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Project Description 

Title IV financial aid is federally funded student assistance under Title IV of the Higher Education 
Act of 1965. Nearly 11 million undergraduate students received Title IV aid during the 2019-20 
school year.1 Title IV aid includes grant aid (for example, the Federal Pell Grant, the Federal 
Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant, and the TEACH grant) and loan aid (for example, 
Direct Subsidized and Unsubsidized Loans, Direct Graduate PLUS Loans, Parent PLUS Loans, and 
the Federal Perkins Loan). Students who receive federal student aid under these programs and 
withdraw from college before completing the academic term or payment period are subject to a 
Return of Title IV Funds (R2T4) calculation, which could require the student or college to pay 
back unearned federal funds to the government.2 For simplicity, we use “academic term” 
throughout this report to refer to any period in which a student is enrolled, though many non-
term programs are defined by payment periods. Both types of programs are included in this 
report. 

Despite the potential influence R2T4 may have on students, colleges, and the integrity of federal 
student aid programs, little is known about the scope of the policy or the consequences a mid-
term withdrawal may have on students. Leaving before the term ends could require students to 
owe aid to the Federal Government or the college, particularly at institutions with limited tuition 
refund policies for students who withdraw early in the semester. As a result of balances owed to 
institutions due to R2T4 requirements, students may be ineligible for future federal aid or 
prevented by the college from re-enrolling or accessing their transcripts until the balance is paid. 
Together, these policy actions could reduce their ability to return to college or secure 
employment.  

The Office of Evaluation Sciences (OES) at the U.S. General Services Administration (GSA) 
collaborated with the U.S. Department of Education (ED), including Federal Student Aid (FSA) 
and the Institute of Education Sciences (IES), to better understand R2T4. The overarching goal of 
this evaluation is to build foundational, descriptive evidence that documents the scope of R2T4 
in terms of students and colleges affected by the policy as well as associated aid amounts due 
and returned. This exploratory descriptive analysis uses administrative data from the Common 
Origination and Disbursement (COD) System R2T4 application (COD Tool), which a subset of 
colleges use to perform R2T4 calculations, as well as publicly available administrative data from 

1 Federal Student Aid. (n.d.). Aid Recipient Summary. Retrieved July 25, 2023 from 
https://studentaid.gov/sites/default/files/fsawg/datacenter/library/AidRecipientsSummary.xls.  

2 Federal Student Aid. (n.d.). Return of Title IV Funds. Retrieved July 25, 2023. https://fsapartners.ed.gov/financial-aid-
delivery/return-of-title-iv-funds. Students who do not receive Title IV funds, who do not begin the term, or who withdraw between 
terms, are not subject to R2T4. 

https://studentaid.gov/sites/default/files/fsawg/datacenter/library/AidRecipientsSummary.xls
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/financial-aid-delivery/return-of-title-iv-funds
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/financial-aid-delivery/return-of-title-iv-funds
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the Integrated Postsecondary Education Database (IPEDS), which captures college-level 
characteristics.3  

Executive Summary 

This project relies on Return of Title IV Funds (R2T4) data that roughly one-quarter of colleges 
optionally reported to the Common Origination and Disbursement (COD) System R2T4 
application (COD Tool) in Fall 2019. Our primary goals were to: understand which colleges 
reported their data; use these data to estimate the scope of the R2T4 policy; and assess patterns 
in how students withdraw, the implications of these withdrawals, and how types of withdrawals 
varied across college sectors. Throughout this report, we caution that all data are based on this 
non-representative subsample of colleges, though the findings provide significant insight into 
how the R2T4 program operates. 

Key Findings 

Research Question #1: How many colleges report to the COD tool, and what are the 
characteristics of these colleges?  

● During the Fall 2019 term, 25 percent of colleges reported at least one calculation to the
COD tool. Reporting rates vary across college sectors, with four-year public and
nonprofit colleges having the highest reporting rates.

● Colleges reporting to the COD tool share similar characteristics to colleges not reporting
to the COD tool, after accounting for the college sector. Although there remains
considerable uncertainty, we can therefore roughly estimate the national scope of R2T4
beyond just colleges that report to the COD tool.

Research Question #2: What is the “scope” of the R2T4 policy, as measured by the number of 
students and the monetary amounts involved? 

● Analysis of data from the COD tool shows R2T4 led to approximately $150 million in
total monetary transfers in Fall 2019, which includes both required returns to the
government and additional disbursements to students. This constitutes approximately
0.25 percent of all Title IV grants and loans disbursed by colleges that used the COD tool
in 2019-20.

