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Abstract 
 

In this study, we report findings from a sample of students at a traditionally African American 
public institution in the South on a key retention issue Ð appealing denial of financial aid.  We 
present background which suggests that the financial aid area is in a period of uncertainty where 
ÒgoodÓ information may be difficult for students to find.  Our findings suggest that the students in 
our sample were relatively successful in their appeals but that they did not appear to fully realize 
the influence of college services in helping them to attain the results.  We discuss implications and 
suggest future research.   
 
 

Introduction 
 In this paper, we examine the experiences of students receiving financial aid at a small, 
traditionally African American public college in the South.  In contrast to much of the ongoing 
research in this area, which is broad-based and attempts to consider the experiences of many 
groups of students at a wide range of institutions, this research examines a small group in detail, 
with the intent to determine what, specifically, they are encountering in one specific aspect of the 
financial aid process, their ability to appeal when aid is initially denied.  We provide our results 
with the hope that our findings will, in turn, generate new research questions to guide ongoing 
research.  Our concerns arise from several broad trends which we believe are impacting the area of 
financial aid.   
 

The Quality Management (QM) Movement 
 The first broad trend to be considered is QM, a movement which dates at least as far back 
as the early, pioneering work by Deming (1986) and his associates.  The movement found an 
audience in the U.S. as U.S. manufactured goods began to lose in competitiveness to Japanese 
products.  Examination of why this lack of competitiveness was occurring suggested that key 
reasons were perceptions by consumers that the foreign goods were of superior quality and, 
importantly for the subject matter of this paper, that they were manufactured with to meet the 
customerÕs perceived needs (Bowen & Lawler, 1992; Fuld, 1992; Lawler, Mohrman, & Ledford, 
1992; Shearer, 1996).  The resulting shift, first in manufacturing and more recently in services, has 
been to produce products and services which meet perceived customer needs.  At the college level, 
this shift potentially means understanding and designing services which meet the needs of 
students, one key group of ÒcustomersÓ of the higher-education ÒproductsÓ which the institution 
provides.  This paper considers the experiences of student Òcustomers with the financial aid appeal 
process. 
 



QM and Financial Aid 
 While the discussion has rarely been tied directly to QM, there has been considerable 
ongoing consideration of what needs to be done to make financial aid more Òuser-friendly.Ó  Most 
notable has been work which has called for a broader concept of financial aid and especially for 
finding ways to use financial aid as a tool for enrollment management (Borus, 1995; Kurz, 1995).  
Admissions need to work closely with financial aid and necessary resources must be made 
available to permit effective coordination (Binder & Aldrich-Langen, 1995; Harris, 2006).  
Moreover, there is evidence of lack of quality in the administration of financial aid.  Leven (1999) 
and Murphy and Fallows (2003) point to problems with the advice and guidance students and 
prospective students are receiving on issues such as reporting of income, available grants and 
loans, and the like. 
 

Emerging Issues in Financial Aid 
 The difficulties faced by students in obtaining accurate financial aid advice are being 
compounded by several significant shifts within financial aid itself.  The first of these are reports 
that need-based financial aid is declining (Martinez & Martinez, 2006; McPherson & Shapiro, 
2002; St. John, Paulsen & Carter, 2005).  Moreover, patterns of decline may be different at 
federal, state, and institutional levels (Wilkinson, 2005).  Design of the financial aid process must 
also include the full range of available services, both grants and loans (Martinez & Martinez, 
2006).  Finally, there have been several expressions of concern, as need based grants and loans 
decline, at inconsistencies in the administration of non-need-based services.  Especially notable, 
where packages with a mix of need-based and non-need-based assistance are provided to students, 
are inconsistencies in the mix of the packages awarded to students with similar levels of need but 
with different SAT scores, with a general pattern of better awards going to students with higher 
scores.  From the perspective of this paper, the pattern of inconsistencies and complexities being 
reported suggests a key role for the financial aid appeal process. 
 

