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What GAO Found

The Department of Education provides student loan servicers with instruction for
implementing program changes via formal documents known as change
requests. Change requests outline new or modified requirements for servicers
and can vary in their complexity. For example, Education could require servicers
to carry out tasks ranging from sending straightforward borrower communications
to implementing major repayment plan changes.

Examples of Tasks Student Loan Servicers Carry Out for Education
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The servicers reported facing challenges in implementing Education’s instruction
for program changes. All four servicers raised concerns about the number of
clarifying questions they needed answered to implement some requested
changes. GAO found that the lack of clear up-front instruction sometimes
resulted in extensive back-and-forth between Education and servicers. For
example, GAO observed a change request that resulted in six rounds of
questions and answers with servicers over a 2-month period. All four servicers
said instruction could be improved if Education coordinated with them before or
immediately after requesting a change, such as by meeting to walk through new
requirements.

Education officials acknowledged the value of coordinating early with servicers,
but the agency has not consistently undertaken such coordination. Education
said that early coordination with servicers was done at staff discretion and was
based on factors such as the change request’s complexity. In June 2025, officials
said that early coordination was not common, citing insufficient time as a key
barrier. Yet, three servicers said that early coordination allows them to respond
more quickly to Education’s requests. In December 2025, Education officials said
that early coordination with servicers had recently improved. For example, they
said they proactively solicited servicer input on draft requirements related to new
student loan repayment plans, which led them to revise the related change
requests before formally sending them to servicers.

Education guidance states that it can share information with servicers when
developing new requirements, but it does not specify criteria for when staff
should conduct early coordination. While recent reports of improved early
coordination are a positive change, Education does not have formal criteria to
ensure it consistently identifies early coordination opportunities and maintains
increased coordination. Developing and implementing formal criteria could help
ensure that Education provides servicers with the information they need to
implement requested changes in a timely and efficient manner.

Why GAO Did This Study

As of September 2025, Education held
over $1.6 trillion in outstanding federal
student loans. To administer these
loans, Education contracts with student
loan servicers. Significant program
changes have added new complexities
to servicers’ responsibilities. For
example, under Education’s direction,
servicers implemented temporary
initiatives and major changes to the
repayment plans available to borrowers.

GAO was asked to review Education’s
instruction to loan servicers. This report
examines Education’s instruction to
servicers for program changes.

GAO reviewed Education’s instruction
to servicers, including 68 change
requests associated with key program
changes that the agency issued
between the start of the COVID-19
payment pause in March 2020 and
December 2024. GAO interviewed
officials from Education and the four
loan servicers it had contracts with
when the payment pause ended in
August 2023. GAO also reviewed
relevant federal laws and regulations.

What GAO Recommends

GAO is recommending that Education
develop and implement criteria for
determining when to conduct early
coordination with servicers. Education
disagreed with GAO’s recommendation,
stating that such criteria would hinder its
ability to implement changes in a timely
and efficient manner while being
responsive to administration priorities.
GAO maintains the importance of
identifying opportunities for early
coordination and believes the
recommended action would not limit
Education’s flexibility to determine when
such coordination is appropriate.
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Washington, DC 20548

July 13, 2026

The Honorable Bill Cassidy, M.D.

Chair

Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pensions
United States Senate

The Honorable Tim Walberg

Chairman

Committee on Education and Workforce
House of Representatives

The Honorable Virginia Foxx
House of Representatives

As of September 2025, the Department of Education held over $1.6
trillion in outstanding federal student loans for about 43 million
borrowers." Education’s Office of Federal Student Aid contracts with
student loan servicers to administer these loans. Loan servicers provide
borrowers with many of the public-facing services associated with student
loan repayment, such as collecting payments, responding to questions,
and processing changes to repayment plans. To carry out these
responsibilities, servicers receive instruction from Education via change
requests—formal written documents that specify new or modified
requirements.

Significant changes in the student loan environment over the last several
years have introduced new complexities into the servicers’
responsibilities. In March 2020, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic,
Education paused several aspects of student loan repayment, including
suspending payments and interest accrual.2 After several extensions,
interest began accruing on loans again in September 2023, and monthly
payments resumed in October 2023. To assist borrowers when payments

1This includes outstanding William D. Ford Federal Direct Loans and Federal Family
Education Loans held by Education.

2Education implemented this COVID-19 emergency relief for federal student loans in
response to the CARES Act, which was enacted on March 27, 2020. See Pub. L. No. 116-
136, § 3513, 134 Stat. 281, 404-05 (2020). The relief was retroactive to March 13, 2020,
the date COVID-19 was declared a national emergency. This relief was extended by
related administrative actions and ended in August 2023 as required by the Fiscal
Responsibility Act of 2023. See Pub. L. No. 118-5, § 271, 137 Stat. 10, 33-34.
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resumed, Education introduced temporary relief options. Recent statutory
changes to the repayment options available to borrowers took effect in
July 2026. Servicers will play a critical role in implementing these
changes and communicating with borrowers about their repayment
options.

You asked us to provide information about the instruction that Education
provides to servicers. This report examines Education’s instruction to
servicers for implementing program changes.

To examine this issue, we obtained and reviewed information from
Education and student loan servicers, including documentation of
Education’s process for implementing program changes and providing
instruction to servicers.® We also reviewed Education’s servicer contracts
and examples of instruction the agency provided to servicers regarding
new or modified requirements. We assessed the information we obtained
against criteria in Education’s strategic plan and federal standards for
internal controls related to quality communication.* We also reviewed
relevant federal laws and regulations.

