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ABSTRACT
More than 30 million students are looking to the Free Application for
Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) to help them afford college. However, filing a
FAFSA is just the first step in obtaining financial aid. For many students, they
must follow up with verification documents and loan requests, among other
documents, interpret and then accept the award offer, and often pay
unanticipated out-of-pocket remaining costs.
This study focused on enrollment at Radford University, a
medium-sized regional institution in rural Virginia. Using design-thinking
methods, this study identified challenges students and their families
encounter navigating the financial aid process, explored opportunities for
college interventions, and generated new ideas and solutions to assist
incoming students in navigating the college financial aid review and
acceptance process. Research participants included nonrandom samples of
current university students (n=10), parents of current university students (n=3),
high school access counselors (n=13), admissions professionals (n=6),
financial aid professionals (n=2), and other campus professionals who interact
with incoming students (n=10). Participants were asked to share their
experiences through interviews and participate in design-thinking workshops.
Utilizing design-thinking methods to look at and understand the problem
at hand, seven key insights regarding incoming students’ interactions with
financial aid communication pieces were developed. Insights included
identification of transfer student needs; recognition of a variety of student
starting points; criticism of the current communication readability; perceived lack
of opportunities to meet one-on-one with a financial aid representative; a need
for help locating financial support to supplement federal and state aid; and the
desire of campus employees to help students even though they themselves are
unsure of the financial aid process. Solutions to these insights were then
generated and made in a rough-and-ready prototype workshop as well as
displayed on seven concept posters for critique from enrollment leadership.
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INTRODUCTION
How much college costs and how much a family can afford to pay are key
factors that affect a student’s college enrollment decision. Unequal growth in
college tuition costs and the rate of inflation have led to a social crisis of
college affordability in both the large national and, for many, the tighter familial
spheres (DesJardins, Ahlburg, & McCall, 2006).
The National Association for Student Aid Administrators 2015 National
Student Aid Profile asserts that between 2007 and 2011, the number of
students applying for federal financial assistance jumped 62 %. More than 30
million students are looking to the Free Application for Federal Student Aid
(FAFSA) to help them afford college—an indicator that the need for financial
assistance is a present and forceful component of the college enrollment
process. Unfortunately, filing a FAFSA is just the first step in obtaining
financial aid. For many students, they must follow up with verification
documents and loan requests, among other documents, interpret and then
accept the award offer, and often pay unanticipated out-of-pocket remaining
costs.
Pre-enrollment communication and the built relationships between
students and colleges are generally accepted by college enrollment offices as
a fertile opportunity to increase student yield (i.e., enrollment at the college).
This acceptance is supported by an array of research on university marketing
and prospective student decision-making. While financial aid is acknowledged
as an important part of a student’s decision-making process, significantly less
research explores how students navigate the financial aid award process and
how intervention from colleges in this phase of enrollment may ultimately
influence a student’s decision to attend the university.
Using the process of design thinking, this study identified the
challenges students and their families encounter navigating the financial aid
process, explored opportunities for college interventions, and generated new
ideas and solutions to assist incoming students in navigating the college
financial aid review and acceptance process.
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DEFINITION OF TERMS
Concept Poster: design-thinking method illustrating insights found and
solutions suggested
Contextual Inquiry: design-thinking method in which the researcher
observes a group completing an activity and asks for clarification on activities
as needed
Critique: design-thinking method of gathering feedback for a proposed idea
or solution
EFC: Expected Family Contribution—measure of a student’s (and, in the case of
dependent students, family’s) financial strength calculated by
information submitted on the Free Application for Federal Student Aid. A
student’s EFC is used by colleges to determine available federal and state aid.
Experience Diagramming: design-thinking method in which participants are
asked to identify key points of interactions along a timeline
FAFSA: Free Application for Federal Student Aid—a federally produced
document based on parents’ and students’ taxes that students fill out once
and send to one or more colleges; this is the basis for the college’s unique
student aid package
Financial aid: For purposes of this research, this term is used only to include
need-based assistance from state and federal sources, typically grants, loans,
and work-study eligibility. Athletic, merit-based or outside scholarships are not
included in this umbrella term.
First generation (first gen) students: college students with parents who
did not attend college
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Persona Profiles: design-thinking method to personify typical considerations
or situations expressed in interviews
Prospective students: students colleges recruit to apply for admission
Rose, Thorn, and Bud: design-thinking method that seeks to identify and
group strong/effective activities (rose), weak/ineffective activities (thorn), and
opportunities (bud)
Round Robin: solution-generating design-thinking method in which participants critique then expand upon proposed solutions
Rough and Ready Prototyping: a design-thinking method encouraging
hands-on generation of prototype solutions to a problem
Statement Starters: design-thinking method that explores alternate ways to
frame a problem using “How might we...” open-ended statements
Student aid package: grants, loans and work study opportunities awarded
from the Office of Financial Aid to a student to assist in tuition and other
college costs
Verification documents: Verification is a program that is required by the
Department of Education. If students are selected for verification after they
submit a FAFSA, they must submit additional documents (typically tax forms)
prior to being awarded aid.
Yield: percentage of admitted students enrolling at a college or university; can
also refer to the season (usually spring) wherein college enrollment employees
work with admitted students in hopes of securing a commitment to enroll
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LITERATURE REVIEW
Rising Costs
In its 2017 annual report, Trends in Student Aid, the CollegeBoard organization put plainly, “Both the published tuition and fee prices of colleges and
universities and the net prices students pay after subtracting grant aid and
tax credits and deductions continued to rise between 2016-17 and 2017-18,
even after adjusting for inflation” (Baum, Ma, Pender, & Welch, p. 3). Moreover,
the corollary report, Trends in College Pricing, added, “Between 2007-08 and
2017-18, published in-state tuition and fees at public four-year institutions
increased at an average rate of 3.2% per year beyond inflation” (Baum et al.,
2017, p. 3). These statements taken in tandem give a historical perspective on
the rising costs of college illustrated in Figure 1.
For many families, a key component of the college search and decision
process is affordability. The cost of enrollment is an even stronger factor for
low-income families. Nyhan’s 2015 article explained that “students from lowincome backgrounds know that college can lead to a new socioeconomic
level, but the idea that the solution to having too little money is to spend tens
of thousands of dollars on college presents a tragic catch-22” (p. 28). The
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How to Market
Chapman’s 1981 model is often cited as the backbone of later higher
education marketing studies. He proposes an institution’s yield relies on
students’ college choice, which in turn depends on significant persons in the
students’ life, fixed characteristics of the institution (location, academic
offerings), and the institution’s communication efforts to prospective students
(Chapman, 1981). Chapman argued that while the first two influencers are
relatively resistant to change, the third (the institution’s own efforts to
communicate) is a malleable factor. Ruffalo Noel Levitz, an enrollment
management firm, found in its 2016 report Marketing and Student Recruitment
Practices Benchmark Report for Four-year Colleges and Universities that more
than 81% of responding colleges indicated that their institution has a written
communication plan (p. 10). Within a communication plan, Ruffalo Noel
Levitz’s report found that the median number of times a student is contacted
“over the course of an entire recruitment cycle (direct mail, email, and texting
combined) was 33 for private institutions and 25 for public institutions,” with
the highest volume of contacts at the inquiry and admit stages (p. 9). These
communication plans are comprised of messages and mediums unique to the
college; however, general best practice research does exist and is worth exploring in the changing communication landscape.
The 2017 E-Expectations Report, sponsored by Ruffalo Noel Levitz,
OmniUpdate, CollegeWeekLive, and National Research Center for College and
University Admissions (2017) sought to define student behavior and
interactions across communication mediums. Their findings show that 80% of
responding high school seniors rank the college’s website as their most
influential source of information when researching a college (over other options
such as college planning site, magazine rankings, print sources, and other).
Financial aid is a compelling concern early in the process, evidenced by college
financial aid calculators ranking second only behind email as the most
influential tool early on in the process (prior to or at the application phase) for
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parents and students alike (Ruffalo Noel Levitz, 2017).
Additionally, 60% of responding high school seniors indicated they would
be more likely to consider colleges that use email, text, and social media to
communicate; of the high school seniors with a Facebook account, 68% have
visited a school-specific Facebook page. Email is still the preferred method of
communication for students and parents, but student openness to texting is
at 62%, its highest since Ruffalo Noel Levitz began tracking it. Texting as a
medium has potential throughout the student life cycle, not just pre-enrollment.
Bird and Castleman’s 2014 paper described an experiment wherein college
freshmen were sent text message FAFSA deadlines and step reminders. The text
campaign “led to substantial increases in the probability that community
college students persisted into sophomore year” (Bird & Castleman, 2014, p. 416).
The 2017 E-Expectations Report emphasized the role of parents as not
only a stakeholder in their children’s educational futures, but an active voice
throughout the college application and decision process. Even early on in the
search process, parents “report that they are much more engaged (80-98%)
than students (60-74%)” (Ruffalo Noel Levitz, 2017). It is clear that consideration
of parents and other stakeholders is necessary in developing any collegiate
outreach.

When to Market
Studies suggest that early financial aid intervention can have meaningful
impact on student application and enrollment. The Expanding College
Opportunities (ECO) project echoes this need for earlier financial aid intervention
(Hoxby & Turner, 2015). The ECO project is an intervention to test the
hypothesis that low-income, high achievers “find it hard to digest the mountain
of complex information on colleges’ net prices, attributes, and application
processes” (Hoxby & Turner, 2015, p. 514). After providing high achieving,
low-income students with information on the college application
process, colleges’ direct costs (what the students could expect to pay), and
application fee waivers, researchers found that treated students submitted
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48% more applications than students in the control group (Hoxby & Turner,
2015). Survey data from the treated students showed they were 39% more
often than the control group to apply if they could easily determine from the
college’s marketing that they would get sufficient financial aid to attend
(Hoxby & Turner, 2015).
The benefits of early intervention in financial aid are also seen in
Bettinger, Long, Oreopoulis, and Sanbonmatsu’s 2012 research. This study
offered immediate assistance in filing the FAFSA to low-income persons filing
taxes in Ohio and Charlotte, NC. Then, they provided participants with aid
estimates compared against tuition costs for local colleges (Bettinger et al.,
2012, p. 1205). Bettinger et al. found that this assistance and information
sharing substantially increased FAFSA submissions and ultimately the
likelihood of college attendance, persistence, and aid receipt. Most notably, the
college persistance of high school seniors whose parents received the
treatment rose to 36% (compared to the 28% persistance rate of non-treated
parents) in the three years following the experiment.
DesJardins, Ahlburg, and McCall (2006) hoped to form a cohesive model
that pulls in college application, admission, financial aid determination, and
enrollment into a single model of student choice. They determined that
students’ expectations of financial aid and whether those expectations are
met hold the strongest potential to affect their choice to enroll. In other words,
when a student applies expecting financial aid and does not receive it, this
incongruence holds more weight in a student’s college decision than when a
student applies without financial aid as a consideration of attendance. Taken
holistically, their research points to a need for accurate financial information
early in the recruitment process consistent with information later in the
enrollment phase.

Current Approaches
College approaches to financial aid vary widely. For some colleges, the
approach is strictly prescriptive: reviewing information submitted on the FAFSA
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and creating a Student Aid Report detailing loans, grants, and work study
programs for which the student is eligible. Other colleges use their financial aid
office as a recruitment arm, with presence expected at prospective student
events and FAFSA-file events locally. Still other colleges have taken a
transformative approach to their financial aid office and outward
communication to students. For example, Clarion University (PA) conducted
focus groups with undergraduate students to identify a lack of knowledge
about how financial aid works and a general lack of financial literacy. They then
designed a multi-tiered communication plan focused on financial aid for
pre-enrollment students, including letters, orientation presentations, reminder
emails, letters to parents, phone calls to students, and referrals to Accounts
Receivable (Grugel, 2008).
In response to the generalized assessment of financial aid as both a
predictor and a stressor for many students, Montgomery County Community
College (PA) participated in in-context immersions, actively listening in line for
financial aid appointments. They discovered that, for many students, the
problem was not a lack of financial aid information, but a general feeling of
discouragement and defeat stemming from a large amount of information
available all at once instead of timed to the student’s circumstance (Morris &
Warman, 2015).
Augustana College (IL) reconsidered the approach of its small staff and
contracted a third-party vendor to determine student interest. Then,
Admissions Counselors only contacted those most interested and throttled
communication based on interest. For example, financial aid packages were
awarded first to those applicants who ranked Augustana in their top three
choices (Barnds, 2010). Similarly, the University of Mississippi (MS) began
an outsourcing program to reduce the call volume of generalized questionby
90%, allowing on-campus administrators to focus on more nuanced tacks requiring their personal expert knowledge (Johner, 2008).
Mercy College (NY) gathered financial aid, registrar, bursar, and advising
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in one central office to assign students a mentor for the duration of their
college years from that central office, “humanizing the ﬁnancial aid process”
through heightened personal interactions (Trentacosta, 2014, p. 72).
Additionally, the office increased its hours during evenings and weekends to
better accommodate students with multiple commitments.
While these colleges offer some approaches, it is by no means an
exhaustive list of potential solutions. Given the importance of financial aid to a
student’s college decision and enrollment, more (and more scalable) outreach
solutions are necessary. Moreover, minimal studies have been conducted on
student reactions to financial aid in the yield process; that is, after they have
been accepted to a university.