Financial Aid Impacts on Different Racial and Socio-Economic Groups 
 The previous discussion suggests that the evolving financial aid situation provides 
considerable potential for confusion and inconsistency in administration.  This potential appears to 
be compounded when differences among racial and socio-economic groups are considered.  An 
important emerging literature stream has recognized that different groups have different 
perceptions about issues such as availability of services and what services are available.  Race and 
socio-economic status show a number of confounds between poverty and ethnicity (Malveaux, 
2000).  An important finding for race is that African American students are more responsive to 
financial aid, and that grants and tuition levels impact African American student choices more 
than is the case for white students (St. John et al, 2005).  Thus, the examination in this study is in 
the kind of historically African American institutions where problems can potentially be acute.  
Moreover, McPherson and Shapiro (2002) have noted that it will be important to design financial 
aid systems which will serve the public interest in providing broad college access for all groups, 
and, citing earlier work by Berger (2000), St. John, Paulson and Carter (2005) have contended that 
many of the reported differences are the result of different perceptions of financial aid issues held 
by the groups.  In this study, we report the result of an in-depth exploration of the perceptions of a 
group of African American students at a small, historically black southern college to determine 
what insights can be gained from an analysis of this type.  
 

Method 
Subjects 
 Subjects in the sample were approximately 242 students from a traditionally African 
American four-year public university in the South.  The students were roughly 16% Freshmen, 
23% Sophomores, 17% Juniors, 39% Seniors, and 5% graduate students.    



Table 1.  StudentsÕ Demographic Information 

What is s t ud ent 's classification ?

39 16.1 16.1 16.1

5522.7 22.7 38.8

4217.4 17.4 56.2

9438.8 38.8 95.0

12 5.0 5.0100 .0

242100 .0 100 .0

Fr es h m an

S op h om ore

Jun io r

Sen io r

Gr ad u ate

Tot al

Val id
F re q uen c yPe rc e nt Valid P e r cen t

C u m ula tive

Per c en t

 
 

 

When did  t h e stud ent  b e g i n at the unive rsit y ?

6426.4 26.8 26.8

3715.3 15.5 42.3

4217.4 17.6 59.8

5924.4 24.7 84.5

3715.3 15.5 100 .0

23998.8 100 .0

3 1.2

242100 .0

before  0 1 -02

01- 02

02- 03

03- 04

04- 05

Tot al

Val id

Sys temMi ssin g

Tot al

F reque nc y Pe rcen tValid Pe r c en t

C umula ti ve

Per cent

 
 

 

Did t h e  st u den t  arri ve  as a  f i rs t-ti me  o r tra ns fe r s tu den t?

115 47.5 47.7 47.7

126 52.1 52.3 100.0

241 99.6100.0

1 .4

242 100.0

First -t im e  s t ud ent

Trans fe r s tuden t

Total

Valid

Syste mMissi ng

Total

Frequ e nc yPerce nt Valid Pe r c en t

Cumul at iv e

Percent

 
 

 

If a tr an sfer stud ent , ho w man y h ours did  you transfer in t o t he un ive rs i ty?

36 14.9 29.5 29.5

34 14.0 27.9 57.4

20 8.3 16.4 73.8

20 8.3 16.4 90.2

12 5.0 9.8 100.0

122 50.4 100.0

120 49.6

242 100.0

0-20

21-40

41-60

61-80

81-10 0

Total

Valid

System Missin g

Total

Frequ ency Perce nt Valid P er cent

Cumula tiv e

Percent

 



 
 

 

If a  ret urning  stude n t, what  was t he a mount  of t ime bet we en  s t o pping  and re-entering ?

20 8.3 31.7 31.7

8 3.3 12.7 44.4

2 .8 3.2 47.6

5 2.1 7.9 55.6

28 11.6 44.4 100.0

63 26.0 100.0

179 74.0

242 100.0

one

two

three

four

five  or more s emeste rs

Total

Valid

SystemMissing

Total

Frequ enc yPerce ntValid  Per c en t
Cumul ative

Perce nt

 
 
 

 

Ha s the student ever gone through the FA a ppeal process?

96 39.7 39.7 39.7

146 60.3 60.3 100.0

242 100.0 100.0

Yes

No

Total

Valid
Frequen cyPercent Valid P ercen t

Cumulative
Percen t

 
 
 
 
Of the group, 16% began at the university one year ago, 25% two years ago, 18% 3 years ago, 
16% four years ago, and 27% more than four years ago.  Among the 242 students, 126 (52%) 
students are transfer students with 30% of them transferring 20 hours or less and 29% transferring 
21 to 40 hours.  There are 68 returning students and 32% reported that they Òsat outÓ for one 
semester, 13% for two, 3% for three, 8% for four and 44% for five or more.  96 students reported 
going through the financial aid appeal process.  Their experiences with this process will be 
reported in the next section.  

