
How the
New SAI

Works

As part of recent changes to the federal student aid system,
the Student Aid Index (SAI) has replaced the Expected Family
Contribution (EFC), marking a shift in how financial need is
calculated for students applying for college financial aid. This
new formula, introduced to simplify and improve the accuracy
of aid distribution, brings important changes to how a
student's eligibility for aid is assessed.

What Is the Student Aid Index (SAI)?
The Student Aid Index (SAI) is a number used by colleges and
universities to determine a student's eligibility for need-based
financial aid. The SAI reflects the amount of money the
government believes a family can contribute toward a
student's education. Unlike the old EFC, the SAI can now be as
low as negative $1,500, which allows for a more nuanced
understanding of financial hardship for the most
disadvantaged students.

How the SAI is Calculated
The calculation of the SAI still involves analyzing several
factors related to a family’s financial situation, but with some
key updates designed to make the system more inclusive:

 Income1.
Parents’ Income: The bulk of the SAI is determined by the
income of the student’s parents, using tax information from the
prior-prior year (two years before the academic year in
question). This allows families to use known tax data rather
than estimated figures.

Student’s Income: A portion of the student’s own income is
also factored into the SAI, with allowances made for students
who work part-time or during the summer.

 2. Assets
Parents’ Assets: Certain assets, such as savings, investments,
and real estate (excluding the primary home), are considered.
There are protections for retirement accounts and small
businesses, which are not included in the SAI calculation.

Student’s Assets: The assets owned by the student are
assessed more heavily than those of the parents. This includes
savings accounts, trust funds, or other investments the student
may have.
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3. Household Size and Number of College Students
The SAI formula considers the size of the household and adjusts for families with more than one student in college at the same time. The more
dependents and students in college, the lower the SAI will be, potentially increasing eligibility for aid.

4. Pell Grant Eligibility 
Under the new system, Pell Grant eligibility is more directly tied to family income and size. Many students will find it easier to qualify for Pell
Grants, as there is a simplified, income-driven pathway embedded into the SAI process.

Major Differences Between SAI and EFC
The shift from EFC to SAI involves some significant differences:

- SAI Can Be Negative: While the EFC had a minimum of $0, the SAI allows for a negative number, signaling that families in extreme need
could qualify for more substantial aid packages.

- Simplification: The SAI is designed to be more straightforward, with clearer rules around the treatment of income and assets, as well as
fewer questions on the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).

- Elimination of Automatic $0 EFC: In the past, certain families automatically qualified for an EFC of $0. Under SAI, the calculation is more
nuanced, even for low-income families.

What Families Need to Know
For families preparing to send a child to college, understanding the new SAI system is critical:

- Prepare Financial Documents: Since SAI relies heavily on tax information, it’s essential to have accurate records from the previous two years.
Understanding how income and assets will affect aid eligibility will help families plan strategically.

- Negative SAI Benefits: For families with a negative SAI, schools may offer enhanced financial aid packages. Make sure to inquire with each
institution to see how they interpret and apply this new index.

- Impact on Middle-Class Families: The SAI provides more flexibility for low-income families, but middle-class families may find that the
contribution expectations remain significant. It’s crucial to work with financial aid offices to fully understand all aid options available.

Final Thoughts
The introduction of the Student Aid Index marks a significant shift in how need-based financial aid is calculated. By better accommodating
the financial realities of students and their families, the SAI is designed to increase access to higher education for those who need it most.
However, understanding how this new calculation works will be essential for families aiming to maximize their financial aid packages.

This shift offers new opportunities, but it also requires careful financial planning to ensure that you’re getting the most out of the aid
available. Families should stay informed and seek guidance when navigating this new system.
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