We interviewed Education officials to gain a better understanding of the
agency’s process of providing instruction to servicers, including how they
coordinate with them. To obtain servicers’ perspectives, we interviewed
officials from the four loan servicers that were servicing loans when the
payment pause ended.> After the interviews, we obtained and analyzed
servicer responses to a structured questionnaire that solicited targeted
information on topics, such as the clarity of Education’s instruction and
any suggested improvements.® We also interviewed representatives of

3Throughout this report we use the term “instruction” to cover information contained in
change requests, question-and-answer documents, and any other written or verbal
information Education provides to servicers about how to implement a change.

4U.S. Department of Education, U.S. Department of Education Fiscal Years 2022-2026
Strategic Plan (Washington, D.C.: July 2022). GAO, Standards for Internal Control in the
Federal Government, GAO-25-107721 (Washington, D.C.: May 2025).

SWe included the following four servicers in our review: Aidvantage, Edfinancial, Missouri
Higher Education Loan Authority, and Nelnet. We did not include a fifth servicer, Central
Research, Inc., in our review as it was not servicing loans in repayment at the time the
payment pause ended.

6We administered the questionnaire in April 2025 and solicited servicers’ perspectives on
the sufficiency of Education’s instruction over the prior year.
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two borrower advocacy organizations to gain insights into borrower
experiences with program changes.

To understand the range of Education’s instruction to servicers, we
reviewed 68 change requests associated with key program changes that
the agency issued between the start of the payment pause in March 2020
and December 2024.7 The 68 change requests included changes related
to the implementation of payment pause extensions, the resumption of
interest accrual and monthly payments, temporary relief options for
borrowers, and changes to repayment plans. We also reviewed the
associated question-and-answer documents that Education used to clarify
the requested changes with servicers.

To better understand servicers’ overall workload, we obtained data from
Education on the total number of change requests and the number of
those that were deemed emergency or “quick pace” and required
expedited processing, from fiscal year 2020 through fiscal year 2025.2 To
assess the reliability of these data, we obtained information from
Education officials about the system used to track these data and any
potential limitations. We determined that these data were sufficiently
reliable for the purpose of describing the number of change requests and
the proportion that were emergency or quick pace.

We conducted this performance audit from August 2024 to July 2026 in
accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards.
Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that

"We reviewed 68 of the 76 change requests Education provided in response to our
request for change requests related to key program changes. We determined that eight of
the change requests were outside the scope of our review because they were not
applicable to the relevant loan servicers. They included seven change requests directed to
Education’s Debt Management and Collection System servicer and one that was only a
notification that required no action from servicers.

8Education issued 508 change requests from fiscal year 2020 through fiscal year 2025.
Education gives most change requests a status that indicates how quickly servicers must
prepare an analysis describing the impact of implementing the changes. They include
“emergency,” “expedited,” “standard,” and “extended.” Compared to a standard 10-day
turnaround, “emergency” status generally gives servicers 2 days to prepare their proposal.
Education also has a “quick pace” process that moves the desired changes into the
contract process within 24—48 hours.
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the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and
conclusions based on our audit objectives.

Background

Education’s Instruction to
Loan Servicers

Education’s Office of Federal Student Aid has a structured process for
providing contracted student loan servicers with instruction for
implementing loan program changes. The process uses change requests
to specify the requirements servicers must carry out. The requirements
can relate to how servicers manage borrower accounts, communicate
with borrowers, and process changes to borrowers’ accounts, among
other things. Change requests can vary in their complexity. For example,
a straightforward change request could instruct servicers to send a
payment reminder to borrowers, while a complex change request could
instruct servicers to implement major repayment plan changes. Change
requests also specify a date by which the change should be implemented.

Borrower Repayment
Options

Education relies on servicers to assist borrowers with repayment options,
and servicers must account for varying repayment terms in servicing
borrowers’ loans, such as interest rates, monthly payment amounts, and
the length of the repayment period.

To help borrowers with the return to repayment after the COVID-19
pandemic, Education established two temporary initiatives. The 12-month
“on-ramp” period (October 1, 2023, to September 30, 2024) offered
flexibility for borrowers transitioning back to repayment. During this
period, financially vulnerable borrowers who missed monthly payments
were not reported as delinquent to credit bureaus, placed into default, or
referred to debt collection agencies. In addition, the temporary Fresh Start
program (April 6, 2022, to October 2, 2024) allowed borrowers with
defaulted student loans to restore them to good standing without the
typical requirement of loan consolidation or loan rehabilitation.® Borrowers

9Loan consolidation and loan rehabilitation are two options that allow eligible borrowers to
get their loans out of default after they make a series of voluntary on-time monthly
payments. For example, borrowers who make at least three on-time monthly payments
can pay off defaulted loans by consolidating one or more loans into a single loan with a
fixed interest rate. Borrowers who make nine on-time monthly payments in 10 months may
be eligible for loan rehabilitation, which entitles them to have the default removed from
their credit report. Currently, borrowers may rehabilitate a loan only once. However,
beginning in July 2027, borrowers will be able to rehabilitate a loan twice. This change is
the result of Public Law 119-21—commonly known as the One Big Beautiful Bill Act
(OBBBA). An Act to provide for reconciliation pursuant to title Il of H. Con. Res. 14, Pub.
L. No. 119-21, § 82003, 139 Stat. 72, 348 (2025).
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who managed to restore their loans to good standing gained access to
additional repayment plans and postponement options to help them
manage repayment. 10