Results 
 What are the studentsÕ impressions of the financial aid appeal process?  Of the 96 students 
who have gone through the financial aid appeal process, 51% had one appeal, 23% had two 
appeals, 18% had three appeals, and 9% had four appeals.   
 
Table 2.  Number of times going through the financial aid (FA) appeal process 

How many tim e (s) t h e stu dent went th roug h  t he  F A a p p eal process?

46 19.0 50.5 50.5

21 8.7 23.1 73.6

16 6.6 17.6 91.2

8 3.3 8.8100 .0

9137.6100 .0

15162.4

242100 .0

1

2

3

4

Tot al

Val id

Sys te mMi ssi ng

Tot al

F req u e ncy Per cen t Valid P erce n t
C umu lative

Percent

 
 



  
When we asked the students how they learned about the right to appeal for financial aid benefits, 
44% reported that they learned about it from the Financial Aid Office, followed by 29% from the 
Student Affairs Office, 17% from other students, 16% from the Retention Office, and 5% from the 
faculty advisor. 
 
Table 3.  How did student learn about the right to appeal for financial aid benefits? 

Stud ent A f fa i r s  Of f i ce

68 28.1 70.8 70.8

28 11.6 29.2100. 0

96 39.7 100. 0

146 60.3

242 100. 0

Not c h eck ed

Che cke d

Total

Valid

System Missi ng

Total

Frequ en cy Percen tValid  Pe r cen t

C umulati ve

Per cent

 
 

 

Financia l  Ai d  O f fi c e

54 22.3 56.3 56.3

42 17.4 43.8100. 0

96 39.7100. 0

146 60.3

242100. 0

Not c h eck ed

Che ck ed

Tota l

Valid

Syste mMissin g

Total

Freque ncy Perce n tValid  Pe r cen t

Cumulati ve

Per cent

 
 

 

Other St u d e nt s

80 33.1 83.3 83.3

16 6.6 16.7100. 0

96 39.7 100. 0

146 60.3

242 100. 0

Not c h eck ed

Che ck ed

Tota l

Valid

Syste mMissin g

Total

Frequ e n cyPercen tValid  Pe r cen t

Cu mu lati ve

Per cent

 
 

 

Faculty A d vi s o r

91 37.6 94.8 94.8

5 2.1 5.2 100.0

96 39.7 100.0

146 60.3

242 100.0

Not c h eck ed

Check ed

Total

Valid

Syste mMissing

Total

Frequ en cy Percen tValid  Pe r cen t
Cu mu lati ve

Per cent

 
 



 

Retentio n  Of f i c e

81 33.5 84.4 84.4

15 6.2 15.6100. 0

96 39.7 100. 0

146 60.3

242 100. 0

Not c h eck ed

Che ck ed

Tota l

Valid

Syste mMissin g

Total

Frequ ency Perce ntValid  Pe r cen t
Cu mulati ve

Per cent

 
 

 

Other

87 36.090.6 90.6

9 3.7 9.4100. 0

96 39.7 100. 0

146 60.3

242100. 0

Not che cked

Che ck ed

Tota l

Vali d

Syst em Mis sin g

Tota l

Fr eque ncyPer ce ntValid  Pe r cen t
Cu mulati ve

Per cen t

 
 
  
 
 Why were the students initially denied financial aid?  69% of the students were denied 
because they had exceeded maximum number of credit hours limitations.  In another words, they 
had taken a lot of hours but have not completed their degree requirements in order to graduate.  
34% of them were denied due to low grades and 9% of the denials were due to lack of financial 
need.   
 
Table 4.  Why was the student initially denied financial aid? 