RESEARCH METHODS
Purpose
Using the process of design thinking, this study identified the
challenges students and their families encountered navigating the financial aid
process, explored opportunities for college interventions, and generated new
ideas and solutions to assist incoming students in navigating the financial aid
review and acceptance process.

Sample
This study used six groups of subjects, chosen for their influence on and
ability to describe challenges in the college decision and enrollment
process. Below, each group is described in more detail.
School Access Counselors (SAC): This group consisted of 13 high school
counselors whose primary function is assisting Virginia students with college
readiness and access. Access counselors are typically employed by a larger
non-profit organization (e.g., ACCESS, Gear-up, UVa Guides) and placed in high
schools with a large population of low-income students. This group is vital for
their ability to explain student concerns and considerations earlier in the
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college application process than is typically available to colleges. Participants
in this group were a nonrandom convenience sample pulled from a call for
volunteers through the Virginia College Access Network email listserv and
social media networks.
Current Enrolled Students (CES): This 10-person group was formed from
a nonrandom sampling of current Radford University freshmen and sophomore
students. Students were approached based on recommendations from
instructors in the introductory University 100 courses and Admissions
Counselors. Efforts were made to represent the current student profile of
Radford University (see Figure 2) while recognizing a need for variety of
experiences. Due to the large size of this group, participants in this group were
split into two groups for experience diagramming workshops.

Figure 2.
Population
Summary (from
Radford
University’s
Fact Book)

Parents of Enrolled Students (PES): Using a nonrandom, purposive
sampling technique, three parents or primary guardians of current students at
Radford University were recruited. Participants were volunteers
solicited from admissions counselor recommendations based on previously
developed relationships. Similar to CES, efforts were made to represent the
current student profile.
Members of Radford University’s Office of Admissions (ADM): Using a
nonrandom convenience sample technique, six members of the Office of
Admissions staff familiar with college recruitment and yield processes were
recruited. It was expected that this group could detail their experiences with
individual students.
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Members of Radford University’s Office of Financial Aid (FAO): This
nonrandom convenience sample included two members of the Office of
Financial Aid staff most suited to explain office workflows, communication
plans, and student interactions. Assistance in selecting this group was solicited from the VP for Enrollment Management.
Representatives from other Radford University offices directly related to
enrollment (EMO): This group was the most fluid and subject to additions as
suggested by the previous five groups. In gathering this group, the goal was to
form a representative of offices outside of enrollment that incoming students
may interact with in their enrollment decision. The group was a
nonrandom sample comprised of a representative from each of the following
offices: New Student Programs, Honors College, Office of Housing and
Residential Life, Bursar’s Office, Academic Advising, High Impact Practices (e.g.,
Living Learning Communities).
In summation, six nonrandom sample groups were used: School
Access Counselors (SAC), Current Enrolled Students (CES), Parents of Enrolled
Students (PES), representatives from the Office of Admissions (ADM),
representatives from the Office of Financial Aid (FAO); and other university
stakeholders in the college yield process (EMO).

Instrument
A series of workshops were conducted with each group using designthinking strategies. Interviews were conducted individually.
CES completed workshops in two groups, one of four members and one
of six members. The SAC workshop was held at one time for all 13 participants.
Participants from the ADM, FAO, EMO groups completed the workshops over
the course of three weeks in two groups.
Workshops were designed to address four identified subgoals of
the overall research problem. An overview of each workshop follows. Full
descriptions of each strategy are found in the appendix.
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Goal 1: Understand student and parent challenges navigating the college decision
process, with a focus on finances and financial aid as an influencer.
Goal 2: Document current financial aid award and communication processes.
Goal 3: Identify gaps and opportunities for intervention.
Goal 4: Prototype potential solutions.

Workshop A (to understand student and parent perspectives on college decision processes and to
identify gaps and opportunities for intervention) Note: Interviews done individually following group activities

Experience Diagramming
SAC
(45 minutes
as group)

Round Robin
SAC
(45 minutes
as group)

Workshop B (to understand student and parent perspectives on college
decision process) Note: Interviews done individually, with the group gathering after

Interview
CES
(20 minutes
per participant)

Interview
SAC
(20 minutes
per participant)

Workshop C (to understand student and
parent perspectives on college decision process)

Experience Diagramming
CES
(45 minutes
as group)

Interview
PES
(20 minutes
per participant)

Workshop D (to document current financial aid award and communication processes)

Contextual Inquiry
FAO
(4 hours)

Experience Diagramming
FAO
(45 minutes
as group)

What’s on Your Radar?
FAO
(30 minutes
as group)

Workshop E (to identify gaps and opportunities for intervention) Note: Interviews were performed
individually. Persona Profiles will be determined and created by the researcher based on interviews.

Rose, Thorn, Bud
ADM, FAO, EMO
(45 minutes
as group)

Interview
ADM, FAO, EMO
(20 minutes
per participant)

Persona Profiles

Researcher
(2-3 hours)

Workshop F (to identify gaps and opportunities for intervention)

Experience Diagramming
ADM, FAO, EMO
(45 minutes
per group)

Statement Starters
ADM, FAO, EMO
(30 minutes
per group)

Round Robin
ADM, FAO, EMO
(45 minutes
per group)

Workshop G (to prototype potential solutions)

Rough and Ready Prototyping
ADM, FAO
(45 minutes
per group)

Concept Poster
Researcher
(2 hours)

Critique
ADM, FAO
(30 minutes
per group)

Figure 3.
Strategies
grouped by
workshop/goal
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Procedure
Each of the seven workshops was conducted independent of each
other and in the order listed to allow subsequent workshops access to
information gathered earlier. Workshops including the Interview strategy were
implemented over several days to accommodate multiple interviews and
schedules. For all other methods, identified participant groups gathered in a
central, neutral location on Radford University’s campus with access to tables,
chairs, and a dry erase board. The researcher provided markers, pens, and
post-it notes as appropriate to the design-thinking strategy. Workshops A and
C were exceptional in their location: Workshop A was held at a the state-wide
College Access Network Conference in Norfolk, VA and Workshop C was held in
the Office of Financial Aid at Radford University. For each workshop,
participants signed consent forms for participation and pictures. The
moderator then explained the activities and time limits for each activity
verbally. Participants were then asked to contribute to the activity at hand;
as needed, the moderator asked questions or pushed for additional ideation
when brainstorming stalled.

Validity and Limitations
Validity for the workshops was controlled through a variety of means.
Once selected to participate, members of the ADM, EMO, and FAO groups were
informed of the expectation to participate in all workshops inclusive of their
group to control variances across offices due to personal experiences.
Additionally, the researcher was a consistent presence at all workshops and
interviews. Workshops (and interviews) were held December - April.
Limitations to consider: An individual’s participation may be based on
this or her ability and willingness to devote several hours over multiple days.
Moreover, all groups were composed of self-selected volunteers and thus may
not be applicable to all students or parents. Ultimately, it must be stated that
a student’s college decision is based on a variety of factors, some of which are
pliable and some of which are not. In other words, while financial aid
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clarification and communication may affect a student’s enrollment choice, it is
by no means a singular factor.
This study was designed to focus explicitly on Radford University, a
medium-sized regional institution in rural Virginia. It is expected that
opportunities identified and solutions ideated have some crossover appeal to
other colleges, but it is unclear how dependent the opportunities and solutions
will be based on a college’s size, location, or prestige.

RESULTS
A Non-Linear Process
While efforts were made to move through the workshops in order, it
should be noted that design thinking is not a linear process. Each method
incorporated in the workshops can further be categorized into a larger goal as
defined in the LUMA Institute’s Innovating for People Handbook of
Human-Centered Design Methods. Looking methods require detailed
observation. Understanding methods begin to sort through the larger problem
in search of patterns and insights. Making methods aim to create viable
solutions. Each method type feeds the other two types. Figure 4 illustrates more
specifically which early methods connect to and inform which later methods.

Looking
Interviewing
Contextual Inquiry
Critique

Understanding
Experience Diagramming
Statement Starters
Rose, Thorn, Bud
Persona Profiles

Making
Figure 4.
Methods grouped by
design-thinking function
and connected by
influencer method

Round Robin
Rough + Ready Prototyping
Concept Poster
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Experience Diagramming (Understanding)
Participants across three workshops identified key
points of communication and/or interactions, emotions,
and other considerations encountered during the college
search and enrollment process before ordering the
experiences chronologically.
Ten CES reflected upon their individual college
search and decision process. Ten SAC drew from a wider
variety of student experiences with high school students
for the same timeframe. Campus partners (17
representatives total from ADM, FAO, and EMO
designations) were asked to focus only on college decision
(i.e., post-application) interactions. Each diagram was then
digitally recreated (Figures 7, 8, 9). When reviewed together,
the three experience diagrams show three key insights on
how incoming students
navigate the financial aid process.
First, it should be noted that students’ journeys,
particularly the starting points of their journey, varied
widely. Some students indicated they began seriously
considering colleges in their junior year of high school.
Others indicated they started college applications midway
through their senior year of high school and at least two
students included experiences transferring from another
college. Some considered cost as a sort of filter to
determine where they applied; others applied to more than
10 schools and sorted acceptances by cost and aid. It is
clear that any solution developed must account for the
variety of students’ starting points. Solutions that do not
take this into account risk losing a significant portion of
their intended audience.

Figure 6. Photos of Experience
Diagrams. Participant groups
top to bottom: CES, SAC, ADM/
FAO/EMO.
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As evident in both the CES experience diagram and the SAC diagram,
students often felt confusion understanding how their financial aid was calculated.
Specifically, several students shared that they believed their financial
circumstances were misrepresented by their federally produced Expected Family Contribution (EFC). Considering this with the SAC experience diagram, it can be
inferred that students are seeking additional funding beyond federal and state aid,
but do not know where to go for help or how to fill the gap between aid offered and
money due.
Campus partners identified and praised several events where an
admitted student could sit down one-on-one with a financial aid representative
(e.g., Highlander Days for admitted students, Quest for enrolling students). This is
in contrast to a sentiment expressed in both the Rose, Thorn, and Bud exercise
as well as several interviews: How do students know who their financial aid
counselor is? Moreover, a common frustration expressed in interviews was how to
actually speak to a financial aid representative in the Office of Financial Aid.
Lastly, a peek at the Campus Partners Diagram shows an abundance of
outbound communication to admitted and/or incoming students from a variety of
campus sources, including financial aid. Students are emailed (and often texted)
when the FAFSA opens, if they are missing documents to complete their FAFSA, if
their FAFSA is rejected, when their aid posts to their student account, a reminder
to accept their aid, as well as reminders for entrance loan counseling. These are
in addition to mailed letters and brochures, financial aid staff presence at admissions events, and a robust website. How is so much persistent information ignored
or forgotten? The problem, then, might be described as having to do less about the

intimidating

perception tha
t
admissions an
d
financial aid
are
one office

confusing

priority
fi
deadlines ling
ar
differen e
t
not filin
g taxes

overwhelmed

r poor
only fo

independent
students

stressed

domicile

:(

disconnect in
financial aid

parents not filing
tax returns

foreign
ge
langua

first generation

domicile issues

fear

ipoor commun
n
cation betwee
d
an
nts
de
stu
financial aid
office

y
laz

rs

rke

wo

l if you
stressfu w what
no
don't k doing!
you're
't get
if i don ent
governm n't go
i ca
money hool
to sc

undocum
ente
students d

independent
students

do i qualify

understanding
the verbiage
what can they
do if parents
won't help fill
out FAFSA?

communication
about
verification

verification

why did i get
selected for
verification?

state aid vs.
federal aid

where is my
award letter?

hurry up.
students not
then wait.
knowing to ch
eck
email if they
got scammed
too
are flagged
letter
for
award thy
leng
middle class file verification
confusing
FAFSA but don't
not knowing
get aid - now
some ar
to
e unsure
check portal
what?
what to
understanding
parents do if
award letter
refuse t
username and
password
how do i know i
unknown
was selected for
se
understanding
choo
verification
verification?
d
ents
the award letter
stud ols base
scho ease
one

someone other
than my parent
has custody
of me
knowing the
difference
between aid
options (grants,
loans, etc.)

not enough
money
summer melt

out of m
oney

Students’ Enrollment
at a College

Start of Students’
FAFSA Process

quantity of information available and more about the quality of information available.

not enough
money!

loans
need-based

scholarship
process

Figure 7.
Experience Diagram:
School Access Counselors

No FAFSA
text
(admission
s)