Education also created a new income-driven repayment (IDR) plan,
known as the Saving on a Valuable Education (SAVE) plan, to assist
borrowers in resuming repayment. IDR plans base monthly payments on
a borrower’s income and family size and offer forgiveness of any
remaining loan balances at the end of the repayment period. However,
the SAVE plan was subject to federal court actions beginning in July 2024
that prevented Education from implementing it. As a result, about 8 million
borrowers who were enrolled in SAVE were placed in an administrative
forbearance, which allows borrowers to temporarily postpone making
payments. In December 2025, Education announced a proposed joint
settlement agreement that would end the SAVE plan. On March 10, 2026,
a federal court order granted the parties’ joint motion and vacated the
SAVE plan.™

Recent legislative changes are also reshaping borrowers’ repayment
options. Public Law 119-21—commonly known as the One Big Beautiful
Bill Act (OBBBA)—initiated significant changes to the repayment plans
available to borrowers starting July 2026. For example, OBBBA
established a new IDR plan, called the Repayment Assistance Plan.?
OBBBA also sunsets certain IDR plans for both new and current

19During this part of the Fresh Start program, Education opted not to resume collections
on defaulted loans, such as wage garnishments and offsets on tax refunds or federal
benefit payments.

"1Following the court order, Education posted information on its website explaining that
SAVE borrowers will have a limited time to select a new repayment plan and begin
repaying their student loans. Also, the court order that vacated the SAVE plan maintained
one provision from the final rule that created the SAVE plan. This provision allows time
spent in certain deferments or forbearances to count as progress toward loan forgiveness
for all eligible borrowers in IDR plans. Improving Income Driven Repayment for the William
D. Ford Federal Direct Loan Program and the Federal Family Education Loan Program,
88 Fed. Reg. 43,820 (July 10, 2023).

12Under the Repayment Assistance Plan, payments are tied to a borrower’s adjusted
gross income, ranging from 1 to 10 percent depending on income, with forgiveness after
30 years of qualifying payments. The plan offers monthly interest subsidies and a
minimum $50 principal reduction per month for eligible borrowers.

Page 5 GAO0-26-107780 Federal Student Loans



borrowers. '3 A revised Standard repayment plan—with fixed monthly
payments and repayment terms ranging from 10 to 25 years based on the
total outstanding loan amount—is also scheduled to be available.’* To
implement these changes, servicers will have to update their internal
systems and communicate the new options to borrowers. Eligible
borrowers can generally change repayment plans at any time. If
borrowers do not select a plan, they are automatically enrolled in the
Standard repayment plan.

Loan Servicing Changes

When payments resumed in October 2023, Education had contracts with
four loan servicers. In April 2024, Education implemented new servicing
contracts with these servicers and a fifth servicer. As of September 2025,
these servicers managed different volumes of loans and numbers of
borrowers (see table 1).

Table 1: Outstanding Federal Student Loan Volume and Number of Borrowers, by
Loan Servicer, as of September 2025

Volume of loans Number of borrowers
Student loan servicers (in billions) (in millions)
Nelnet $506.4 12.4
Aidvantage $383.5 9.8
Missouri Higher Education $323.6 6.5
Loan Authority
EdFinancial $225.1 6.8
Central Research, Inc.2 $52.0 2.8

Source: The Department of Education’s National Student Loan Data System | GAO-26-107780

Note: The data reflect non-defaulted loans, such as those in an in-school status, repayment,
deferment, and forbearance.

aUnlike the other loan servicers, Central Research, Inc. did not begin servicing loans for the
Department of Education until April 2024.

13The eliminated IDR plans are the Income-Contingent Repayment plan and the Pay as
You Earn plan. These plans are closed to new borrowers who take out loans on or after
July 1, 2026, and will close for current borrowers—those who took out loans before July 1,
2026—on July 1, 2028. The Income-Based Repayment plan is also closed to borrowers
who take out loans on or after July 1, 2026, but remain an option for loans taken out
before then. As previously mentioned, on March 10, 2026, a federal court order vacated
the SAVE plan.

14The current Standard repayment plan also has fixed monthly payments, but the term is
generally limited to 10 years. Eligible borrowers will also continue to have access to the
Graduated repayment plan and Extended repayment plan. The Graduated plan has
monthly payments that gradually increase over time and a repayment term of up to 10
years (or 10 to 30 years for Consolidation loans). The Extended plan has monthly
payments that can be fixed or graduated and a repayment term of up to 25 years.
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Education’s
Instruction to
Servicers Could Be
Improved with Early

Coordination

Education Provides We found that Education used a structured process to provide servicers
Servicers with Instruction with instruction. The process provides servicers with a change request—a
via a Structured Process document that formally outlines the new or modified requirements—and
generally leads to a modification of their contract with Education (see fig.
1).15

15In May 2025, Education established an interim plan that streamlined the change
management process for Education staff following agency reorganization and reduced
staffing levels. Officials reported that the expectations for servicers have not changed.
They said Education’s comprehensive Business Change Management Plan remains the
foundation of its change management process and details aspects not revised by the
interim plan. In January 2026, officials said they aim to replace both the comprehensive
Business Change Management Plan and the interim plan with a single consolidated
process.
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Figure 1: Steps in Education’s Change Management Process Involving Servicers