Grades

83 34.3 86.5 86.5

13 5.4 13.5 100.0

96 39.7100.0

146 60.3

242100.0

Not c h eck ed

Check ed

Total

Valid

System Missin g

Total

Freque nc yPerce ntValid  Pe r cen t
Cumulati ve

Percen t

 
 

Hours at t e mp t e d

30 12.4 31.3 31.3

66 27.3 68.8100. 0

96 39.7100. 0

146 60.3

242100. 0

Not c h eck ed

Che ck ed

Tota l

Valid

Syste mMissin g

Total

Freque ncy Perce ntValid  Pe r cen t

Cu mu lati ve

Per cent

 
 



Couldn 't  d e m o ns t r at e  fin an cial need s

87 36.0 90.6 90.6

9 3.7 9.4100 .0

96 39.7100.0

146 60.3

242100.0

Not c h eck ed

Che ck ed

Tota l

Valid

System Missin g

Tota l

Fr equenc yPer centValid  Pe r cen t
Cu mu lativ e

Per cent

 
 
 
Of the students who were denied initially and filed for an appeal, 76 students (81%) won the 
appeal while 18 students did not.   
 
Table 5.  Final appeal outcome and reasons for final denial 

What was  t he  f in al  outco m e of the st uden t 's a pp eal ?

76 31.4 80.9 80.9

18 7.4 19.1100.0

94 38.8 100.0

148 61.2

242 100.0

Appr ove d

Denied

Total

Valid

Sys te mMi ss i ng

Tot al

F re qu e n cy Pe rc e nt Valid  P er ce nt

Cu mu lati v e

Per ce n t

 
 

Excessiv e  ho u r s

86 35.5 89.6 89.6

10 4.1 10.4 100.0

96 39.7 100.0

146 60.3

242 100.0

Not c h eck ed

Check ed

Total

Valid

Syste mMissing

Total

Freque n cyPerce n tValid Pe r ce nt

Cumulati ve

Per cent

 
 
 
 
 

Inadequa t e  do c u m e nt a tion

89 36.8 92.7 92.7

7 2.9 7.3100. 0

96 39.7100. 0

146 60.3

242100. 0

Not c h eck ed

Che cke d

Total

Valid

System Missin g

Total

Frequ enc yPercen tValid  Pe r cen t
Cu mu lati ve

Per cent

 
 



Low GPA

88 36.4 91.7 91.7

8 3.3 8.3 100. 0

96 39.7100. 0

146 60.3

242100. 0

Not c h eck ed

Che ck ed

Total

Valid

Syste mMissi ng

Total

Frequ e nc yPerce ntValid  Pe r cen t

Cumul ative

Percen t

 
 

Too many  a pp e a l s

94 38.8 97.9 97.9

2 .8 2.1100. 0

96 39.7100. 0

146 60.3

242100. 0

Not c h eck ed

Che ck ed

Tota l

Valid

Syste mMissin g

Total

Freque n cy PercentValid  Pe r cen t

Cu mu lati ve

Per cent

 
 
Of those 18 students, ten students were denied due to exceeding hour limitations, eight were cited 
for low GPAs, seven were for inadequate documentation, and two were for too many appeals. 
 
 How do they feel about the appeal process?  Specifically, do they feel they were given 
adequate information?  How long did they wait from submission of appeal until a final decision 
was made?  How were they treated throughout the whole financial aid appeal process?  63% of the 
students believed that they were given adequate information in order to prepare their appeal 
packages properly..   
 
Table 6. 

Do the st ude n t fee l  he o r she was gi ven ad e q u at e i n formation?

60 24.8 63.2 63.2

35 14.5 36.8100 .0

95 39.3100.0

147 60.7

242 100.0

Yes

No

Tot al

Val id

Sys te mMi ss i ng

Tot al

F re qu e ncy Pe rc e n tValid P erce n t

Cu mu lative

Pe rce nt

 
 



How l ong  di d the s tud ent w ait  from submis sio n o f a p peal unt il a  f i na l  deci sion

was m ad e?

42 17.4 44.2 44.2

26 10.7 27.4 71.6

9 3.7 9.5 81.1

18 7.4 18.9100 .0

9539.3 100. 0

14760.7

242 100. 0

1- 7 da y s

8-14

15- 21

2 2 or m o re

Tot al

Val id

Sys tem Mi ss in g

Tot al

F re qu en c yPe rc en t Valid P erc en t
C u m ulati v e

Per c en t

 
 

How was t h e s tuden t  trea ted thro ugh o ut th e wh ol e F A  appeal  process?