Start of Admitted
Student Communication
Start of College Search

LLC invite email

I knew since
elementary
school I wante
d
to be a teach
er

MASH letter
(mail)

ed
s plann
parent t year
for firs

graduated with
an Associate's

college tours

spoke with
advisor at
community college
about 4 year
schools with
forensics

clueless about
where to start

looked for
schools helpful to
my major
SAT & ACT

applied to schools
with my major

talked to
admissions about
transfer credit

NJ Star
scholarship
meant
community
college was free

mom works at a
college

summer before
junior year:
started looking

financial aid
one-on-one at
health
Highlander Da
f
ys
remin orms
der?
your FA award
posted (call,
academic
email, text from
department
admissions)
outreach (phone,
mail)

parents
expected me to
get scholarships
after first yea
r

talked with
my community
college advis
or

had no idea
to my where to start
talked bout
a
friends e
colleg

my parents
didn't go to
college

pre-Quest
email seri
es

compiled a list
of ten schools
and chose 3
to visit

communicated
with my advisor
about scholarships

my own
was on where
g
decidin ply
to ap
financial aid
an
how to pay we d
re
big factors

ols
10 scho
toured

figured out i
wanted to go
away
looked for
nursing and
equestrian

applied to
schools without
an app fee

accepted at onsite admissions

college
4 year reach
in
wasn't

looked up schools
on college board

researched
schools suggested
by my counselor

open houses
(Radford and
elsewhere)

applied to 11
schools

financial aid and
how to pay were
big factors

toured 10 schools

started as a
Chem major
then switched to
Biology

lots of
interaction with
my admissions
counselor

based
ranked hen i
w
on cost d
applie

ols
at scho
looked nd NC
a
in VA

Radford Open
House

christmas letter
from admissions

called financial
aid for help with
fafsa
d
receive tter
ons le
admissi ame
fr
and

post-Qu
est em
SAVES an ail:
d
post-Quest em
AlcoholEd
ail:
u
check-in

paper bills
mailed one
month from
start of po
st-Ques
t em
class
technolo ail:
gy

health record
call, text

ail:

Honors move-in
email

email re
about minder
add dro
postcards mailed
p
week
to students
owing $750 or
more
retreat
Honors il
ema

money rich and
house poor

played basketball
and had 3 jobs

i am the first in
my house to go
to college

out-of-state
wasn't as
expensive

joined Facebook
page
FAFSA

was
nervous
applied to 7
schools and
got accepted
to all 7

received PTK
scholarship

applied to
Honors Academy

got and ard
d aw
compare ers
lett

in person visit to
financial aid

My EFC isn't
representative of
my family

Quest was great

post move-in
floor meetings

cried a lot

went to Quest,
was overwhelmed

put deposit down
moved

why didn't i get
VGAP?

met f
ina
at Hig ncial aid
hland
Day er

superpumped

came to Quest,
had fun

where does EFC
come from?

FAFSA asks for
Virginia 529 info

EFC doesn't
reflect my
circumstances
single mom w
grandma in the
house

underfunded
payment plan
notice email (6
times)

Figure 8.
Experience Diagram:
Campus Partners (Admissions,
Financial Aid, and Related
Enrollment Offices)

cost of living is
more expensive
where I'm from

accepted to RU
in January

fo
move in in
email

y
move-in da

email remind
er
about advisor
location

i
because
scared my own
was on

emailed
counselor
onsite admissi
ons
to Radford

email to
w
study st ork
ude
about ho nts
w
to
apply fo
r work

withdraw for
non-payment
notice sent
(email?)

duplicate cr
edit
notification fro
m
advisor

advisor intro by
email
to
ail
m
e
ly
Ju
s and
parent bout
sa
student ate
altern s
e
resourc

applied to RU
in
December

visited RU in
October

payment
deadline em
ai
sent on du ls
e
date

Quest no-show
follow-up (email,
call, text)
email to parents
and students
late payment
about iGrad
notice (email)

Email to
housing app push Housing building MASH students
assignment
(email)
about Quest
(email)

post-Quest em
move-in

LLC welcome
emails

19

ebills se
nt
weeks two
fr
start of om
class

n
payment pla
g
& outstandin
balance email

MASH meetings
at Quest

Housing
roommate info
(email)

finish your
housing app
email, text

emails about
master
promissory not
e
and entranc
e
counseling

Advising @ Questpo
st-Qu
est
financ email:
es
ebills sent three
weeks from
post-Quest em
ail:
start of class
housing

Quest
in-pers
sessions on

was
stressed

loved the tour
guide postcard

facilities (like
stables) were
important to me
started
receiving
acceptance
letters midd
le
senior year

finish your
Quest
registration
email

Quest

dy for
get rea text
Quest

Quest

Accept your FA
award
incomplete
aid
l
cia
finan
requirements
from
(text, email
card
umni post
admissions)
social media al mits (mail) register for
push from hon to ad
LLC decision
Quest
ors
(email)
(email, text from
(email)
admissions)

senior year of
high school i
feel in love with
forensics

family
expectation to
look at colleges

mail and
invite to email
lo
recepti cal
ons

student caller
invite to local
receptions

text to ne
wly
packaged
students
(fin
aid)

housing,
LLCs,
Quest
Highlande at
r Days

tial
iden
pres (mail)
r
lette

beginning of
nursing program junior year i
in high school started touring
colleges

applied to schools
i thought i could
get in to

Sign up for
Highlander
Day (call, text,
email)

vite
LLC in ail)
m
(email,

touchbase after
campus tour
(email, call,
text)

college fairs and
college vists at
my high school

Quest is open
email

bus trip invite
(text, email)

financ
awar ial aid
d le
(ongo tters
ing)

event: Admitte
d
Student Rece
ptions

course
honors info
le
schedu
(email)

late
Quest
registration
push (email)

post-Qu
est
welcome email:
wee
activities k

I didn't know
what i was approved for (like
workstudy)

lots of emails
about missing
paperwork for
financial aid

moved in to
Muse

for
packed
Radford

was able to pay
instate tuition

was excited

stude
nt
are a loans
wful

i don't talk to
my dad but
had to get his
made spreadations
complic ian's
tax info
sheets comparing
ard
with gu fo
res halls
tax in
wasn't sure if i
applied to 2
schools because i wanted to cheer
at Radford
waited so late
applied for
housing with
omie on
met ro ook
someone i met on
faceb
receptions in
my
facebook
toured Radford
area
and loved it

in

i don't qualify
for FAFSA

got my room
assignment!

was nervous

Figure 9.
Experience Diagram:
Currently Enrolled Students

First day of Classes/ End of
Enrollment COmmunication

Facebook cla
ss
page

financial planning
(mail)

ebills sent one
month from
start of class

First day of Classes

Honors letter to
waived
May 1 remind
applicants re
er
minde
(email, mail) grad
r
uation cards
housin s about
g
(handwritten
Honors invite
a
nd
Quest
(email
email (winter)
mail)
) honors and LLC
acceptance
enrollment
hon
ors
postcard
packet - yay!
reminder emails
l aid
handwritten
to eligible
financia inders
excited to se
holiday card
rem
students
e
FAFSA text,
register
you at Ques
(mail)
t
(call,
for
Q
u
il)
est (em
(text)
ma
e
re
ai
gis
l)
ter
for
your
Quest (postc
activate ortal
p
advising visits
MyRU
mail
e
ly
k
e
we
to community
social media and
ion
s and
Honors decis
parent issing
colleges
facebook live
email
dents m l
u
st
FAFSA opens in
sessions
financia s
targe
ted
LLC
nt
October
docume
advising at
emails by major
Highlander Days
or interest
email st
admit packet: RE: wro udents
ng
se
fafsa
portal, housin
en hou
ion
tion to
g,
fall op der
National Decis
Orienta Emails
Quest, finan
remin
ces
day reminder
vising
text invite to
d
A
(mail and we
b)
(text, email)
Highlander Days
congrats on
students caller
accep
merit-based email students
housing app
t
getting in to
invite to
financ your
scholarship
RE: rejected
opens
ia
speci
Days
al
progr
ander
am
Highl
p
ug
a
ckage l aid
notifications
FAFSA (dr
ander
(honors, dance,
event: Highl
text, ! (call,
(mail, phone
convictions)
email
Days
etc.
)
follow-up)
congrats on
your
acceptnace!
call, Student Call
Center calls no
text, email
FAFSA (winter)

20

Contextual Inquiry (Looking)
On two separate days, the
researcher spent a half-day with the
Office of Financial Aid to learn more
about day-to-day processes within the

redundant redundancies
-person asks for housing fee
waiver, sent to housing office
upstairs and told to bring it
back to fin aid
-confused caller is unsure if she
will have enough aid to take
summer classes but told she
won’t know until she applies for
summer aid

good things to remember
-mail stamped and entered in
banner promptly
-good job asking for verifying
info (student id, date of birth)
-good use of ma’am, please,
thank you

office. Observations were made of the
front desk and call center on the first
day; observations were made of the
data load processes on the second
day. Due to time and staffing
restrictions, other components
planned as part of Workshop C
(Experience Diagram and What’s on
Your Radar?) were cut from the study.
It should, however, be noted that
Financial Aid representatives were able
to participate in the larger Experience
Diagram with ADM and EMO group

student workers often didn’t know
what follow-up questions to ask

Figure 10.
Contextual Inquiry
notes and
observations

-callers often put on hold for several
minutes while student worker Skypes
professional staff
-angry person unsure who to ask for/
unable to name a specific problem to
student worker at front desk
-student tells caller their FAFSA has
been received and satisfied but there are
things we are still looking for. Was only
able to verify missing documents after
waiting 13 minutes on a Skype chat with
a professional staff member. Student
tells caller, “It is going to show up as
rejected until we get those documents”
-caller on hold for 8 minutes while
student Skypes staff member about
dependency override form then tells
caller to email for the form
-student worker to caller: “Everything is
satisfied and you should expect to hear
back in April,

I think”

members.

Rose, Thorn, Bud (Understanding)
With regard to incoming students and communication, two groups of
campus partners (totaling 17 representatives from ADM, FAO, and EMO
designations) were asked to identify communications (or processes) the
University does well (roses), communications (or processes) that the
University does okay but could improve (buds), and communications (or processes)
that consistently come up as weaker areas in need of improvement (thorns).
Each group’s designations were then compiled and digitally recreated (Figure 11).
These designations helped to inform future workshops. Thorns and
buds became a focus area to help narrow problems, particularly for Statement
Starters, while roses often became inspiration for solutions, particularly in
Round Robin.
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Statement Starters
(Understanding)
Using information from
prior workshop activities, the
two groups of campus partners

Because it isn’t just about the bill...
How might we increase financial literacy and
understanding of college payment options?
How might we better connect students with
reality of debt related to desired profession?
How might we assist students with budgeting for
college expenses?

(totaling 17 representatives from

How might we create additional opportunities for
work study positions on campus?

ADM, FAO, and EMO designations)

How might we emphasize correlation of receiving
financial aid to satisfactory academic progress,
especially to first generation students?

created a running list of smaller
sub-problems related to financial
aid communication and
incoming students.
Each participant was

Because big questions are okay...
How might we reduce students’ college costs?

five statement starters to help

How might we diversify payment options for
students who can’t afford their out-of-pocket
charges?

further define and describe the

How might we provide students more time to pay
their university bills?

asked to write a minimum of

problem(s). The researcher then
gathered all suggestions,
combined redundant questions
when necessary, and grouped
based on key themes (Figures
13a and 13b).

How can we reduce the number of students
dropped for non-payment?
How might we define when it is appropriate to
act within policy and when it is appropriate to
circumvent policy to better assist a student?
How might we increase number of financial aid
packages or scholarships for students?
How might we anticipate students’ needs
beyond their immediate question?

Because it takes a village...
How might we better organize/centralize email communication?
How might we improve reality and perception of customer service?
How might we get other offices to “buy in” to “not passing the buck”?
How can we increase communication and training across departments without
overloading already stressed employees?
How might we start building consistency in financial aid communication to campus
partners?
How might we ensure students get connected to the correct office for the correct
information?

Figure 12a. Compiled
Statement Starters
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Because we want students to hear it from the experts...
How might we optimize staffing for peak efficiency, especially during busy times?
How might we ease the flow of paperwork and other documentation?
How might we provide more one-on-one time for incoming students to meet with
financial aid without compromising other activities (e.g. at Highlander Days or
Quest)?
How might we improve the effectiveness of one-on-one conversations between
professionals and students (in person, phone, or otherwise)?
How might we better foster one-on-one relationships between students and
financial aid counselors?
How might we decrease the need for repetitive paperwork and explanations from
students?
How might we increase student access to the financial aid office?
How might we provide and foster a direct contact in financial aid for students?
How might we lower phone wait times during peak times in financial aid and bursar’s
office?
How might we decrease staff turnover in financial aid?