Education identifies a

[ 15 =8¢

Education sends the 7~ Education reviews the
change request to the @ |Y e ® servicers impact
gereq -LTI,/- P

—| servicing need, drafts a
‘Q change request, and -m- servicer and requests 4 , analysis and seeks
conducts internal reviews an impact analysis® revisions, if needed
—® {(2) (3)
7 N~

Education collects and

]
}

) i _ %) | responds to servicer
Education evaluates the Education requests and reviews Py ) :
|
)

- . . . - ) questions in a question
servicer’s final impact analysis (\ n the servicer’s cost estimate for
N,

and answer log
and cost estimate for approval implementing the change

__________________________ |G P (. JOUS—

An impact analysis is not
Once approved, the change request is required when the quick

formalized as a contract modification pace process is followed.
and the servicer implements the change

Source: GAO review of the Department of Education’s change management plans and interviews with Education officials. GAO (icons). | GAO-26-107780

2An impact analysis describes the servicer’s general approach to implementing the change request
and details the required level of effort, assumptions, and constraints.

bEducation’s quick pace process is a streamlined version of the standard process. It omits some
internal agency steps and the requirement that servicers submit an impact analysis, but it retains the
requirement for cost proposals. The quick pace option is an exception and is used in certain time-
sensitive situations.

Based on our review, Education’s current approach to servicer instruction
offers more structure and consistency than its prior practices. We
previously found that Education’s instruction did not provide key
information to loan servicers. Specifically, in 2015, we found that
Education’s instruction to servicers sometimes lacked key information,
such as how to apply over- or underpayments to borrower accounts. This
led to inconsistent and inefficient service to borrowers.'® Similarly, in
2018, we reported that Education provided the servicer responsible for
administering the Public Service Loan Forgiveness program with
piecemeal instruction, resulting in staff sometimes being unaware of
important policy clarifications.?

18GAO, Federal Student Loans: Key Weaknesses Limit Education’s Management of
Contractors, GAO-16-196T (Washington, D.C.: Nov. 18, 2015).

17TGAO, Public Service Loan Forgiveness: Education Needs to Provide Better Information
for the Loan Servicer and Borrowers, GAO-18-547 (Washington, D.C.: Sep. 5, 2018).
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In both reports, we recommended that Education improve how it provided
instruction to servicers. We closed these recommendations as
implemented after Education took appropriate steps to address them,
including improving how it provided instruction to servicers and releasing
a guide outlining overall requirements and servicing standards for the
Public Service Loan Forgiveness program. In September 2025, Education
announced plans to develop a common servicing manual for student
loans, which would provide all servicers with a centralized source of
policies and procedures for servicing loans.

Education Missed
Opportunities to
Coordinate Early with
Servicers, Which Could
Have Improved Instruction

Despite some improvement, we found that servicers sometimes faced
challenges implementing Education’s instruction for program changes,
and that early coordination could help the agency enhance the clarity of
instruction and mitigate tight time frames for servicers. Early coordination
could also help Education meet its strategic plan goal to enhance the
services that servicers provide.

Based on their experiences from April 2024 to April 2025, the four
servicers had mixed views on the process Education used to provide
instruction for implementing changes. Specifically, two servicers rated
Education’s process as “mostly sufficient” and two rated it as “somewhat
sufficient.”’® When considering the overall quality of Education’s
instruction, including its clarity, three servicers rated it as “somewhat
sufficient” and one rated it as “mostly sufficient.”

All four servicers said Education’s instruction could be improved if the
agency coordinated with them before or immediately after requesting a
change. Three servicers said such early coordination can lead to better
outcomes. One servicer shared its experience with a change request that
allowed borrowers to separate loans that they had jointly consolidated
with a current or former spouse.'® The servicer said Education shared an
outline of the new requirements with servicers and gave them an

18We solicited responses from servicers based on their experiences over the prior year.
The questionnaire was deployed in April 2025, so their responses reflect the time frame of
April 2024 to April 2025. Servicers were asked to rate sufficiency as “fully sufficient,”
“mostly sufficient,” “somewhat sufficient,” or “not at all sufficient.”

19Before July 1, 2006, married individuals were able to consolidate their individual federal
student loans into a single consolidation loan known as a “joint consolidation loan.”
Married individuals who signed a promissory note for a joint consolidation loan agreed to
be jointly liable for the entire amount of the joint debt, regardless of any future change in
their marital status. Under the terms of the Joint Consolidation Loan Separation Act,
borrowers who have a Joint Consolidation Loan can apply to separate the joint debt into
individual Direct Consolidation Loans. Pub L. No. 117-200, 136 Stat. 2219 (2022).
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opportunity to comment on the approach as it was being developed. The
servicer said the early coordination enabled critical discussions that
allowed it to complete key tasks under tight time frames.

Another servicer shared the negative effects of not coordinating early on
change requests. The servicer described a complex change request in
which Education changed, added, and deleted requirements throughout a
marked-up version of the servicer’s original 300-plus page contract.
According to the servicer, early coordination with Education would have
significantly reduced the time and resources spent on this multi-phase
change request that took over a year and a half to implement.