● At the national level, we estimate R2T4 calculations likely resulted in approximately $500
million in transferred funds after accounting for colleges that do not report to the COD
tool in Fall 2019. We recognize this calculation requires strong assumptions about non-

3 As relevant and feasible, this descriptive analysis aimed to identify possible behavioral bottlenecks, unintended consequences of 
the policy, and opportunities for interventions or policy changes. The administrative data analyzed in this report is not wel l suited to 
meet these aims; however, future analysis may build on this work to better understand behavioral bottlenecks to policy 
implementation, unintended consequences of the policy, and interventions to address both. 
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reporting colleges and entails considerable uncertainty, so it should be interpreted with 
caution.  

● Approximately 59 percent of R2T4 calculations require colleges and students to return 
money to the Federal Government. This rate is highest in two-year, public colleges (68 
percent) and four-year, public colleges (65 percent).  

● Approximately 95 percent of the $150 million in transferred funds are required returns, 
with only 5 percent of these dollars being “post-withdrawal disbursements,” which is 
federal aid owed to students even after they have withdrawn. 

● Of the money returned to the Federal Government, 73 percent is returned directly from 
colleges and 27 percent from students. The highest rate of return is from students at 
two-year, public colleges, where 57 percent is returned from colleges and 43 percent 
from students. Described further below, when colleges are required to return funds, this 
happens within an established timeframe, whereas students return unearned loan aid 
under the normal conditions of the loan promissory note. In rare cases, grant aid is repaid 
to the school or the department as an overpayment. Nonetheless, when colleges return 
funds, this often requires the students to reimburse the college for these lost tuition 
payments, so it simply shifts where the student debt resides rather than alleviates them 
of the debt. Due to the requirement that loan funds be returned first, along with federal 
grant protections put in place by the Higher Education Act provisions for R2T4, almost all 
returned funds come from students’ loan balances. Of the students who took a Pell 
Grant, withdrew, and were required to return funds, only 2 percent needed to repay 
grant aid.  

Research Question #3: How much do R2T4 patterns vary across colleges using the COD tool? 
Are there outliers in reporting that warrant further exploration?  

● Students who withdraw later in the period of attendance—but before the 60-percent aid 
earned threshold—are more often required to return aid to the Federal Government than 
students who withdraw earlier in the academic term.  

● Approximately 3 to 5 percent of all Title IV aid recipients at each college withdraw during 
an academic term. Benchmarked against persistence measures collected by the Federal 
Government, this suggests that students predominantly exit college between academic 
terms rather than during the term, though exact comparisons are challenging without 
knowing more about the characteristics of the students who receive R2T4 calculations. 

● Students withdraw fairly evenly throughout all points during an academic term, except 
for a large increase in exits at exactly 50 percent of aid earned or the midway point of 
term. This likely occurs because colleges that are not required to take attendance and 
cannot ascertain when a student exited are required to list the student’s withdrawal at 
this midpoint (termed an “unofficial withdrawal”). 
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Research Question #4: What is the relationship between college characteristics and the percent 
of each college’s R2T4 calculations at the pre-specified marks of 50 percent (which is the default 
for colleges that are not required to take attendance when they cannot ascertain when a student 
withdrew) and greater than 60 percent (students who exit after this point are entitled to keep 
their full amount of federal aid)? What is the relationship between college characteristics and the 
percent of each college’s Title IV population that receives an R2T4 calculation? 

● College characteristics, such as headcount or race and ethnicity of enrolled students, 
generally do not predict the prevalence of reported R2T4 calculations at the 50 percent 
or greater than 60 percent marks. 

● Colleges that are larger, have higher retention and completion rates, and have more 
White and Asian students have lower rates of R2T4 calculations in their eligible Title IV 
population. 
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Background on R2T4 Policy 

Return of Title IV Funds (R2T4) Policy Process 

Title IV federal student aid (henceforth “aid”) is typically distributed at the beginning of the 
academic term. However, when a student withdraws during the academic term, the aid they are 
entitled to receive may need to be adjusted. Return of Title IV Funds (R2T4) is the policy process 
that describes the requirements by which these adjustments are made. R2T4 requires colleges to 
identify students who withdrew prior to the completion of their academic term and assess 
whether the student is owed additional aid or whether the school and/or student must return aid 
to the Federal Government. One key point, discussed in more detail below, is that R2T4 only 
governs the potential return of federal financial aid and operates on a separate track from the 
consequences of withdrawing that may impact tuition refunds, institutional and state aid, or any 
other return matter.  