Because, honestly, it’s a lot for families to keep straight...
How might we get families to think earlier of how they will pay the gap between
financial aid and charges?
How can we overcome cost objections from families?
How might we better communicate financial deadlines with students?
How might we identify and explore new ways to help students who need help?
How might we make it easier for students to understand the verification process?
How might we better prepare families to understand their bill?
How might we realistically evaluate and communicate the financial aid process to
late admits?
How might we encourage more timely FAFSA completion from incoming students?
How might we improve student notification of when aid is released to the Bursar?
How might we prepare students for timely responses to admissions/matriculation
steps?
How might we ensure more students know when and how they’re going to pay their
bill?
How might we streamline enrollment processes for late admits?
How might we communicate incomplete or missing financial aid documentation?
How might we encourage students to review and complete outstanding
requirements in a timely manner?
How might we increase students’ awareness that they need to accept their aid?
How might we promote and help new students apply for outside scholarships?
Figure 12b. Compiled
Statement Starters Cont’d
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Round Robin (Making)
This method was used with two distinct workshop groups: the campus
partners group (17 ADM, FAO, and EMO participants) as well as the School ACCESS
Counselors group (10 participants).
Each group was encouraged to utilize previously collection information from
other workshops. Due to the timing of workshops, School ACCESS Counselors
worked only from their Experience Diagram while Campus Partners were able to
pull from collected Current Student, School Access Counselor, and Campus
Partners Experience Diagrams; compiled Statement Starters; Rose,Thorn, Bud
exercises; and Persona Profiles created from interviews.
Each participant first identified a “pain point” or sub-problem in the financial
aid award process or communication. For many of the Campus Partners, this was a
Statement Starter. They then proposed a solution, regardless of practicality,
before passing their paper to the left.
Solutions could be based on roses
from Rose, Bud, Thorn or from their
own assessment of prior designthinking methods. The new participant
critiqued the proposed solution
before passing the paper once more
to the left. The last participant then
attempted to reconcile the critique. 		
Following an at-large
discussion, the researcher
collected completed sheets to inform
later Concept Poster choices.
Example Round Robin activities are
found in Figures 14a and 14b. A full
compilation of Round Robin
worksheets may be found in the
appendix.
Figure 13a. Selected Round
Robin Worksheets
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Figure 13b. Selected Round
Robin Worksheets (Cont’d)
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Persona Profiles (Understanding)
Using information, perceptions, and stories culled from interviews and prior
workshops, the researcher created 10 Persona Profiles to embody different
situations (Figure 12). These profiles were then used as a starting point for rough
and ready prototyping.
Heather, a college financial aid counselor, was based entirely on interviews
from financial aid staff members. Heather personified the result of high staff
turnover, a significant problem in the Office of Financial Aid. She is overwhelmed
trying to do not only her job, but unfilled jobs within the office, too. How might we
ease the burden on her?
Valencia’s story was pulled from the SAC experience diagram. She’s
undocumented and in need of financial help from a source other than the FAFSA.
The need for outside money is applicable to many types of students, including
those that are undocumented like Valencia. How might we help her find additional
scholarship sources?
Rebecca’s description stemmed from the Rose, Thorn, and Bud exercise,
particularly the “thorn” of committing to Radford late in the summer. What most
students do over the course of several months (file a FAFSA, review aid, sign up
for housing, pick classes), Rebecca will likely have to do in a matter of just a few
weeks. How might we better support her to ensure an easy transition to college
late in the summer?
Paula represented parents who think that the FAFSA is only for low-income
students. The sentiment was occasionally brought up in interviews with
ADM but also appears on the SAC experience diagram. How might we better
communicate the importance of filing a FAFSA?
Darryl’s story showed a parent who actively read communication and
followed up with appropriate actions, but is still left confused about the wording of his daughter’s portal. Did it go through okay? He just wants to make sure
they’re all set for next fall. How might we help Darryl understand when outstanding
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Josh’s situation echoed much of the frustration expressed in Admissions
Counselor interviews. Often, Admissions staff members work with families
beginning early in their student’s college search to act as a resource and develop
a relationship with them. When a family has a financial aid question the
Admissions representative is unable to answer, they then reach out to the Office
of Financial Aid. However, many admissions representatives reported difficulty
getting through to a professional staff member in financial aid either by phone or
Skype. How might we communicate better office to office?
Maya represented some of the more informal ways University employees
seek to help students. She is trying to get an answer about how financial aid can
be used—something that is not her job per se but definitely helps the student out
long-term. Maya is, however, struggling to get an answer from financial aid. Maya
was a stand-in for many of the stories told in interviews with university partners
outside of Admissions and Financial Aid. Often the employee wanted to help the
student and just was not sure how. How might we help Maya help her student?
Naomi’s story was a nod to how different students start at different points,
an idea expressed in multiple interviews with Financial Aid representatives and
School Access Counselors. Naomi has not submitted her admissions application,
but still needed help with her FAFSA. How might we connect Natalie and other
prospective students to help with questions?
Mrs. Hernandez represented the School Access Counselors, a vital partner
and ally in recruitment, struggling to ensure her student’s needed documents
arrived, a sentiment expressed through School Access Counselor interviews. How
might we better notify her and her student of the status of outstanding items
needed to complete her aid application?
Greg has a story that stemmed from interviews conducted with transfer
students. All three transfer student interviewees expressed that they felt as if
they were expected to know what to do just because they were transfer
students, even if things (offices, deadlines, etc.) at their previous institution were
significantly different from Radford University. How might we better identify and
respond to the needs of transfer students?
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Heather

Josh

Valencia

Maya

Rebecca

Naomi

Paula

Mrs. Hernandez

Darryl

Greg

Heather is a professional staff member working in
the financial aid office. She’s been at the university
for about 12 years now and the best part of her
job is definitely working with students. She’s a bit
overwhelmed right now though. Two different
people left the office last month and she’s picked
up a substantial piece of their workload. So much
so that she can barely get to her own
assignments and doesn’t get to interact with
students hardly at all now.

Valencia’s family moved to Northern Virginia from
Guatemala when she was four. Valencia’s an
outstanding student and has achieved honor roll
every year. Her family wants her to pursue higher
education, but money is a concern since she is
undocumented. She knows that the FAFSA isn’t an
option. She’s working with a community group in
Alexandria to hopefully obtain a scholarship from
them, but is looking for other sources of aid, too.

It’s August 21 and Rebecca has decided that JMU
is not for her. She moved in and everything! After
a day, her dad came and picked her up, promising
her she could go to college closer to home. On the
car ride home, they decide to see if Rebecca can
attend Radford as a commuter student since they
live in Floyd. She was admitted to Radford last
October but didn’t list the university on her FAFSA
because she got in to her first choice, JMU, early
decision.

Paula is so thrilled that her daughter will be joining
the Class of 2023 this fall. Her daughter is very
excited about the nursing program in particular
and took some nursing classes in high school
already. They visited last fall for an Open House
and fell in love and now they’re back at Quest.
Paula’s not sure if she should go ahead and file a
FAFSA though. She didn’t realize she was
supposed to earlier; what should she do now?

Darryl is the parent of an incoming freshman
student starting this fall. He’s been saving since
his daughter was in elementary school so her
loans will be pretty minimal. His daughter actually
already completed her Master Promissory Note
to indicate she wishes to take advantage of her
offered federal loans back in January, but it’s still
showing in his daughter’s portal as outstanding
and it’s April. Should he resend it? Did it go
through okay? He just wants to make sure they’re
all set for next fall.

Josh is an Admissions Counselor and works with
students from a rural area. He’s been working a lot
with a family he met a few months ago, the
Bunches, and has talked them through each step
of applying for aid. They were pulled for
verification earlier this year but then submitted the
last of the necessary paperwork last week. Josh
isn’t sure who to ask about when the Bunches
might expect their aid to post.

Maya works in Student Affairs. She’s been helping
a new student she knows from church consider
different majors. The student is worried about the
costs of supplies for specific classes (e.g. art
supplies, science lab fees) and wants to know if he
can use financial aid. Maya’s trying to help him out
and has called financial aid four times but hasn’t
been able to talk to a financial aid counselor since
it’s the week before classes start and phone lines
are busy or on a 30 minute wait.

Naomi’s still waiting to hear back about her
admissions application, but wants to go ahead and
start her FAFSA. She’s been working on it piece
by piece, but is pretty confused when she gets to
the section about parent information. Her mom
and her step-father have lived together as far back
as Noami can remember, but they aren’t married.
She’s not sure who she should list and is trying to
figure out who to ask for help.

Mrs. Hernandez is a College Success Coach at
an urban high school. Her student, Cheyenne, is
super excited about Radford. Mrs. Hernandez has
been working with Cheyenne to submit
documentation that shows she is an independent
student living apart from her parents.
Mrs. Hernandez has faxed documents to financial
aid three times now and is pretty frustrated that
they’re still not there.

Greg is an incoming transfer student. He’s been
admitted already and he has a $3,000 scholarship
from McDonald’s, too. He’s a little worried about
the overall cost (so much more expensive than
community college!), but pretty sure he’ll be fine
when bills come out. Wait, when do bills come
out?

Figure 14. Persona Profiles
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Rough and Ready Prototyping (Making)
Members of the combined EMO, FAO, and ADM groups were each given a
Persona Profile at random and asked to use it as the basis for a prototype solution.

a. workshop materials

b. diagram to explain costs
to transfer students

c. comprehensive and
easy-to-navigate website

d. stronger partnership
between admissions and
financial aid

e. FAFSA Phil, a mascot to
encourage FAFSA
completion

f. walking with students to
the Office of Financial Aid

g. interactive clock with
important financial deadlines

h. interactive checklist of
completed financial aid
steps

i. using your colleagues for
help

j. verification status and
next steps

k. a welcoming attitude
especially for students
admitted late in the cycle

l. empowerment through
financial aid knowledge

m. scholarship database

n. outstanding items
checklist

o. what should I do now (an
interactive toy)

p. workshop in progress

Figure 15. Rough and Ready Prototypes
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Workshop participants were encouraged to pull from prior design-thinking
activities to both define the problem at hand and identify a way to help (or
anticipate the needs of) their assigned Persona. Statement Starters helped to
identify problems while Rose, Thorn, and Bud as well as Experience Diagrams
proved to be most useful in solution generation. Many of the prototypes aimed to
ease student frustration through easy-to-access information and often
interactive elements: a diagram to help explain costs to transfer students, an
interactive deadline clock, an interactive checklist of outstanding items, and a
scholarship database. Others focused on building better relationships between
financial aid and other campus representatives: walking students to financial aid to
ensure they get an answer to questions they do not know how to ask, a stronger
partnership between admissions and financial aid, and empowering employees
through acquisition of functional financial aid knowledge. Still others looked
at ways to make financial aid information more accessible to students regardless
of where they were in the application and enrollment process: a mascot to
promote the FAFSA, a comprehensive and easy-to-understand website, and a
welcoming attitude for students admitted late in the cycle.

Concept Poster (Making)
Seven concept posters were created by the researcher to more fully
illustrate research findings and potential solutions. In some instances, the concept
poster is a more polished version of a prototype developed earlier; in other cases,
the solution presented on the concept poster stemmed from findings observed
throughout interviews and workshops. Each concept poster matches to a
workshop-produced Statement Starter and an individual interview to
provide context. Additionally, each poster provides an overview of anticipated
implementation timeframe, cost, impact, and difficulty.
“Overhaul Communication Pieces” (Figure 16) identified specific changes
to an existing piece (in this case, an initial email award notification) to streamline
and personalize communication. Several students reported in interviews that

31
they did not remember emails or that they ignored them. Several campus
employee interviews also questioned if students actually read emails.
Suggestions provided on this poster do not guarantee a student will read it, of
course, but do make the email easier to read and understand with student-first
language, clear visuals, and less jargon. Similar suggestions could be used
to revamp emails and mailed pieces, too. Many Rough and Ready Prototypes
showed specific points of financial aid communication in existence but in need
of revision: a comprehensive and easy-to-navigate website (c), an interactive
checklist of completed financial aid steps (h), verification and next steps (j), and
an outstanding items checklist (n).
“Extended Office Hours” (Figure 17) proposed one way financial aid
employees might create more opportunities to meet one-on-one with students,
a need addressed in several campus and School Access Counselor interviews
as well as the Rose, Thorn, Bud and Statement Starters methods. Additionally,
extended office hours would increase the financial aid office’s ability to help
support Admission Counselor outreach in the evening, a need expressed in
multiple interviews.
“Thursday Tartan Threads” (Figure 18) grew from an interview with a
campus employee who shared a centralized Enrollment Office encompassing
Admissions, Financial Aid, Advising, and others. Thursday Tartan Threads is a
scaled back version created to open up both interoffice communication and
availability to students without sacrificing the timely updates and nuances
typically only available intraoffice, concerns brought up in workshop debriefs.
“Campus Secret Shopper” (Figure 19) arose from ideas expressed in both
the Rose, Thorn, Bud exercise and the Statement Starters exercise. In practice,
a Campus Secret Shopper program could help objectively identify pain points
across departments with regard to how they communicate and interact with
students and other departments. Identified problems would then be addressed
less from a punitive standpoint and more from a quality assurance standpoint.
Put differently, you cannot fix something if you do not know it is broken.
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“Hire Communication Specialist” (Figure 20) was a companion to both
Overhaul Communications Pieces and Chat with Financial Frank. A Communication
Specialist in the Office of Financial Aid would address how to overhaul
communication pieces in times of staffing shortages (a fact acknowledged by
many campus employee interviews). This position could also help provide a fresh
perspective on many of the problems posed in the Statement Starters
activity, including professional communication between campus departments
and identifying new ways to reach students in ways they understand. This
position could expand financial aid communication efforts—maybe by creating a
scholarship database (m) or an interactive clock with important financial
deadlines (g), or maybe by launching a comprehensive texting plan, a method
identified by several Admissions Counselors as effective in contacting admitted
students.
“Chat with Financial Frank” (Figure 21) has roots in the FAFSA Phil mascot,
a Rough and Ready Prototype designed to encourage FAFSA completion. The
idea of a non-threatening, cheeky mascot was combined with the frustration
expressed by students navigating intimidating financial language and an
overwhelming website with which they are unfamiliar. This combination resulted in
Financial Frank, a chatbot to help students find the information they are seeking on
the financial aid website quickly and easily. The chatbot could be programmed to
find results for a myriad of search terms, not just the correct or proper terms,
enabling students to find answers to their questions on their own time.
“First Gen Partner Certification” (Figure 22) showed how cross-training
could be incentivized to empower campus partners. Many campus employees
shared that despite wanting to help students (especially ones they had a strong
connection with), they felt they did not know enough about financial aid or that
they were intimidated by the specificity of regulations and deadlines. A First
Gen Partner Certification program also alleviates “passing the buck” between
departments and creates consistency in communication to incoming students,
both stated “thorns” in the Rose, Thorn, and Bud method.
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Figure 16. Concept Poster:
Overhaul Communication Pieces
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“I feel that it is
effective if they
read. That’s
always the thing.”
-Financial Aid Employee

1

Switch ID and Name- they are parents of a kid,
not a number
The inaccurate line breaks make this very hard to read.
Maybe create a chart to help differentiate each line?

