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Service Applications

Service at the Speed of Technology 

Advances in Financial Aid Disbursement

Executive Summary

Increased enrollment, new federal laws, and continued commitment to customer service inspired Marshall University to take a lead role in creating a pilot project for the West Virginia Higher Education Policy Commission.  The scope of the project was the development and integration of new technology in the area of student financial aid disbursement.  The intensive manual procedure that was administered with long hours and long lines has been replaced with a cash management system that accommodates data and funds transfers electronically in a real time environment. The process can be successfully shared by all universities and colleges in the State of West Virginia system. 

In today’s fast paced electronic environment, the state of West Virginia has successfully raised the standard for service in the area of student financial assistance, while establishing and maintaining a more cost effective administration.

Description of Project

The state colleges and universities of West Virginia distribute in excess one hundred  million dollars in financial aid revenue annually as a result of charges due to the universities and financial aid credits due to the students.  Over one-half of this aid is distributed directly to the students for educational related and/or living expenses while attending a state university.

Historically these proceeds were issued to the students in the form of a manually prepared check.  Information on each prepared check included the student name, social security number, address and amount of the disbursement.  This process was labor intensive and time restrictive both to the universities and the students.  

It became apparent that administrative and distribution issues were being created from continuing increases in enrollment and ever changing federal mandates.  With these issues in mind, Marshall University initiated a pilot project for the West Virginia Higher Education Policy Commission (WVHEPC) to develop a unified and integrated process to electronically account for and disburse all types of financial aid in a real time environment.

The new processes would be phased in gradually and targeted to meet the demands of the West Virginia Higher Education system and to enhance the timeliness of financial aid disbursements.  Recognizing that the “BANNER” Student Information System is the primary student information system for West Virginia Higher Education, BANNER would serve as the database anchor for interfacing all student information from the Office of Financial Aid and the Office of the Bursar.  At each institution, BANNER would receive and record various sources of financial aid funds in the Office of Financial Aid and electronically transfer and apply those funds as payment against institutional charges in the Office of the Bursar.  Any resulting credit balances would generate a refund to the student or parent.

To complement the requirements for more integrated services and to provide proper safeguards for system security, business applications provided by the Standard Register Company and a statewide banking institution were interfaced with the BANNER system.  The interfaces were developed and are maintained by Information Technology staff of the pilot university.  These interfaces will allow any institution in the state system to use the current installation of the third-party applications with minimal cost to the institution.

The Standard Register Company provided the “LinkUp” document processing system to eliminate the manual check writing process and automate the creation of financial aid refund checks to our students and parents.  The LinkUp system interfaces with software created by the IT staff to accept a “datastream” of information and converts that datastream into a secure check.  To further reduce administrative time and provide a secure processing environment the check is processed on a special line of ready-to-mail pressure seal security paper with a MICR line, secure number font and IC signatures.

To accommodate those students that prefer electronic transfer of financial aid funds directly to their checking or savings accounts a partnership was developed with a statewide banking institution to implement Corporate Cash Management.  The system provides electronic funds and data transfer capabilities and was interfaced with the BANNER Student Information System by the IT personnel of the pilot institution.  New technology recently introduced by BANNER allowed for student bank account information to be stored in the BANNER system.  The new accessibility of this information provided the capacity to extract both financial and bank information from BANNER and electronically load it directly to Corporate Cash Management for processing and distribution of funds.

To tie the BANNER, LinkUp, and Corporate Cash Management business applications together, interfaces were written by IT personnel.  These interfaces electronically exchange data and process information from LinkUp and Corporate Cash Management into the BANNER system.  This process eliminated manually data posting thousands of checks back to BANNER and provided administrative reporting, thereby eliminating the possible release of over awards. 

The following table outlines and summarizes the various phases of this project:

Phase (Component)
Function
Key Features and Benefits

Automated Check Creation 

(Standard Register LinkUp Document Processor – Hardware/Software solution)
Create excess financial aid checks from a special line of ready to mail security paper
· Allowed for “datastream” from the BANNER system to automatically create excess financial aid checks.

Direct Deposit 

(Corporate Cash Management Software/BANNER Student Information System)
Electronic Funds Transfer of excess financial aid 

Collection and retrieval of bank account information via BANNER system
· Allowed for students to have excess financial aid transferred directly into any bank account of their choosing.  