Three servicers said that not receiving advance notice of proposed
changes made it difficult to prepare appropriately for the volume of
incoming borrower calls or to adjust work priorities accordingly.
Representatives from two borrower advocacy groups echoed this and
expressed concerns that borrowers had experienced long wait times and
reached customer service representatives who were not yet trained to
answer their questions. One servicer noted its experience with a change
request that required servicers to make system changes that would
provide borrowers on IDR plans with the ability to view the total number of
payments they had made toward forgiveness. The servicer said that
Education provided one business day’s notice before making the payment
count information available to borrowers on StudentAid.gov, and as a
result servicers did not have adequate time to prepare for the related
influx of calls.20

Our review also found limitations in Education’s process for clarifying
instruction. While most servicers said that Education generally provided
sufficient opportunity to clarify requested changes, all four servicers
raised concerns about the number of questions they needed answered to
implement some changes. Education officials explained that a servicer
can submit written questions to clarify requirements, and the agency will
provide responses to all relevant servicers in a running question-and-

20Education reported in a December 2025 court filing that it took the payment count
information offline because the information was no longer accurate after a court ruling
changed which payments qualified. According to the court filing, Education had no plans
to resume posting the information.
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answer log.2" One servicer noted that some change requests with
complex or unclear requirements resulted in multiple rounds of sending
the question-and-answer log back and forth. For example, the servicer
said that a change request directing them to resume processing
applications for IDR plans sparked new questions after each round of
answers. We observed that this change request resulted in six rounds of
questions and answers over a 2-month period. The servicer said it had to
redo work because Education presented new requirements during this
period.

Three servicers suggested that discussing newly issued change requests
in a meeting with Education could help them gain clarity faster than the
question-and-answer process alone. These servicers cited their
experience with a different change request that addressed revisions in
IDR plan rules and for which Education did not conduct early
coordination. They said that in response to multiple rounds of
clarifications from Education, they had to repeatedly revise their impact
analyses—general descriptions of their implementation plans and the
required effort, assumptions, and constraints. One of these servicers said
Education ultimately held meetings to clarify the requirements, but the lost
time required an interim manual solution, which resulted in longer
processing times for borrowers. Relatedly, two servicers said that waiting
for answers sometimes caused delays in submitting their impact analysis.

All four servicers reported implementing change requests with tight time
frames. Education officials acknowledged that servicers have had large
workloads since fall 2023 when loan repayment resumed, and that many
changes had tight time frames. Our analysis of Education’s data found
that 36 percent of change requests (60 of 168) from fiscal year 2023
through fiscal year 2025 were designated as emergency or quick pace—
classifications used when work needs to begin quickly. In the most
recently completed year—fiscal year 2025—42 percent of change
requests received these designations. Overall, servicers reported
managing tight time frames by requesting deadline extensions,
reprioritizing tasks, and reallocating resources. Early coordination could
help reduce the need for these adjustments.

21About half (36 of 68) of the change requests associated with the return to repayment
and other program changes issued between March 2020 and December 2024 had
question-and-answer logs. Straightforward change requests may not result in any
questions from servicers.
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Education officials outlined considerations for coordinating with servicers
at different stages. Officials said they decide whether to coordinate when
developing a change request based on its complexity and timing, along
with whether sharing information would add value to the process. They
said the primary barrier to seeking servicer input before issuing a change
request was insufficient time to do so. Yet, three servicers said that early
coordination with Education would allow them to respond to requests
more quickly. For example, one servicer said Education asked for input in
advance of issuing a change request about resuming IDR plan
processing that had been paused due to a court ruling. The servicer said
that this early coordination enhanced clarity and allowed it to make
system changes more quickly.

After issuing a change request, agency officials said they generally wait to
determine whether to meet with servicers until after they receive written
questions from servicers. They said the decision about whether to hold a
clarification meeting was based on the questions servicers raised,
differences in planned approaches, and the change request’s complexity.

Education officials acknowledged the value of coordinating early with
servicers, stating that the agency might learn of servicer limitations or
concerns that could be addressed in crafting the change request,
resulting in more orderly implementation. They said that sharing potential
changes can make the process more efficient, as it can reduce the time
servicers need to prepare their impact analysis and help servicers better
plan for technology or staffing needs.

Agency officials said they sought input from servicers in advance of
issuing some complex change requests. For example, they reported
having several discussions with servicers before issuing change requests
for the on-ramp initiative, which provided temporary relief to borrowers
with late or missed payments. They said these preliminary discussions
helped ensure the requirements were clear and feasible. However,
officials also noted that it is difficult to coordinate with servicers in certain
circumstances, such as when time-sensitive changes stem from legal
proceedings. Most servicers acknowledged that some tight time frames
were outside of Education’s control, such as a series of change requests
needed to comply with federal court orders preventing implementation of
the SAVE plan.

In June 2025, Education officials told us that early coordination efforts

with servicers were not common. However, in December 2025, Education
officials said coordination efforts had recently improved. They attributed
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these recent improvements to a more collaborative relationship with
servicers rather than changes to their change management process,
which is still being refined. They cited an example of a multi-day summit
they held with servicers in September 2025 to discuss draft requirements
of the new repayment plans established by OBBBA. These discussions
led Education to revise its change request before formally sending it to
servicers, according to officials. One servicer confirmed that Education’s
early coordination efforts improved with regard to OBBBA implementation
efforts.