2
3

This feels outdated. Add new logo lock-up.

4
5

Not clear what is payable to Radford and what
isn’t. Review language for clarity.

The Memorandum is very long and technical. Make it more
clear why someone might need it.

6
7

Confusing language; consider more
explicit step-by-step instructions.

Confusing language; where is “above”? Need
more explanation on deposit/what it does

8

Notate that these will remain outstanding
until late summer, even if completed.

9

Confusing language; where is “below”? Also,
consider making this planning component
more a focus, it is buried in the email.

10

Unclear when the transition to RU email starts.

Difficulty:
Impact:
Cost:
Time to Implement: 3 - 6 months

34

Figure 17. Concept Poster:
Extended Office Hours
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Why
Several students and families
interviewed reported positive
interactions with financial aid at oncampus events (such as Quest or
Highlander Days). The ability to access
counselors and get direct answers is
clearly valued, but access to financial aid
representatives is not always available
to families when they need it. During
peak times of the year, it can feel
impossible to get a financial aid
representative on the phone. Imagine
being a working parent and trying to
call, only to be left in the queue.
How
Similar to the yield season hours for the
Office of Admissions, the Office of
Financial Aid could rotate counselor
availability in the evening hours
(typically 5:00 pm to 8:00 pm) or
Saturdays. It could be year-round,
though it doesn’t have to be. It could
be every day, though it doesn’t have
to be. This could be a way for students
and parents who are occupied during
the day and/or unable to visit to interact
with financial aid directly. It could also cut
down daytime wait times if people know
there’s an option to call in the evenings.
Lastly, working evening hours would give
employees in the Office of Admissions
a contact in financial aid for questions
encountered in outreach phone calls
and texts.

mes?

during busy ti

Financial Aid leaves at 5:00,
they shut the door. But if we
want people to file the FAFSA,
get through verification,
accept their aid, understand
their package, whatever, we
need to make ourselves more
available on [students’] terms.”

-Admissions Employee

Difficulty:
Impact:
Cost:
Time to Implement: 1 - 2 months
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Figure 18. Concept Poster:
Thursday Tartan Threads
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Why
We know that financial aid can have
enormous impacts on academics (and
vice versa). A common theme in many
interviews with University employees
was that while they themselves might
be hesitant to advise students on
financial aid, they often felt compelled
to help students plan what questions to
ask regarding their aid.

“I know how much it can
affect students academically...
how many credits they need
to be at the beginning, if they
can add or drop a class during
the first week, if they can
withdraw from a class later.”

-University Employee

How
Gathering offices from across campus
to a centralized location once a week
would enable students to go to one
place for answers. Moreover, it allows
employees to confer face-to-face about
unique situations and appropriately
advise the student on actions to take.
For example, if a student is failing a
class, an Advisor may suggest that he
or she drop it without considering the
impact on the student’s aid. A central
“fair” at a dependable time and place
would enable a student to talk to an
advisor about academic ramifications
then check on financial aid ramifications
immediately. This solution provides
students the ability to talk with multiple
offices about their needs at once.
Considerations + Variants
This solution grew from another
institution’s advising model that
incorporates financial aid and career
advisors in academic colleges. The
weekly modification allows
representatives to keep abreast of their
own office’s policies and developments
while still allowing for a centralized
approach.
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Difficulty:
Impact:
Cost:
Time to Implement: 6 - 9 months
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Figure 19. Concept Poster:
Campus Secret Shopper
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Why
There’s a frustration with customer
service standards varying office to
office on campus. Because this project
focused on financial aid, it is natural that
interviews and other research often
pointed to the Office of Financial Aid,
though it should be noted that they are
undoubtedly only one of many offices
that don’t offer the level of customer
service they purport to offer.

“It doesn’t seem like
they want to help the
students. I’m sure that’s
not across the board.
And I know that’s not all
there is to it, but that’s
how it comes across.”

- University Employee

That said, interviews pointed to lengthy
call wait times, frustration at being
unable to get past student workers
at the front desk, uncertainty over
assigned financial aid counselor, and
missing email responses. Too often,
these frustrations are skimmed over or
even forgotten once the initial problem
is resolved, resulting in a continuation of
poor service.
How
Enacting a Secret Shopper program
across campus (i.e., not just the Office of
Financial Aid) would help to identify gaps
in service. Once identified, offices could
work to find reasonable solutions or
practices. To be clear, this is not intended
to be used punitively, but rather as a means
to clearly identify improvement areas.
Considerations
It is undetermined if this would be done
in-house or through an outside agency
and who would oversee problem and
solution identification.
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Difficulty:
Impact:
Cost:
Time to Implement: 3 - 6 months
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Figure 20. Concept Poster:
Hire Communication Specialist
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Right now, communication duties are
spread throughout the office and
often result in ambiguous or clunky
wording and campaigns. Several
interviews pointed to students’ lack
of clarity in determining next steps.
Currently, financial aid communication
is often tacked on as an afterthought
to other employee duties.

“I think when [students] see
all these numbers thrown
around and they see direct
versus indirect costs, and
then you've got to read
three paragraphs to explain
it to you and understand
what a direct versus indirect
costs means. Um, it's a lot.”

-Admissions Employee
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How
Hiring a communication specialist in
the Office of Financial Aid would
allow for more nuanced and
thoughtful communication to
incoming (and current) students.

email
email
email
email
email
email
email
email
email
email

Essentially, someone could “own”
digital, phone, website, portal, and
print communication planning and
focus on how to best reach students
and parents in meaningful ways. He
or she could devote significantly more
time to refine messaging methods
already in existence (e.g., social
media, texting, emails) as Radford
explores new communication
opportunities.
Considerations + Variants
This is likely the most costly solution
proposed, as it would require a new
position; however, the potential
impact of fresh, focused
communication is noteworthy.
Variants to this would be redistribution
of current financial aid or enrollment
staff member’s responsibilities.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur
adipiscing elit. Phasellus in leo est. Orci varius
natoque penatibus et magnis dis parturient
montes, nascetur ridiculus mus. Maecenas et
commodo urna, ut aliquam nisl. Integer sit
amet porta sapien, eu fringilla ante.
Maecenas tellus sem, hendrerit id felis vitae,
ullamcorper laoreet enim. Quisque libero
arcu, gravida eget leo ut, iaculis sodales neque.
Mauris quam velit, mollis sit amet congue non,
placerat nec mi. Aenean id consectetur est, nec
tincidunt urna. Nunc suscipit feugiat urna et
tempus. Etiam fermentum tempor enim nec
pellentesque. Nullam ullamcorper sit amet
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Difficulty:
Impact:
Cost:
Time to Implement: 9 - 12 months (or more)
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Figure 21. Concept Poster:
Chat with Financial Frank
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Why
While some student financial
situations are very nuanced, many are
just complex. They may have questions
beyond “How do I accept my aid” but
often they are still questions that can
be answered on the University website
with a little digging, if you know what to
search for. Instead of relying on
students and families to know
explicitly what they are looking for,
what if an online chatbot could help?

“I just called
[financial aid]
and I was on
hold for, like,
eight minutes.”

-Current Student

How
Out-of-the-box and custom chatbots
exist and can be “trained” using preexisting websites. We could use a
chatbot to alleviate some phone and
foot traffic to the Office of Financial
Aid. Plus, despite being a bot, there’s
a chance to be cheeky with its
personality.
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Considerations + Variants
Since bots operate off information
available to them, this solution as
outlined above would require a
substantial and likely ongoing
reworking of the financial aid website.
A variant of this solution might be to
explore Live Chat options that feature
actual Office of Financial Aid
employees. Several interviews with
campus employees, including financial
aid employees, reported the ease of
communicating via Skype for Business.
Perhaps this ease and convenience
would translate well to a public-facing
chat program.

Chat in Progress

Difficulty:
Impact:
Cost:
Time to Implement: 6 - 9 months
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Figure 22. Concept Poster:
First Gen Partner Certification
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Why
Radford University prides itself on its
ability to attract a significant first
generation student population. There
are many informal and commendable
efforts across campus to make
enrollment processes more friendly
and offices more approachable to
families looking at college for the first
time; however, there isn’t a crosscampus effort to be more inclusive
and mindful of first generation
students and their needs, especially
financial needs.
How
With a nod to the Alternative Worlds
method outlined in Innovating for
People, what if we looked at the success
of the Safe Zone program for LGBTQ+
individuals and translated it to a First
Gen Zone program? It would
incentivize training for employees and
encourage participation, as attendance
is a common compliant from the
financial aid office on campus training
sessions. It would empower University
employees to learn baseline financial
aid information and assist students,
therefore reducing the burden on the
Office of Financial Aid and giving them
time to focus on more nuanced
situations. A First Gen Zone program
could also include training on helping
students adjust to college, navigate
college vocabulary, and other “soft”
skills. Lastly, it provides a powerful
visual to current and visiting students
about the commitment of Radford
University to first generation students.

“Right now, if anyone asked
me a financial aid
question, I’d just say you’re
100% better off just going to
the financial aid office.”

-University Employee
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Difficulty:

1

Impact:
Cost:
Time to Implement: 6 - 9 months
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Critique (Looking)
Each of the concept posters, as well as supporting documentation, was
presented to the Interim Vice President for Enrollment Management. Time was
given for a discussion of potential impact as well as an implementation timeline.
Overhaul Communication Pieces, Extended Office Hours, Hire Communication
Specialist, and First Gen Partner Certification were noted for their potential
positive impact on a large number of students despite some logistical concerns
(e.g., how would we schedule the staff fairly for Extended Office Hours and how
would we enforce it across busier and slower seasons? Where would we obtain
funding to hire Communication Specialist?). Despite concerns on funding, it was
acknowledged that a Communication Specialist would likely have the most
impact on the most amount of people (admitted students, current students, and
across campus departments).
Some discussion centered on which concepts could be combined; for
instance, the Chat with Financial Frank option likely becomes easier if done after
Hire Communications Specialist.
Alternately, an anticipated lack of campus buy-in was expressed for both
Thursday Tartan Threads and Campus Secret Shopper. For Thursday Tartan
Threads, it was noted that initial participation from campus departments would
likely be okay, but may dwindle if student visitor numbers are not high. For the
Campus Secret Shopper program, it was noted that there’s no way to ensure
observations would not be used punitively and would thus likely cause concern
among staff.
Overall, the concept with the most support was incentivizing campus
employees to learn new skills with the First Gen Partner Certification. The
program’s relatively low cost coupled with potential high impact to both support
students and alleviate some strain on the financial aid office held great appeal
for Enrollment leadership. In fact, later follow-up discussion explored the
potential to create a series of enrollment micro-credentials, like Financial Aid,
Recruitment, and Yield, as badges under an umbrella “Future Highlander
Helper” certification.
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DISCUSSION
Goal 1: Understand student and parent challenges navigating
the college decision process, with a focus on finances and
financial aid as an influencer.
This goal was approached primarily through interviews with students,
parents and campus partners, as well as experience diagramming workshops
detailing student experiences in the college search and decision processes. In
general, parents were quick to point to financial concerns as a limiting factor
early in students’ college search, congruent with the Ruffalo Noel Levitz 2017
E-Expectations Report. Student responses were somewhat more
varied. While some talked about financial considerations early in the process,
about as many talked about financial concerns as more of a determiner in their
actual college enrollment decision. This sentiment was echoed in many campus
employee interviews. While there may be a variety of factors a student
considers in applying to college, finances and understanding how they’ll pay for
college are important influences in their college decision.
In several interviews, differences in students’ high schools’ (or, for
transfer students, previous colleges’) approaches are evident. The ACCESS
College Foundation organization based out of Norfolk, VA employs counselors in
much of the region who focus on FAFSA completion and aiding students as they
navigate financial aid award offers. Other individual high schools were also cited as
the primary way a student knew about the FAFSA and related deadlines. Both
transfer students interviewed, however, reported less assistance at the community
college as they began to look at transfer options. As one current student explained,
“At high school they do connect you with people, but at college they figure that
you’re old enough to figure it out yourself.”
Key Insight: Transfer students need financial aid help, too.
In terms of students’ interactions directly with Radford University, many
complimented on-campus events (particularly Quest and Highlander Days) as a way
to interact one-on-one with campus representatives. This is in contrast to other
stories of unreturned emails, long phone queue wait times, and an inability to pass
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front desk workers in the financial aid office and speak directly with a Financial Aid
Counselor. Of the 13 students and parents interviewed, 46% reported problems
encountered when attempting to contact the Office of Financial Aid directly.
Moreover, of the 15 Admissions and Other Enrollment professionals interviewed,
93% relayed stories of students or families who experiences difficulty trying to
connect with the Office of Financial Aid. These negative experiences ranged
from relatively mundane issues such as long phone queue wait times to more
serious issues of bad or conflicting information.
Key Insight: Students desire the ability to talk one-on-one with a financial aid
counselor, but often feel unwelcome and frustrated when they try.

