciate you tuning in today.


That’s it, (Denise). Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. This concludes today’s conference. Thank you for your participation. You may disconnect at this time.

END