· Reduced the amount of checks written

· Allowed for “Direct Deposit Downloads” from BANNER to Corporate Cash Management

Automated Posting of Excess Financial Aid Payments 
Automatic posting of EFT and check information to BANNER system
· Eliminated manual data posting and the possible release of over awards

Description of Hardware and Software Used

Corporate Cash Management – Windows Based Electronic Funds Transfer (EFT) and Bank account tracking system.

LinkUp – Windows Based Document Processing system (includes Lexmark OptraN 17ppm Check printer with MICR toner for producing checks from blank check stock)

BANNER Student Information System – Information system based on the Oracle Relational Database Management System 

Improvement of the Operation of Government

Efficiency and Effectiveness - “Do More with Less”

The application of technology in the processing of financial aid has allowed the pilot institution to accommodate a significant increase in financial aid disbursements while reducing full time and part time staff associated with this function.  The distribution of financial aid awards to students for educational related and or living expenses while attending the pilot university increased by 265% while staffing decreased by 1.5 FTE full time staff and 1 contract labor/extra help position.

Systems Integration

Information from the Corporate Cash Management and LinkUp systems is posted to the institution’s BANNER system, providing an auditing and tracking mechanism for excess financial aid disbursements.

Financial Aid Refunds Processed Faster

The technologies that have been implemented by the pilot project to automate the distribution of financial aid awards have reduced the time required to process student awards.  The funds distributed directly to students for educational related or living expenses can now be issued in hours, not days.  The technology also allows for the immediate processing of check on demand.

Secure Check Printing
The LinkUp system provides a secure environment for check processing.  LinkUp creates individual checks with dollar amounts, payee information, MICR line, secure number font and IC authorization, from a special line of security paper, this eliminates storing of preprinted check stock, thereby reducing the element of fraud.  The system also protects against unauthorized use by validating the data against the “document template” and requiring multiple levels of password authentication.

Benefits Realized

Compliance with Federal Regulations

The United States Department of Education has modified rules and regulations reducing the disbursement window for funds to students.  Today, the pilot institution’s same day processing identifies financial aid monies due our students and can have the check or EFT ready to disburse before money is received from the funding source.

Enhanced Customer Service Response

Previously when a student called with a question about their excess financial aid disbursement, the calls were routed directly to the Refund Processing area in the Office of the Bursar.  Today, with the integration between the Corporate Cash Management, LinkUp, and BANNER systems, all Office of the Bursar and Office of Financial Aid personnel have access to the information necessary to respond to these inquiries.

Timelier and More Efficient Distribution

The technologies that have been implemented in the pilot project to automate the distribution of financial aid awards have reduced the time required to disburse awards to students for educational related or living expenses from days to hours.  The technology also allows for the immediate processing of checks on demand.

Reduced Staffing Requirements

This project has allowed the pilot institution to decrease staff by 1.5 FTE full time position and 1 contract labor/extra help position.

Return on Investment

Short-term Savings Provide Funds For Further Financial Aid Distribution Enhancements

Of the enhancements that have been implemented, the only monetary expenditure was the purchase of the LinkUp system.  The LinkUp system was estimated to save more than $4,000 dollars a year by reducing the cost of consumables.  These savings have well exceeded the amount paid for the LinkUp system.

Corporate Cash Management was provided by a statewide banking institution to the pilot university at no cost.

The BANNER Student Information System and its enhancements allowing for these process improvements were considered part of the normal administrative cost for the university.

The amount of time and money invested in the improvements to the distribution of excess financial aid disbursements has paid for itself by reducing the manpower needed to disburse the these funds.  It has been identified that a savings of approximately $40,000 has been realized through business process re-engineering and implementation of the interfaces with the BANNER system.

Long-Term Savings to be Realized State-Wide

In the long-term, other West Virginia institutions of higher education will be able to use the current system as it is today with little modification to their existing infrastructure.  This could allow for the further reduction of personnel requirements statewide and provide cost savings that would be similar to the numbers reported by the pilot institution.  Since the initial costs for the setup and configuration of the existing system have been recovered, additional savings will increase the return with little or no additional cost.
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