Goal 2: Document current financial aid award and
communication processes.
While the experience diagramming workshops (CES, ADM, EMO, FAO, SAC)
served as clear efforts toward this goal, supplementary information
unexpectedly came from interviews, the Round Robin workshop, as well as the
Rose, Thorn, and Bud workshop. Current communication pieces (emails) were
also collected from both the Office of the Bursar and the Office of Financial Aid.
Currently, the Office of Financial Aid relies predominantly on email for
outbound messaging. Students reported skipping the emails entirely to go to
the portal, but then expressed confusion at understanding their awards as
posted in the portal. Students are emailed reminders often for a variety of
financial aid tasks, but students and employees in the Office of Financial Aid alike
reported a disinclination for students to read the emails.
Key Insight: Quantity of information isn’t the problem,
but quality of information might be.
Additionally, many current students shared moments of frustration and
feeling misled in both the missing documents/verification and award processes.
Only 15% of students and parents interviewed reported no problems or
confusion with completing missing document requests. Interviewed students
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reported confusion about the inclusion of loans in their aid total and determining
direct versus indirect costs and frustration at trying to find requested forms only
to then be asked for more forms once the initial ones were turned in.
Many admissions employees expressed a level of comfort explaining
processes and walking students through the financial aid process, but frustration
at often being left out of scheduled communication plans. One admissions
counselor explained, “I think that’s been like the main frustration from this year
is that we kind of don’t know where we are in the process other than…100 more
packages this week. So I think that’s the part that can be most frustrating, it’s
frustrating from our end because I think a lot of our students [are] students whose
FAFSAs were fine.” The Current Student experience diagram and interviews show
that timelines for their college search and enrollment vary.
Key Insight: Affordability and cost are important to students, but they
matter at different times to different students.
As such, it is important to keep communication targeted to where
students are in their college search and decision process. In addition to the
proactive, pre-admission financial application outreach stressed by Bettinger
et al. (2012) and Hoxby and Turner (2015), there is a clear need for communication late in the yield and enrollment process to account for later applicants (both
admission and FAFSA), too.

Goal 3: Identify gaps and opportunities for intervention.
Predominantly pulled from the Rose, Thorn, and Bud and Statement
Starters workshops, the opportunities for improved financial aid communication
to incoming students are plentiful.
Every group expressed a desire for more streamlined physical
communication that anticipated students’ next steps in the process. Many
professional staff members (ADM, EMO, and FAO designations) empathized with
low staffing numbers and large regulations in the Financial Aid Office, but felt
even small steps toward meeting students where they are and helping other
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staff do similarly would be a step in the right direction.
Gaps in communication came through strongly in many of the workshops,
as well. Grouped within the “bud” category in the Rose, Thorn, and Bud method:
financial aid incomplete requirements outreach, FAFSA info, priority dates for
FAFSA, when is money due, turnaround on releasing aid packages,
communication cost of attendance versus budget, providing options for students
in payments and billing. Grouped within the “thorn” category in the Rose, Thorn,
and Bud method: can student’s assigned financial aid counselor be more
apparent, verification, “passing the buck,” turnaround time once bill is posted,
communication between financial aid and other offices, ability for students to
connect with their financial aid rep, ability to reach someone in financial aid,
staffing during peak times, financial aid communication to targeted populations
with more specific info (first gen, etc.), communicating competitiveness of our
aid packages as it related to cost. In the Rough and Ready Prototype workshop,
many participants created a more streamlined checklist of sorts for students to
track their progress through applying and accepting financial aid. This echoes
the insight expressed earlier: There is not a lack in communication necessarily,
but what does exist is not helpful to students.
Based on the information put forth by the Office of Financial Aid in emails,
on the website, and on social media, there is an array of information available.
Sorting through it is often where the problem lies. Despite being digitally savvy,
many students do not know what questions to ask or what phrases to use to
find what they need on the website.
Key Insight: Students seeking to find answers to financial aid questions on
their own are often discouraged by language that is hard to understand and
processes that are difficult to navigate in emails, the
student portal, and the financial aid website.
Many University employees in the EMO designation (not Admissions or Financial Aid but enrollment-adjacent) interviewed spoke about their desire to help
students, but 70% reported feeling that the lack the financial aid skills necessary
to do so. Moreover, many referenced the irony of preaching self-
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advocacy to students only to then find themselves pulled in to helping the
student navigate financial aid concerns and what questions to ask. One employee
explained, “I’ve had students go to financial aid and come back and tell me things
and then they say, I don’t really know what [financial aid] said. So I go back with
them and ask the right questions.” This theme of reducing barriers showed up in
two Rough and Ready Prototypes as well as several statement starters.
Key Insight: University employees want to help students navigate their
financial aid but don’t feel they have enough knowledge or context to do so.
This feeling of helplessness is complicated by frustration when they cannot
get an answer from the Office of Financial Aid.
Lastly, many students expressed in their interviews that they felt
surprised and misrepresented by their federally-produced Expected Family
Contribution (EFC). Many students expressed the need to seek funding beyond
federal and state aid, but did not know how to fill the gap between aid offered and
money due.
Key Insight: There is a need to support students as they supplement their
education funds beyond programs strictly affiliated with the FAFSA.

Goal 4: Prototype potential solutions.
The results of both the Rough and Ready Prototype workshop and the
completed concept posters showcase potential solutions addressing a variety
of concerns. As previously noted, several rough and ready prototypes take a
proactive approach to helping students understand the financial aid process:
clearer student checklists, easy-to-navigate FAQ on website, online chat
options, a scholarship database. Other prototypes personified less concrete
attitudes or mindsets: welcoming students admitted late in the cycle, fostering
stronger interoffice connections, taking time to walk students through to the
appropriate office for help.
The seven Concept Posters were pulled from culmination of ideas and
thoughts expressed throughout the workshops. “Chat with Financial Frank” and
“Overhaul Communication Pieces” are a direct nod to earlier prototypes. Both
“Hire Communication Specialist” and “Campus Secret Shopper” have seeds in
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the Round Robin workshop. “First Gen Partner Certification” stemmed from
campus partner interviews that expressed a desire to help students, but
hesitation to advise on financial aid. “Thursday Tartan Threads” and “Extended
Office Hours” are both modified versions of thoughts expressed in an interview.
Each concept poster highlights pieces from statement starters and interviews
to provide justification for the proposed solution as well as an explanation of the
solution and an implementation projection. Figure 23 shows each of seven key
insights matched to a potential solution generated and displayed in a Rough
and Ready Prototype and/or Concept Poster.

b. diagram to explain costs
to transfer students
c. comprehensive and
easy-to-navigate website of
Frequently Asked Questions

Students desire the ability to talk one-on-one
with a financial aid counselor, but often feel
unwelcome and frustrated when they try.
Quantity of information isn’t the problem,

e. FAFSA Phil, a mascot to
encourage FAFSA completion

Affordability and cost are important, but

but quality of information might be.

they matter at different times
to different students.
Students seeking to find answers to financial

g. interactive clock with
important financial deadlines
h. interactive checklist of
completed financial aid steps
i. using your colleagues for help
j. verification status and next steps
k. a welcoming attitude
especially for students
admitted late in the cycle
l. empowerment through of financial
aid knowledge
m. scholarship database
n. outstanding items checklist
o. what should I do now (an interactive toy)

aid questions on their own are often
discouraged by language that is hard to
understand and processes that are difficult to
navigate in emails, the student portal, and the
financial aid website.
University Employees want to help students
navigate their financial aid, but don’t feel they
have enough knowledge or context to do so.
This feeling of helplessness is complicated by
frustration when they cannot get an answer
from the Office of Financial Aid.
There is a need to support students as they
supplement their education funds beyond
programs strictly affiliated with the FAFSA.

al deadlines with

nicate financi

better commu

students?

ces

n Pie
Overhaul Communicatio
“I feel that it is
effective if they
read. That’s
always the thing.”

Transfer students need financial aid help, too.

d. stronger partnership
between admissions and
financial aid

f. walking with students to
the Office of Financial Aid

How might we

-Financial Aid Employee

ID and Name- they are parents of a kid,
1 Switch
not a number
The inaccurate line breaks make this very hard to read.
Maybe create a chart to help differentiate each line?

2

“Overhaul
Communication
Pieces”
How might we

optimize

3

This feels outdated. Add new logo lock-up.
Not clear what is payable to Radford and what
isn’t. Review language for clarity.

4
5

The Memorandum is very long and technical. Make it more
clear why someone might need it.

Confusing language;
more
busy times?
lly duringconsider
especia
6cy,explicit
step-by-step instructions.
efficien
staffing for peak

Extended Office Hours
7

Confusing language; where is “above”? Need
more explanation on deposit/what it does

8

Notate that these will remain outstanding
until late summer, even if completed.

9

Confusing language; where is “below”? Also,
consider making this planning component
more a focus, it is buried in the email.

10

Unclear when the transition to RU email starts.

Difficulty:
Financial
Aid leaves at 5:00,
they shut the door. But if we
want
people to file the FAFSA,
Impact:

get through verification,
Why
accept their aid, understand
Cost:
Several students and families
their package, whatever, we
interviewed reported positive
need to make ourselves more
Time on
to[students’]
Implement:
3 - 6 months
available
terms.”
interactions with financial aid at on-Admissions Employee
campus events (such as Quest or
Highlander Days). The ability to access
counselors and get direct answers is
clearly valued but access to financial aid
representatives is not always available
to families when they need it. During
peak times of the year, it can feel
from students?
and explanations
impossible to get a financial aid
ve paperwork
representative on the phone. Imagine
the need for repetiti
we decrease
How might
being a working
parent and trying to call
only to be left in the queue.

“Extended
Office Hours”

Thursday Tartan Threads

How
Similar to the yield season hours for the
Office of Admissions, the Office of
Financial Aid could rotate counselor
availability in the evening hours
(typically 5:00 pm to 8:00 pm) or
Saturdays. It could be year-round,
though it doesn’t have to be. It could
be every day, though it doesn’t have
to be. This could be a way for students
and parents who are occupied during
Why
the day and/or unable to visit to interact
We know that financial aid can have
with financial aid directly. It could also cut
enormous impacts on academics (and
down daytime wait times if people know
vice versa). A common theme in many
there’s an option to call in the evenings.
interviews with University employees
Lastly, working evening hours would give
was that while they themselves might
employees in the Office of Admissions
be hesitant to advise students on
a contact in financial aid for questions
financial aid, they often felt compelled
encountered in outreach phone calls
to help students plan what questions to
and texts.
ask regarding their aid.

“I know how much it can
affect students academically...
how many credits they need
to be at the beginning, if they
can add or drop a class during
the first week, if they can

withdraw from a class later.”
Difficulty:

Impact:

-University Employee

Cost:
Time to Implement: 1 - 2 months

How
Gathering offices from across campus
to a centralized location once a week
would enable students to go to one
place for answers. Moreover, it allows
employees to confer face-to-face about
?
unique situations and appropriately
of customer service
advise the student on actions to take.
and perception
improve reality
For example, if a student is failing a
How might we
class, an Advisor may suggest that
they drop it without considering the
impact on the student’s aid. A central
“fair” at a dependable time and place
would enable a student to talk to an
advisor about academic ramifications
then check on financial aid ramifications
immediately. This solution provides
students the ability to talk with multiple
offices about their needs at once.

“Thursday
Tartan
Threads”

Campus Secret Shoppers

Considerations + Variants
This solution grew from another
institution’s advising model that
incorporates financial aid and career
Why
advisors
in academic colleges. The
There’s modification
a frustrationallows
with customer
weekly
service
standards
office to
representatives
tovarying
keep abreast
of their
officeoffice’s
on campus.
Because
this project
own
policies
and developments
focused
financial
it is natural that
while stillon
allowing
foraid,
a centralized
interviews and other research often
approach.
pointed to the Office of Financial Aid,
though it should be noted that they are
undoubtedly only one of many offices
that don’t offer the level of customer
service they purport to offer.

“It doesn’t seem like
Difficulty:

they want to help the

students. I’m sure that’s
Impact:
not across the board.