While recent reports of improved early coordination between Education
and servicers are a positive sign, the agency does not have formal criteria
to ensure it consistently identifies early coordination opportunities and
maintains increased coordination. Agency guidance states that Education
can share information with servicers as needed when developing a
change request, but it does not formally lay out considerations for when
staff should conduct early coordination.?2 Education officials confirmed
that they do not have formal criteria and have left the decision of whether
to conduct early coordination to the discretion of the staff working on the
change request.

The limitations we identified in the clarity of Education’s instruction and its
limited early coordination with servicers do not align with the agency’s
strategic plan goal to improve the administration of student aid programs
by enhancing the services that servicers provide.23 They are also
inconsistent with the federal internal control standard that states
management should externally communicate the necessary quality
information to achieve the entity’s objectives.2* Given these limitations,
Education has missed opportunities to ensure servicers have the
information they need to implement program changes in a timely manner.
Both servicers and agency officials said that early coordination could

22Federal Student Aid, Business Change Management Plan (August 2024). This
document details the process Education uses to manage new or modified requirements to
student loan systems or services.

23Y.S. Department of Education, Strategic Plan, Fiscal Years 2022—2026 (Washington,
D.C.: July 2022). Education officials said they are currently developing a new strategic
plan specific to Federal Student Aid. The previous strategic plan for Federal Student Aid
included an objective to enhance the quality of loan servicing operations by providing
partners with clear information to resolve issues quickly and accurately and increasing
coordination with servicers. U.S. Department of Education, Federal Student Aid: Strategic
Plan, Fiscal Years 2023-2027.

24GA0-25-107721.
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enhance the clarity of instruction and help identify more efficient solutions,
improving implementation of changes. Having formal criteria for when to
conduct early coordination could help ensure that Education consistently
identifies these opportunities and that any improvements in coordination
are sustained in the future.

Student loan servicers play an important role in helping Education
manage over $1.6 trillion in debt for about 43 million borrowers. The
instruction Education provides to servicers on changes to the student loan
program is critical to ensuring smooth operations and good customer
service for these borrowers. More consistent coordination between
Education and servicers early in the change request process could
enhance the clarity of instruction and ease the challenge of tight time
frames. Education officials acknowledged that early coordination could
improve efficiency and allow servicers to plan better. Yet the agency does
not have formal criteria for determining when early coordination should
occur. Developing and implementing such criteria would help ensure that
Education provides servicers with the information they need to implement
requested changes in a timely manner. Strategic coordination with
servicers could be particularly valuable as Education continues to
implement major legislative changes to student loan repayment options
affecting millions of borrowers.

The Secretary of Education should ensure that Federal Student Aid
develops and implements formal criteria for determining when to conduct
early coordination with servicers. For example, when dealing with
complex changes or tight time frames, Education could consider if early
coordination with servicers could ease implementation challenges.
(Recommendation 1)

We provided a draft of this report to Education for review and comment.
Education provided written comments, which are reproduced in appendix
I. We also provided relevant report statements to the four loan servicers
included in our review for technical comment. We incorporated the
technical comments they provided as appropriate.

In its written comments, Education disagreed with our recommendation to
develop and implement formal criteria for determining when to conduct
early coordination with servicers. Education stated that establishing such
criteria would be detrimental to the agency and servicers’ ability to
implement changes in a timely and efficient manner while also being
responsive to dynamic administration priorities. Education also stated that
establishing formal criteria would create challenges and risks that could
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negatively impact the agency and servicers. For example, Education
stated that early coordination could result in wasted effort or additional
costs if requested changes were cancelled, changed, or reprioritized.

We disagree with Education’s assessment. Having formal criteria for early
coordination would help Education ensure servicers have the information
they need to implement changes in a timely and efficient manner, while
providing needed flexibility to respond to changing circumstances. Using
such criteria would positively impact Education and servicers.

In its written comments, Education stated that tight time frames are a
primary barrier to early coordination. In particular, Education said early
coordination was typically not possible for changes designated as
emergency or quick pace due to the short time frames involved. As noted
in our report, servicers acknowledged that some tight time frames were
out of Education’s control, such as those related to changes needed to
comply with federal court orders. However, servicers also told us that
early coordination with Education would allow them to respond to
requests more quickly. For example, as we reported, one servicer said
Education’s efforts to obtain input in advance of issuing a quick pace
change request enhanced clarity and allowed it to make system changes
more quickly. Servicers also said that not receiving advance notice of
proposed changes made it difficult to prepare appropriately for the volume
of incoming borrower calls. In its written comments, Education
acknowledged the value of advanced notice of proposed changes when
time frames are tight. Servicers also said discussing newly issued change
requests in a meeting with Education could help them gain clarity faster.

Regarding Education’s concerns about the potential for early coordination
resulting in inefficiency, wasted effort, and additional costs, we found
servicers expressed similar concerns when Education did not coordinate
early. As noted in the report, servicers shared examples of when they
needed additional time and resources to clarify requirements and redo
work to implement a change when Education did not undertake early
coordination.

In its written comments, Education also raised concerns about the need
for flexibility. We maintain that having formal criteria for early coordination
would still provide Education the flexibility to be responsive to agency
priorities and to make decisions on a case-by-case basis. For example,
when determining whether early coordination would be beneficial,
Education could consider factors such as the likelihood that a change
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request would move forward or be substantially revised and the potential
costs of not conducting early coordination.