In brief, a student who attends but withdraws before the term ends only earns a portion of their 
total aid proportional to how long they were enrolled.4 For example, a student who is entitled to 
$1,000 in federal aid but leaves 40 percent of the way through their term has only “earned” 
$400, and the remaining $600 may need to be returned. We show below that most R2T4 
calculations require returns to the Federal Government, but there are two key exceptions. The 
first is that any student who withdraws more than 60 percent of the way through the term is 
automatically determined to have earned 100 percent of their federal aid and is not required to 
return any funds. The second is a “post-withdrawal disbursement,” which is when a student can 
receive additional financial aid even though they have withdrawn. This happens most frequently 
when a student leaves early in the term but has not yet received their federal aid disbursement 
to which they were entitled. 

Although a full explanation of an R2T4 calculation is too lengthy for this report, a brief summary 
is as follows. In general, the R2T4 calculation is performed by:  

1. Determining the date of withdrawal and withdrawal reason; 

2. Determining the amounts of federal student aid that were disbursed, or could have been 
disbursed, for the term;  

3. Determining the number of days or hours the student completed in the term before 
withdrawing and translating that number into a percentage earned;  

4. Applying the percentage earned to the total amount of federal student aid received; and  

 
4 The full process by which the R2T4 calculation occurs can be complicated, and is outlined in detail in Volume 5 of the Federal 
Student Aid (FSA) Handbook. U.S. Dept. of Education Federal Student Aid. (2020, July 27). 2020-2021 Federal Student Aid Handbook. 
Volume 5: Withdrawals and the Return of Title IV Funds. https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/handbooks-manuals-or-
guides/2020-07-27 
/volume-5-withdrawals-and-return-title-iv-funds 

https://fsapartners.ed.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021FSAHbkVol5Master.pdf
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/handbooks-manuals-or-guides/2020-07-27/volume-5-withdrawals-and-return-title-iv-funds
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/handbooks-manuals-or-guides/2020-07-27/volume-5-withdrawals-and-return-title-iv-funds
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/handbooks-manuals-or-guides/2020-07-27/volume-5-withdrawals-and-return-title-iv-funds
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5. Making returns or post-withdrawal disbursements based on the difference between the 
total amount disbursed and the total amount earned.  

If returns are required, the calculation limits the amount which the school is responsible for 
returning using the institutional charges incurred by the student for the period. All other 
amounts are the responsibility of the student, although loan funds that are the student's 
responsibility are repaid normally under the loan terms in their Master Promissory Note and are 
not required to be returned on an accelerated schedule. The calculation provides for a "grant 
protection" of 50 percent of the total grant funds received for the period, which means half of all 
grant aid is immune from being part of a required return, to prevent substantial repayments of 
grants due to the R2T4 process.5 

This relatively simple description of R2T4 masks challenges in both the technical and practical 
aspects of the R2T4 policy. Technically, the policy still necessitates a number of key decision 
points and requires colleges to understand a host of substantive issues such as: colleges must 
return unearned funds before requiring returns from students; loan aid should be returned prior 
to grant aid; there are different types of allowable institutional charges that can be applied by 
the college; and non-traditional programs will perform R2T4 calculations using "payment 
periods" that are essentially half the length of the defined academic year in the program. This is 
by no means an exhaustive list of all the potential R2T4 adjustments that must take place. 

Perhaps more important, there are concerns about the practical implementation of R2T4 that 
could lead to potential overpayments and underpayments. As one example, colleges must 
determine when exactly a student dropped out, but many colleges are not required to collect 
attendance data, and withdrawal dates can be subject to a variety of complex rules, particularly 
for less standard academic calendars such as modules.6 When colleges that are not required to 
take attendance are unable to determine when a student withdrew during a term, they are 
instructed to list a student as having exited at exactly the halfway point (50 percent), a point 
which we revisit in the analysis below. All R2T4 calculations should also occur within specific 
time frames (typically within 30 or 45 days after a student exits), which could lead to erroneous 
payments if colleges are unaware a student has left or if aid information is later revised (for 
example, via Federal Application for Student Aid [FAFSA] Verification or student re-enrollment). 
Colleges may also need to take active steps to make a correct judgment; one example is that 
students who earn no passing grades should retroactively be classified as withdrawn unless the 
college can confirm they were enrolled for the entire term.  

 
5 An additional grant protection only requires students to return grant overpayments if the initial amount owed is greater than $50. 