And I know that’s not all
Cost:
there is to it, but that’s

how it comes across.”
Time
to Implement:
6 - 9 months
- University Employee

“Campus
Secret
Shopper”

That said, interviews pointed to lengthy
call wait times, frustration at being
unable to get past student workers
at the front desk, uncertainty over
assigned financial aid counselor, and
missing email responses. Too often,
these frustrations are skimmed over or
even forgotten once the initial problem
is resolved, resulting in a continuation of
poor service.
How
Enacting a Secret Shopper program
across campus (i.e. not just the Office of
Financial Aid) would help to identify gaps
in service. Once identified, offices could
work to find reasonable solutions or
practices. To be clear, this is not intended
to be used punitively, but rather a means
to clearly identify improvement areas.
Considerations
It is undetermined if this would be done
in-house or through an outside agency
and who would oversee problem and
solution identification.

“Hire
Communication
Specialist”

Difficulty:
Impact:
Cost:
Time to Implement: 3 - 6 months

How might we

t access to the

increase studen

financial aid

office?

Chat with Financial Frank

Why
While some student financial
situations are very nuanced, many are
just complex. They may have questions
beyond “How do I accept my aid” but
often they are still questions that can
be answered on the University website
with a little digging, if you know what to
search for. Instead of relying on
students and families to know
explicitly what they are looking for,
what if an online chatbot could help?

“I just called
[financial aid]
and I was on
hold for, like,
eight minutes.”

-Current Student

How
Out-of-the-box and custom chatbots
exist and can be “trained” using preexisting websites. We could use a
partners?
n to campus
chatbot to alleviate some phone and
communicatio
in financial aid
Chat in Progress
foot traffic to the Office of Financial
g consistency
Chat
start
Aid. Plus,
despite
being
a buildin
bot, there’s
might we
How
with
a chance to be cheeky with its
k
personality.
Fran

“Chat with
Financial Frank”

ation
First Gen Partner Certific
now!

Considerations + Variants
Since bots operate off information
available to them, this solution as
outlined above would require a
substantial and likely ongoing
reworking of the financial aid website.

A variant of this solution might be to
explore Live Chat options that feature
actual Office of Financial Aid
employees. Several interviews with
campus
employees, including financial
Why
aid
employees,
reported
the
ease
Radford
University
prides
itself
onofits
communicating
Skype for Business.
ability to attractvia
a significant
first
Perhaps
thisstudent
ease and
convenience
generation
population.
There
would
translate
welland
to acommendable
public-facing
are many
informal
chat
program.
efforts
across campus to make

“Right
now, if anyone asked
Difficulty:
me a financial aid
question, I’d just say you’re
Impact:
100% better off just going to
the financial aid office”

Cost:

“First Gen
Partner
Certification”

How
With a nod to the Alternative Worlds
method outlined in Innovating for
People, what if we looked at the success
of the Safe Zone program for LGBTQ+
individuals and translated it to a First
Gen Zone program? It would
incentivize training for employees and
encourage participation, as attendance
is common compliant from the
financial aid office on campus training
sessions. It would empower University
employees to learn baseline financial
aid information and assist students,
therefore reducing the burden on the
Office of Financial Aid and giving them
time to focus on more nuanced
situations. A First Gen Zone program
could also include training on helping
students adjust to college, navigate
college vocabulary and other “soft”
skills. Lastly, it provides a powerful
visual to current and visiting students
about the commitment of Radford
University to first generation students.

-University Employee

first

Time to Implement: 6 - 9 months

enrollment processes more friendly
and offices more approachable to
families looking at college for the first
time; however, there isn’t a crosscampus effort to be more inclusive
and mindful of first generation
students and their needs, especially
financial needs.

1

Figure 23. Insights and Solutions
Difficulty:
Impact:
Cost:

Time to Implement: 6 - 9 months
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Suggestions for Future Consideration
Much of the communication pieces geared to incoming students stem from
a handful of offices. While there were some informal summaries of communication
plans provided through interviews and experience diagramming, exploring ways in
which emails, mailers, and other planned outbound communication interact
between offices (particularly financial aid, admissions, and bursar) would likely bring
in a new dynamic to tracking current practices and identifying gaps.
An interesting insight gained during research was the perception of front desk
student workers in the financial aid office as barriers; in other words, students
desire the ability to talk one-on-one with a financial aid counselor, but often feel
unwelcome and frustrated when they try. Many interview subjects were able to
recount a specific time when they or a student they knew were unable to talk with a
professional staff member, even after having made arrangements to go to the office
in person. The contextual inquiry conducted echoes this. Student workers often did
not know the answer to a posed question and spent several minutes finding
someone who did (usually via Skype). Solutions generated tended to focus on a
workaround or alternate approach to finding one-on-one connections (e.g., the
centralized Tartan Thursdays approach, and empowering employees outside of the
Office of Financial Aid with the First Gen Partner Certification); however, further
research might look at different ways to configure this set-up to create a more
welcoming and trusting atmosphere for visitors to the office.
Lastly, while often addressed in early workshops, the billing process and
deadlines did not rise to the top in any of the solution-generating workshops.
Future research might explore ways to better communicate billing and payment
deadlines, or reevaluate the billing process as a whole.
Right now, ideas put forth are just that: ideas. The scope of this research
did not allow for a hallmark of design-thinking methodology: iteration. Continual
review and improvement of ways to best serve the audience (in this case,
students) is a necessary component of practicing design thinking. Future
research might look at ways to implement proposed solutions and gauge their
effectiveness.

48

CONCLUSION

Finances are often an integral part of students’ college decisions. Formal

research, design-thinking workshops, and one-on-one interviews support this
notion. Thus, how universities communicate to prospective, admitted, and
enrolling students about finances and financial aid holds great weight.
Research done in this study identifies seven key insights:
Transfer students need financial aid help, too.
Students desire the ability to talk one-on-one with a financial aid counselor, but
often feel unwelcome and frustrated when they try.
Quantity of information isn’t the problem, but quality of information might be.
Affordability and cost are important, but they matter at different times to different students.
Students seeking to find answers to financial aid questions on their own are often
discouraged by language that is hard to understand and processes that are difficult
to navigate in emails, the student portal, and the financial aid website.
University Employees want to help students navigate their financial aid, but don’t feel they
have enough knowledge or context to do so. This feeling of helplessness is complicated by
frustration when they cannot get an answer from the Office of Financial Aid.
There is a need to support students as they supplement their education funds
beyond programs strictly affiliated with the FAFSA.

Based on the design-thinking methods employed in this research,
solutions should proactively help students through known pain points in the
process with more intentional messaging content and methods; a reduction in
the burden and volume of easily-answered questions in the financial aid office;
campus partners as allies in the enrollment process; and an alleviation of
barriers to a welcoming and open physical space for visitors in need of
financial help. Each of these concerns is addressed in different ways through a
variety of proposed solutions generated in design-thinking workshops. Moreover,
many of the proposed solutions can be done simultaneously and lend
themselves well to future iterations.
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APPENDIX
Full Description of Design Thinking Methods Used
(All descriptions assume that permission has already been obtained by researcher)

				Experience Diagramming
Note that this strategy is repeated multiple times with different stakeholder
groups. For each group, the researcher will gather participants and explain the
problem being explored. Participants will then be asked to identify key points
of communication to or interactions with admitted students during enrollment,
either formal or informal. Current students (CES) will be asked to reflect upon
their enrollment process. School Access Counselors (SAC) may draw from
experiences with high school students to represent a longer variation of the
college decision process. All participants should write down a brief description
of the exchange on a post-it note then place the post-it note on a timeline
sketched on a dry-erase board. Placed post-its may be moved as new
interactions are added, as long as there is a consensus from the group on the
order. The researcher will emphasize that the activity is an exploration one;
while gaps in communication may be identified using dry-erase markers during
post-activity processing, this is not a solution activity and post-its added
during the timeframe should focus on current interactions or communications.
				Statement Starters
Researcher will gather group in a facility with a dry-erase board and serve as
designated note-taker. Encouraging participants to draw from previous
methods and personal interactions, the researcher will write suggestions from
the group on how to best describe the problem as variations on a “How might
we...” open-ended statement. The goals of this method will be to identify,
articulate, and define parts of the larger problem in a way that spurs potential
future solutions.
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				Contextual Inquiry
The researcher will identify a half day to observe the Office of Financial Aid
with assistance from the Vice President of Enrollment Management and the
Director of Financial Aid. Prior to the identified day, Office of Financial Aid staff
members will be informed by the researcher of the date and expectations.
Participants will be asked to continue their workday as usual with the
expectation that the Researcher may ask for clarification on activities or
processes observed. Efforts will be made to focus on the aid award process
(including verification) and communication (inbound and outbound) efforts.
				What’s on Your Radar?
Researcher will draw three large concentric circles resembling a bull’s eye on a
dry-erase board. Participants will have access to all previously collected
information to review. Researcher will ask all participants to draw from their
personal experiences and information collected in previous strategies.
Participants will be asked to place post-it notes with considerations on the
drawn circles with higher priority considerations closer to the center of the
circles. Considerations may be anything that affects the relationship between
financial aid and students’ enrollment; for example, both “unsureness of
missing documents” and “aid award amount” are equally valid additions, but
may be placed in different areas of the circle depending on the group’s
consensus.
				Persona Profiles
Using information collected in Interviews with all groups, the researcher will
create 8-10 Persona Profiles that personify typical considerations expressed by
students either directly or indirectly (identified in interviews with Office of
Admissions, Office of Financial Aid, etc.). These profiles will name and identify
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(representative) hometown, major, and familial circumstance. Additionally, each
profile will serve as a stand-in for a particular timepoint of the financial aid
award and college decision process (e.g., has not applied for aid, applied for aid
but missing documents, awarded aid but unclear if enough).
				Round Robin
Researcher will prepare a sheet of paper folded into horizontal fourths for each
participant. After reviewing all previously collected information, each
participant will be asked to write a potential solution that addresses any
identified “pain point” in the financial aid award process or communication (also
written on the paper). The researcher will encourage wild and creative
solutions, regardless of their practicality. Each participant will have 5 minutes
to write a subproblem and solution. The paper will then be passed to the left
and the new participant will critique the proposed solution in 3 minutes. Then,
the paper will pass once more to the left. This participant will then
attempt to reconcile the critique (i.e., “what if we…”) in 3 minutes. All
participant papers will be gathered and compiled by the researcher.
				Rough and Ready Prototyping
The researcher will gather a variety of paper and crafting supplies (markers,
glue, cardstock, scissors). With access to all previous information collected,
each group will choose a specific subproblem and solution to base a prototype
on. The prototype should be a reasonable representation of a product,
service, process, or other consideration. The researcher will set a time limit and
record additional considerations that arise as the group builds a prototype.
Each group will be asked to present briefly on their prototype, explaining what
it does and how it addresses a concern.
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				Rose, Thorn, Bud
Researcher will gather participants in a space with a dry-erase board and
tables. Researcher will ask all participants to draw from their personal
experiences and information collected in previous strategies to identify
topics within the broad subject of financial aid communication that are
currently strong/effective (rose), weak/ineffective (thorn), and opportunities
(bud). Each category will have a corresponding post-it color and participants
will be asked to write considerations on the appropriate color before placing on
the dry-erase board. Discussion will be encouraged within the group and postits may be created or modified based on group interactions and brainstorming.
				Concept Poster
The researcher will gather all collected information into a concept poster
illustrating insights found and solutions suggested to present to the Dean of
Admissions, Director of Financial Aid, and Vice President for Enrollment
Management.
				Critique
Following the presentation of the concept and supporting documentation, key
university stakeholders (Dean of Admissions, Director of Financial Aid, and Vice
President for Enrollment Management) will provide a critique of work completed
and feasibility of future work.