7 2.9 7.3 7.3

14 5.8 14.6 21.9

16 6.6 16.7 38.5

33 13.6 34.472.9

2610.7 27.1 100. 0

9639.7 100. 0

14660.3

242 100. 0

V ery  po o r

Poor

Fair

Satis f ac tory

Very sati sfac to ry

Tota l

Valid

System Missin g

Total

Fr equ enc yPer cent Valid Percent
Cum ulati ve

Per cent

 
 

Does  the stu d ent f e el he  or she was trea t ed  f ai rly ?

59 24.4 72.0 72.0

23 9.5 28.0 100.0

82 33.9 100.0

160 66.1

242 100.0

Yes

No

Total

Valid

Sys tem Mi ss ing

Tot al

F re qu ency Pe rc en t Valid Pe rce nt
Cu mu lative

Pe rce nt

 
 
Forty-four percent of the students waited a week or less for the final decision of the appeal, 27% 
waited 8 to 14 days, 10% waited 15 to 21 days, and 19% waited more than 21 days.  Their 
satisfaction with the process is 3.59 (based upon a 5 point Likert scale).  This implies they are 
slightly satisfied with their treatment which is reflective of 72% of the students reporting being 
treated fairly overall.   
 

Discussion and Conclusions 
 What do these findings suggest about the financial aid appeals process?  One set of 
findings centers on their sources of information.  A positive finding is that most of them are 
learning about financial aid appeals from the institution itself rather than through Òword of 
mouth.Ó  Specifically, 83% found out through one of the collegeÕs offices, with most learning 
about financial aid from the Financial Aid Office itself.  While Retention accounted for a 
relatively low 16%, Admissions was not directly mentioned as a source of information by any of 
the students, a finding which may support the ideas of the researchers who are calling for a 



broader view of financial aid and for closer integration with offices such as Admissions (Binder & 
Aldrich-Langen, 1995; Borus, 1995; Harris, 2006; Kurz, 1995).   
 
 An interesting set of findings centers on the studentsÕ successes in having the denials 
overturned.  An impressive 81% of them were successful in their appeals, even though, at least on 
the basis of a superficial review, the denials did not appear to be unwarranted in that they involved 
reasons such as not making adequate progress toward graduation or low grades.  In turn, the 
studentsÕ successes are likely to reflect strong work by the college in helping them prepare for and 
make the appeals.  Note, however, that a relatively low 61% of them felt they were adequately 
prepared.  Moreover, their ratings of satisfaction with the process were moderate at best.  Is the 
college doing enough to publicize its work?  Or perhaps the students are simply engaging in the 
all-too-human tendency to give themselves the credit for their successes, where others would be 
blamed for their failures (for elaboration of this Òself-serving bias,Ó see Epley & Dunning, 2000).  
 
 The time waits could have been a source of frustration as well, but again, in a situation 
where 44% received notification in a week or less in a seemingly nationwide ÒepidemicÓ where 
bureaucratic delays appear to be the norm, these delays do not appear to be unreasonable.  Perhaps 
they appear so to a group of young people who are waiting anxiously for some indication of 
whether they will have the funds to enable them to continue their educations.  Note, as well, the 
findings which have pointed to the central position of financial aid for African American students 
(St. John et al, 2005).   
 

In this research, we have focused on gaining an understanding of one key financial aid 
issue in one historically African American college.  We have looked at issues surrounding 
appealing denials of financial aid Ð a critical financial aid issue in that it directly impacts the 
studentÕs ability to continue with higher education Ð and have reported findings which require 
consideration and further examination by those concerned with the financial aid process.  First, we 
have suggested that the college we examined appears to be doing a good job of getting students to 
gain information through ÒofficialÓ channels rather than word of mouth.  There may be some 
evidence of lack of integration among departments such as Financial Aid and Admissions, 
however. 

 
We are intrigued, however, by the evidence Ð at least as we interpret it Ð that students are 

receiving high quality services in terms of being helped to make successful appeals but that they 
do not appear to fully recognize the key role played by the organization in their successes.  
Perhaps future research, with a focus on student attributions, can provide further guidance.  
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