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scholarship scams

Please find below an article by Brad Foss of the Associated Press on scholarship scams, quoting NACAC Director of Public Policy David Hawkins.

 For more information on scholarship scams, what the Federal Trade Commission is doing to combat such fraud, and the latest news on scams, visit NACAC's scholarship scams Web site at: http://www.nacac.com/preventscams.html. 

Parents Need Not Pay Out for College Aid Help
Brad Foss, Associated Press

After a 90-minute sales pitch from a company that promised to increase the financial aid eligibility of her college-bound kids, Corrine Nocerino signed a $1,950 contract on the spot. She soon would regret that decision.

Her son's guidance counselor warned Nocerino, who lives in Spotsylvania County, Va., that the symposium she attended in November 2003 sounded like a scam. The counselor explained that the kids' funding eligibility would not suffer if Nocerino filled out the form herself, as the symposium led her to believe, and that free help was available. Feeling betrayed, Nocerino demanded her deposit back. "They were not completely honest," she said. 

The Federal Trade Commission agreed. Now the agency, which had cracked down on the company once before, is attempting to shut it down and return nearly $2 million to thousands of consumers. 

"Be wary of anybody who is claiming to guarantee you a certain amount of financial aid or make you more eligible," said Gregory Ashe of the FTC's bureau of consumer protection. 

Ashe is the lead attorney in the agency's second lawsuit against Integrated Capital, which does business as National Student Financial Aid and ran the symposium Nocerino attended. "There are legitimate financial aid planners out there," Ashe noted, "but they're not making promises. " 

The FTC accuses NSFA of violating the terms of a previous settlement, reached in 2003, by falsely representing its ability to boost students' financial aid eligibility, as well as the amount of money likely available. 

The FTC says that over the years NSFA has defrauded some 40,000 consumers out of $10 million. The FTC also alleges that NSFA lied to consumers who were promised refunds in the event they did not receive aid. 

By acting quickly (there was a 3-day period in which the contract could be canceled), Nocerino got back the initial $300 she had paid. And she secured college funding for her son without paying a nickel, by filling out a government form known as the Free Application for Federal Student Aid. 

The number of financial aid-related complaints made to the FTC has increased in recent years, from just above 300 in 2001 to nearly 600 in 2003. Officials believe that count vastly understates the problem, which they say increasingly affects recent immigrants who may be reluctant to contact federal authorities out of fear of being deported. 

The FTC's Ashe said his agency "fights for the consumer regardless of their nationality or citizenship status. " 

Some red flags to watch for: 

· When a company asks for a payment up front. "You shouldn't have to pay money to save money," Ashe said. 

· When scholarships or financial aid are promised. No one can guarantee aid. 

Federal financial aid is need-based. Some assistance, such as Pell Grants, does not have to be repaid, while other aid comes in the form of Stafford and Perkins loans, some of which are subsidized, meaning they are interest-free until after graduation. 

Jeff Sherrill of the National Association of Secondary School Principals cautioned parents against buying into the rhetoric of companies that claim public school guidance counselors are too busy or incompetent to handle the average college-bound student's needs. 

"Guidance counselors today are more prepared to address college needs than they ever have been," he said.  And, he added, they know to look for scams. 

 