		 		Interview
The researcher will conduct one-on-one interviews with key constituents in
previously identified groups. Interviews will be held in a quiet, neutral space
and recorded by the researcher. Example interview questions specific to each
group may be found over the next several pages.
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Interview Questions: Currently Enrolled Students (CES)
1. Tell me a little about yourself. Where are you from? What year are you and
what are you studying?
2. Let’s talk a little about your college search process. When would you say you
started to really look at colleges? What were some factors that influenced the
colleges you considered?
3. How many colleges did you apply to? What were some factors that
influenced colleges to which you applied?
4. Do you remember filling out a FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student
Aid)? Who or what prompted you to fill it out? Did you do it in one or multiple
settings? Did anyone help you?
5. Were you contacted about any missing documents or other paperwork (from
Radford or any other college) pertaining to your FAFSA? How were you
contacted and can you tell me a bit about that experience?
6. What do you remember about reviewing your financial aid package (at
Radford or elsewhere)? Did anything prompt you to check the award? Do you
feel like your award and next steps (like how to accept aid or completing
Entrance Counseling) were explained in a way you could easily understand? If
not, what were some of the questions you were left with?
7. Was there ever a situation where you reached out to a college with
questions (Radford or otherwise)? What offices did you reach out to and how
(Facebook, text, email, phone, etc.)? What questions did you ask? Can you tell
me about the experience?
8. Tell me a little about your college decision. Did you have more than one
acceptance to consider? How did you decide? What types of considerations
influenced your decision?
9. Let’s talk about the months leading up to when you started at Radford after
you decided to attend. Do you remember the status of your financial aid? Were
you missing any items? If so, how did you find out you were missing items?
10. Do you feel like you had a clear understanding of how much money you’d
owe the university, based on financial aid and/or scholarships received?
11. Is there anything else you’d like to tell me about your experiences with the
financial aid process?
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Interview Questions: Parents of Currently Enrolled Students (PES)
1. Tell me a little about yourself. Where are you from? How many children do
you have in college? Did you go to college?
2. Let’s talk a little about your family’s college search process. When would you
say you started to really look at colleges? What were some factors that
influenced the colleges your child considered?
3. How many colleges did your child apply to? What were some factors that
influenced colleges to which he or she applied? How involved would you say
you were in the application process?
4. Do you remember filling out a FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student
Aid) with your child? Who or what prompted you to fill it out? Did you do it in
one or multiple settings? Did anyone help you?
5. Were you contacted about any missing documents or other paperwork (from
Radford or any other college) pertaining to your child’s FAFSA? How were you
contacted and can you tell me a bit about that experience?
6. What do you remember about reviewing your child’s financial aid package
(at Radford or elsewhere)? Did anything prompt you to check the award? Do
you feel like your award and next steps (like how to accept aid or completing
Entrance Counseling) were explained in a way you could easily understand? If
not, what were some of the questions you were left with?
7. Was there ever a situation where you reached out to a college with
questions (Radford or otherwise)? What offices did you reach out to and how
(Facebook, text, email, phone, etc.)? What questions did you ask? Can you tell
me about the experience?
8. Tell me a little about your child’s college decision. Was it a family-driven
decision or a personal decision for your child? Did you have conversations with
him or her about factors to compare between colleges?
9. Let’s talk about the months leading up to when your child started at Radford
after he or she decided to attend. Do you remember the status of his or her
financial aid? Were any items missing? If so, how did you find out what those
missing items were?
10. Do you feel like you had a clear understanding of how much money your
child would owe the university, based on financial aid and/or scholarships
received?
11. Is there anything else you’d like to tell me about your experiences with the
financial aid process?

57

Interview Questions: School Access Counselors (SAC)
1. Tell me a little about yourself. With how many students do you work? How
long have you been working in college access? What’s the best part about
your job? The most challenging part?
2. Think a bit about your students. When would you say they start to really look
at colleges? What are some factors that influence what schools they consider?
How forthright with you are they about those factors?
3. How many colleges do your students apply to on average? What are some
factors that influence colleges to which they apply (versus ones they consider
but don’t apply to)? How involved would you say you were in the application
process?
4. How do you handle filling out FAFSAs (Free Application for Federal Student
Aid) with your students? Do you send reminders home? Host workshops at
school? Designate one-on-one appointments with students?
5. Can you tell me a bit about students’ experiences when they’re missing
financial aid documents? How are they most often contacted about missing
documents (at Radford or otherwise)? What seems to be the most effective
type of communication? Do you have guidelines (personal or professional) for
when you get involved with a student’s award package (missing documents or
otherwise)?
6. Do you review students’ financial aid packages with them? If so, can you
describe the process of reviewing and comparing packages (typical
conversations or reactions, etc.)?
7. Specifically to Radford, do you feel your students’ award and next steps
(such as how to accept aid or completing Entrance Counseling) were explained
in a way they could easily understand? If not, what were some of the
questions they were left with?
7. Was there ever a situation where you reached out to a college with
questions (Radford or otherwise)? What offices did you reach out to and how
(Facebook, text, email, phone, etc.)? What questions did you ask? Can you tell
me about the experience?
8. Tell me a little about your students and how they ultimately make their
college decisions. What are the biggest factors they consider? What factors do
you wish they considered more?
10. Do you feel your students have a clear understanding of how much
money they will owe the university, based on financial aid and/or scholarships
received? Are there colleges that handle this better than others? If so, how?
11. Is there anything else you’d like to tell me about your experiences with the
financial aid process at colleges from a professional standpoint?
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Interview Questions: Representatives from the Office of Admissions (ADM)
1. Tell me a little about yourself. How long have you worked at Radford? What
are some of the unique challenges of your assigned recruitment territory?
What’s the best part about your job? The most challenging part?
2. Think a bit about students in your territory. When would you say they start
to really look at colleges? What are some of the factors that are important to
them, based on conversations you have at high schools or at college fairs?
3. Tell me a little about how you communicate with admitted students (in
addition to general admissions communications)? What methods do you use
and how often? What topics do you lead with? Are those topics different from
things admitted students contact you about?
4. How comfortable do you feel with your overall knowledge of the financial aid
process and timeline? Do you feel you can easily explain it to students and
families? Why or why not?
5. Do you review students’ financial aid packages with them? If so, can
you describe the process of reviewing and comparing packages (typical
conversations or reactions, etc.)?
6. Do you feel like (in general) your students’ financial aid award and next steps
(like how to accept aid or completing Entrance Counseling) are proactively
explained in a way they easily understand? If not, what were some of the
questions they typically have? How do they ask you those questions?
7. Was there ever a situation where you reached out to the financial aid office
with questions about a specific student and his or her aid? How did you reach
out (Facebook, text, email, phone, etc.)? What type of response did you get?
Can you tell me about the experience?
8. What about students you refer to the financial aid office—can you tell me a
bit about their experiences?
9. Do you feel admitted students have a clear understanding of how much
money they will owe the university, based on financial aid and/or scholarships
received?
10. Is there anything else you’d like to tell me about your experiences with the
financial aid process at Radford University from a professional standpoint?
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Interview Questions: Representatives from Offices Related to Enrollment (EMO)
1. Tell me a little about yourself. How long have you worked at Radford? What’s
the best part about your job? The most challenging part?
2. In what capacity do you work with incoming students? Based on your
interactions with students, what are some of the factors that are important to
them in a college? Do you have a clear idea of where they are in their college
decision process?
3. Tell me a little about how you communicate outward to potential students
(if at all)? What methods do you use and how often do you reach out? Is that
different from the types of things potential or incoming students contact you
about?
4. How comfortable do you feel with your overall knowledge of the college
financial aid process and timeline? Do you feel you can easily explain it to
students and families? Why or why not?
5. Have you ever reviewed a student’s financial aid packages with him or her? If
so, can you describe the process of reviewing and comparing packages (typical
conversations or reactions, etc.)?
6. Do you feel like (in general) your students’ financial aid award and next steps
(like how to accept aid or completing Entrance Counseling) are proactively
explained in a way they easily understand? If not, what were some of the
questions they typically have? How do they ask you those questions?
7. Was there ever a situation where you reached out to the financial aid office
with questions about a specific student and his or her aid? How did you reach
out (Facebook, text, email, phone, etc.)? What type of response did you get?
Can you tell me about the experience?
8. What about students you refer to the financial aid office—can you tell me a
bit about their experiences?
9. Do you feel admitted students have a clear understanding of how much
money they will owe the university, based on financial aid and/or scholarships
received?
10. Is there anything else you’d like to tell me about your experiences with the
financial aid process at Radford University from a professional standpoint?
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Interview Questions: Representatives from Financial Aid Office (FAO)
1. Tell me a little about yourself. How long have you worked at Radford? What’s the best
part about your job? The most challenging part?
2. In what capacity do you work with incoming students? Based on your interactions
with students, what are some of the factors that are important to them in a college? Do
you have a clear idea of where they are in their college decision process when you’re
working with them?
3. Tell me a little about how your office communicates outward to potential students?
What methods do you use and how often do you reach out? What’s your desired
outcome (call to action) of these communications? Is there any communication done on
a one-to-one level?
4. How comfortable do you feel with your overall knowledge of the college financial aid
process and timeline? Do you feel you can easily explain it to students and families?
Why or why not?
5. What types of questions do you most often field from incoming students or their
families? Can you put that in context of the overall cycle (e.g., admitted students
contacted me a lot about X but prospective students contact me more about Y)?
6. Can you tell me a little about the division of duties within your office? Who’s
responsible for what? What about volume of work? Does it vary day-to-day or at
different times throughout the year?
7. Do you feel the award and communication practices at Radford are effective? Why or
why not?
8. Can you tell me a little about the populations you work with—do you talk to students
or parents more often? Are there differences in the questions they ask or how you
answer their questions?
9. Have you ever reviewed a student’s financial aid packages with him or her? If so, can
you describe the process of reviewing and comparing packages (typical conversations
or reactions, etc.)?
10. Do you feel that students’ financial aid award and next steps (such as how to accept
aid or completing Entrance Counseling) are proactively explained in a way they easily
understand? If not, what were some of the questions they typically have? How do they
ask you those questions? How do you answer them?
11. Do you feel admitted students have a clear understanding of how much money they
will owe the university, based on financial aid and/or scholarships received?
12. Tell me a little about your interactions with other offices on campus as it relates to
incoming students. What practices work well? What practices do not?
13. Is there anything else you’d like to tell me about your experiences with admission or
financial aid processes at Radford University from a professional standpoint?

Round Robin (Full Collection)
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Department of Design

Adult Informed Consent – Survey Research
Consent Form for Workshop A
Title of Research: Financial Aid Communication and University Enrollment Using Design
Thinking Methods to Determine University Intervention

P.O. Box 6967
Radford, VA 24142
(540) 831-5386
(540) 831-5719 FAX
www.radford.edu

Researchers: Joan Dickinson, Professor and Mallory Griffith, MFA in Design Thinking
Student Researcher
We are requesting your participation in a research study intended to use design-thinking strategies to identify
the challenges incoming students face and explore solutions for navigating the college financial aid review and
acceptance process.
For this phase of the study, we are asking participants to participate in an individual interview and group
session. The group session will utilize two design-thinking strategies termed experience diagramming and round
robin.
This study is being conducted by Mallory Griffith, a graduate student in the Department of Design,
mgriffith3@radford.edu, and Dr. Joan Dickinson, a faculty member in the Department of Design,
jidickins@radford.edu. We are asking you to take part because of your experience assisting students navigating
the financial aid award review and college decision processes. Please read this form carefully and ask any
questions you may have before agreeing to take part in the study.
What the study is about: The purpose of this research study is to identify the challenges students and their
families encounter navigating the financial aid process, explore opportunities for college interventions, and
generate new ideas and solutions to assist incoming students in navigating the college financial aid review and
acceptance process.
What we ask of you: For this study, we are asking you to participate in an individual interview that will last
approximately 15 to 20 minutes. During the interview, the student researcher will audio-record the conversation
on her password-protected ipad.
We will then ask you to participate as part of a group in two design-thinking strategies, experience diagramming
and round robin. For experience diagramming, you will be asked to identify key points of communication to or
interactions with admitted students during enrollment, either formal or informal and place them along a
timeline. Interactions may be rearranged as new interactions are added, as long as there is a consensus from the
group on the order. It is anticipated that experience diagramming will take approximately 45 minutes. For round
robin, the student researcher will prepare a sheet of paper folded into horizontal fourths to each participant. You
will be asked to write a potential solution that addresses an identified “pain point” in the financial aid award
process or communication (also written on the paper). You will have 5 minutes to identify a problem and
solution. The paper will then be passed to the left to a new participant who will critique the proposed solution in
three minutes. Then, the paper will pass once more to the left. This participant will then attempt to reconcile the
critique (i.e., “what if we…”) in three minutes. It is anticipated that round robin will take approximately 45
minutes.

The interview, experience diagramming and round robin strategies will take place at The Hilton Norfolk, The
Main in Norfolk, Virginia during the 2018 VirginiaCAN conference; however, participants may request to
interview at an alternate location or over the phone.
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This study poses minimal risk, and there are no direct benefits or monetary benefits to you for participation in
this study. This study is voluntary and you can choose not to be in this study. If you decide to be in this study,
you may choose not to answer certain questions.
If you decide to be in this study, what you share with the researcher(s) will be kept private and confidential. If
we present or publish the results of this study, it will be done with complete confidentiality.
This study was approved by the Radford University Committee for the Review of Human Subjects Research. If
you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject or have complaints about this study, you
should contact Dr. Laura J. Jacobsen, Interim Dean, College of Graduate Studies and Research, Radford
University, ljacobsen@radford.edu, 1-540-831-5470.
It is your choice whether or not to be in this study. What you choose will not affect any current or future
relationship with Radford University.
If you have questions: The principal investigator conducting this study is Joan Dickinson,
jidickins@radford.edu. The student researcher is Mallory Griffith. Please ask any questions you have now. If
you have questions later, you may contact Mallory Griffith at mgriffith3@radford.edu.
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
Statement of Consent: I have read the above information, and have received answers to any questions I asked.
I consent to take part in the study.
Your Signature ___________________________________ Date ________________________
Your Name (printed) ____________________________________________________________
This consent form will be kept by the principal investigator for at least three years beyond the end of the study.
I/We have explained the study to the person signing above, have allowed an opportunity for questions, and have
answered all of his/her questions. I/We believe that the subject understands this information.
____________________________
Signature of Researcher(s)

________________________
Printed Name(s)

____________
Date