In addition, Education raised concerns in its written comments about
using complexity as criteria for determining when to do early coordination
with servicers. Specifically, Education stated that the complexity of a
change is not understood until servicers provide feedback on a change
and complexity cannot be determined in advance. However, as noted in
the report and in its written comments, Education shared examples of
when it determined the complexity of changes in advance. Furthermore,
Education has occasionally used this complexity determination to decide
whether early coordination is warranted. In particular, Education
highlighted an example of early coordination it conducted for complex
changes related to recent legislative changes. Education could consider
the complexity of changes as part of the formal criteria that informs early
coordination, which could help Education better target its resources and
ease implementation challenges.

Education also stated that our recommendation is inconsistent with
certain federal internal control standards. For example, Education said
rigid criteria may result in premature communications with incomplete or
changing information, limiting its ability to obtain relevant, quality
information. Education also stated that formal criteria are inconsistent with
identifying information requirements in an iterative and ongoing process.
We disagree with Education’s interpretation of our recommendation. We
are not recommending rigid criteria, but rather formal criteria. Formal
criteria might consist of factors that staff should consider in deciding
whether to conduct early coordination. These criteria could also be
integrated into the iterative process Education uses for managing
changes. We maintain that having formal criteria to determine when to
conduct early coordination with servicers would be consistent with a
federal internal control standard that states management should
externally communicate the necessary quality information to achieve the
entity’s objective.

We continue to believe Education should develop and implement formal
criteria for determining when to conduct early coordination with servicers.
More consistent coordination early in the change request process could
help ease implementation challenges for Education and servicers,
potentially save time and resources, and improve the borrowers’
experience.
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As agreed with your offices, unless you publicly announce the contents of
this report earlier, we plan no further distribution until 30 days from the
report date. At that time, we will send copies to the appropriate
congressional committees and the Secretary of Education. In addition, the
report will be available at no charge on the GAO website

at https://www.gao.gov.

If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact
me at emreyarrasm@gao.gov. Contact points for our Offices of
Congressional Relations and Media Relations may be found on the last
page of this report. GAO staff who made key contributions to this report
are listed in appendix Il.

//SIGNED//

Melissa Emrey-Arras, Director
Education, Workforce, and Income Security
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Appendix |: Comments from the Department
of Education

Federal StudentAid

An OFFICE of the U.S. DEPARTMENT of EDUCATION

May 29, 2026

Melissa Emrey-Arras

Director, Education, Workforce, and Income Security
U.S. Government Accountability Office

441 G Street, N'W.

Washington, DC 20548

Dear Ms. Melissa Emrey-Arras:

1 write on behalf of the U.S. Department of Education (Department), Office of Federal Student
Aid (FSA), in response to the U.S. Government Accountability Office’s (GAO) draft report,
Irederal Student Loans: Iiducation Could Better Coordinate with Servicers When Making
Program Changes (GAO-26-107780). We appreciate the opportunity to review the draft report,
which contains one recommendation to establish explicit criteria for when to engage in early
Change Request (CR) coordination with student loan servicers.

Recommendation 1: The Secretary of Education should ensure that FSA develops and
implements formal criteria for determining when to conduct early coordination with servicers.
For example, when dealing with complex changes or tight time frames, Education could
consider if early coordination with servicers could ease implementation challenges.

Response: The Department does not concur with the recommendation that FSA needs to
establish formal criteria for when to engage in early coordination with student loan servicers for
CRs. The timing and extent of coordination activities are specific to the situation of the CR, and
formal criteria would be detrimental to FSA and the servicers’ ability to implement changes in a
timely and efficient manner while being responsive to dynamic administration priorities.

While the Department agrees with the value of early coordination with servicers as a guiding
principle, the establishment of formal criteria for fluid and situation-specific CRs would be fraught
with challenges and risks that could negatively impact FSA and the servicers, operationally and
financially. These include efforts expended on canceled CRs, changed requirements,
interdependencies with other change efforts, and reprioritization of change activities, resulting in
wasted effort, and in some cases, additional expense to FSA through vendor requests for equitable
adjustments and reimbursement.

GAO correctly identified the highly fluid and complex nature of the multi-servicer Unified
Servicing and Data Solution (USDS) student loan servicing contract environment, exemplified by
simultaneous changes to systems and operations due to statutory, policy, and operational changes
for effective servicing of the student loan portfolio. With regard to changes requiring tight
timeframes, we recognize and agree with the value of advanced notice of proposed changes and

Federal Student Aid | StudentAid.gov 400 Maryland Ave. SW, Washington, DC 20202
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the resulting operational challenges which occur when short notice is provided; however, the
shorter than desired notice is most often due to short timeframes that FSA is given and would not
be solved by implementing formal criteria for early discussion. As provided in GAO’s report, the
Department identified insufficient time as a primary barrier to early coordination, including 42%
of change requests reviewed being “emergency” or “quick-pace.” While GAO recommends early
coordination in these situations, it is typically not possible due to the short time frames involved.
The Department coordinates with the servicers as quickly as possible given the available
timeframes and other qualitative criteria pertaining to the change.

The qualitative criteria that GAO highlights and the complexity of the change demonstrate the
problem with establishing formal criteria in advance. Complexity is a major driver of the need for
effective communication due to the large number of variables a complex change entails. The level
of complexity is often driven by details of the servicer-provided loan servicing systems impacted
by the CR. As servicers operate their own systems, they are best positioned to understand the level
of complexity the requested change creates. Therefore, FSA cannot use complexity in advance as
a criterion for determining when to engage with the servicer. It is instead obtained through
feedback from the servicer during the Impact Analysis phase of the FSA Business Change
Management Process.

The current loan servicing contract, USDS, contains the requirement that servicers adhere to
FSA’s Business Change Management Plan (dated February 2022). The change management plan
establishes timelines and procedures for how the CR process is handled and how approvals are
completed. The Visioning Stage of the plan explicitly allows for requirement elicitation to occur
with stakeholders impacted by the change, including sharing with servicers as needed. The plan
also facilitates coordination through weekly meetings with each servicer to monitor and discuss
the status of CRs.

FSA does not agree that its change request communication process with servicers is inconsistent
with the Federal Internal Control Standards (GAO-25-107721, May 2025). FSA has reviewed
its current process against the standards applicable to communications with the servicers:
Information and Communications Principle 13 (Use Quality Information) and Principle 15
(Communicate Externally). FSA has determined that its current change process meets these
information and communications principles, and that implementation of formal criteria for when
coordination should occur would inhibit FSA’s ability to meet these principles, as demonstrated
below.

With regard to Principle 13.01 (Management should obtain or generate relevant, quality
information and use it to support the functioning of the internal control system), the availability
of relevant, quality information is dependent upon multiple situation-specific factors (including
requirements maturity, urgency of implementation, funding availability, prioritization vis-a-vis
other changes, servicer and FSA resource availability, etc.) to ensure that information relayed
and received is documented and of appropriate quality to enable timely, efficient delivery of
changes. FSA’s current process balances the desire for early communications with these and
other situation-specific factors.

Regarding Principle 13.03 (Management identifies information requirements in an iterative and
ongoing process that occurs throughout the design, implementation, and operation of an
effective internal control system), FSA management identifies information requirements in an
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iterative and ongoing process, depending on the situation for the change request. As changes
occur, FSA changes information requirements as needed to meet changing objectives and risks.

Adhering to Principle 15.07 (Management selects appropriate methods for communicating
externally. Management considers a variety of factors in selecting an appropriate method of
communication), FSA management selects appropriate methods for communicating externally,
including a combination of written document exchanges, emails, and meetings. Management
considers a variety of factors in selecting appropriate methods of communication, including the
situation specific factors identified above.

Complying with Principle 15.08 (Based on consideration of the factors, management selects
appropriate methods of communication. Management evaluates the entity’s methods of
communication on a periodic and ongoing basis so that the organization has the appropriate
tools to communicate quality information throughout and outside of the entity on a timely
basis), FSA management selects appropriate methods of communication based on consideration
of factors relevant to the change. Management evaluates FSA’s methods of communication for
changes on an ongoing basis.

The multiple urgent change requests resulting from the One Big Beautiful Bill Act demonstrate
how FSA’s change process adheres to the Federal Internal Control Standards. FSA used
multiple communication approaches with the servicers, depending on the urgency and number
of undefined parameters of the statutory change. For well-defined changes, FSA provided
written CRs from which the servicers and FSA were able to proceed through the change process
with limited additional communication required. For complicated changes such as those
resulting from negotiated rulemaking, prior to release of the CR, FSA met with the servicers to
describe the pending requirements at a high level and then held ongoing meetings as the
requirements were finalized, with weekly meetings continuing to be held to address open issues
as they arise during the development and implementation process.

FSA is actively addressing the challenges of limited timeframes for changes. FSA continues to
evaluate technology options for change requests as well as moving to more agile contracting
approaches based on capacity teams that replace much of the need to issue formal change
requests. FSA recently migrated tools for the change management process from IBM Rational
Clearquest to Jira, a product that provides more integration with modern toolsets.

FSA is also in the early stages of evaluating the use of Artificial Intelligence in the change
management process to produce impact assessments. The longer-term goal is for FSA to shift
from a project management model to a product management model where capacity teams are
managing changes through a product inventory without the need to issue formal change requests
that result in contract modifications.

FSA is currently in the process of developing the Direct Loan Common Manual, which will
introduce unified operational standards to enhance consistency and efficiency across servicers.
The manual serves as a complement to the change control process by creating the standards
framework to reinforce expectations and alignment. This integration ensures clearer and more
effective policy execution with anticipated benefits of improved early coordination and reduced
quantity of change requests.
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In conclusion, the inherently variable nature of the situations surrounding individual CRs makes
GAO’s recommendation to establish formal criteria for when coordination should occur
inconsistent with the aforementioned Federal Internal Control Standards. Formal criteria inhibit
FSA’s ability to ensure that relevant, quality information is obtained as rigid criteria may result
in premature communications with incomplete or changing information. Formal criteria are
inconsistent with an iterative and ongoing process, depending on the situation of the change
request, and are inconsistent with evaluating our methods of communication on an ongoing
basis.

FSA agrees that early coordination with servicers is a useful guiding principle. FSA evaluates
when to conduct early CR coordination with servicers on a case-by-case basis, considering
multiple qualitative and quantitative factors specific to the situation. However, as the specific
situations of new CRs are unknown, the timing of early coordination must therefore be evaluated
on a case-by-case basis, making formal criteria for the use of early coordination ineffective.

Please let us know if you have any questions. Thank you again for the opportunity to review and
comment on the draft report.

Sincerely,
MELL BRITTIAN- Sl sgned by it
Date: 2026.05.29 16:19:25
SMITH Dt
Mell Brittian-Smith

Acting Executive Director
Office of Loan Portfolio Management
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