6 Colleges generally take attendance if they are required by an outside determination (for example, government oversight or an 
accrediting agency), need to do so for other requirements (for example, a training program requires a certain amount of hours 
completed), or if they choose to take attendance on their own. 
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Payment Integrity of the R2T4 Policy Process 

This combination of technical and practical complexities may lead to inappropriately calculated 
debts or balances and, even in the best case scenario, can still be burdensome on college 
administrative staff.7 Even with perfect information, the sheer number of decisions involved in 
R2T4 calculations is likely to lead to simple mistakes that may not be caught by the student or 
college. These mistakes are often noted in school audit findings.8 Altogether, these kinds of 
tasks—those that are cognitively demanding, require many steps, and involve human discretion, 
particularly among potentially short-staffed administrative offices working on quick timelines—
are more likely to contain errors that could lead to improper payments.9 Moreover, if students’ 
within-term withdrawals are not equally distributed across colleges or across college types, 
administrative burdens experienced by frontline staff as a result of R2T4 will be concentrated at 
certain colleges or types of colleges.10, 11 

One important consideration is that engaging in an R2T4 calculation does not necessarily 
constitute an “improper payment.” A student who was over or underpaid because they withdrew 
from school is not considered improper as long as the calculation was correct at the time it was 
done. Yet, improper payments can occur if: (1) there is an inaccuracy in the R2T4 calculation that 
results in the wrong payment returned (if a student’s withdrawal date is calculated incorrectly, or 
the original funds disbursement was incorrect) or (2) a college simply does not do an R2T4 
calculation when they should (e.g., when a student receives all F’s in their courses the college 
must assume they withdrew and submit the requisite R2T4). A third issue arises in cases where 
the R2T4 is calculated properly, but the initial Pell Grant or federal loan calculation was later 
determined to be “improper”; this would make the prior R2T4 calculation incorrect. 

Potential Unintended Consequences of R2T4 Policy Process for Students 

The consequences of R2T4 calculations can be quite meaningful to students, above and beyond 
the payment integrity issue discussed above. There is substantial evidence revealing the positive 
impact of aid on college enrollment and completion, and students who lose access to aid suffer 

7 For example, the National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA) task force recommendations from 2015
on how to improve R2T4. National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators. (2015, July). Return of Title IV Funds Task 
Force: Report to the Board. https://www.nasfaa.org/uploads/documents/R2T4_Report_to_the_Board_Sept_2015.pdf 

8 U.S. Dept. of Education Federal Student Aid. (n.d.). Annual Top Ten School Findings and School Fine Reports. Retrieved July 25, 2023
from https://studentaid.gov/data-center/school/fines-and-findings. 

9 Improper payments include payments made by the government to the wrong person or in the wrong amount. This definition is
found in the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) Circular A-123, Appendix C (OMB M-21-19). 
10 Heinrich, C.J., Camacho, S., Henderson, S.C., Hernandez, M., & Joshi E. (2022). Consequences of Administrative Burden for Social
Safety Nets That Support the Healthy Development of Children.” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 41(1), 11-44. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.22324.  

11 Herd, P., & Moynihan, D.P. (2018). Administrative Burden: Policymaking by Other Means. 1st edition. New York: Russell Sage
Foundation. 

https://studentaid.gov/sites/default/files/top-findings.xlsx
https://www.nasfaa.org/uploads/documents/R2T4_Report_to_the_Board_Sept_2015.pdf
https://studentaid.gov/data-center/school/fines-and-findings
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.22324
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worse outcomes than those who maintain aid eligibility.12, 13, 14 Although the government 
typically advertises grant aid as “money you do not have to pay back,” students who withdraw 
early may need to repay either loan or grant aid to the Federal Government or to the institutions 
themselves, and may face other barriers to enrollment or employment due to an R2T4 
calculation. 

As noted briefly above, R2T4 only governs the return of federal aid. Whether or when a student 
withdraws may alter a student’s tuition refunds or institutional and state aid, and these policies 
can shape the severity R2T4 places on students’ finances and their subsequent schooling 
decisions. For example, an R2T4 calculation that only requires the college to return funds to the 
Federal Government can still impact the student because they may need to reimburse the 
college for the unearned aid returned to the government by the college on their behalf. If the 
college has a generous tuition refund policy (for example, students who withdraw the first week 
get a full tuition refund) then the financial consequences of an R2T4 calculation for the student 
is likely limited. In contrast, a less generous policy (if students who withdraw early get only a 
partial tuition refund) would increase the gap between any refunded tuition and federal aid funds 
returned to the government, putting a greater financial burden on the student. Failure to repay 
may inhibit college re-enrollment, prevent them from receiving future aid, or make them 
ineligible to use their college transcripts to transfer to a new college or secure employment.15  

There are a number of behavioral barriers related to R2T4 that might prevent students from 
returning to college. For instance, students who withdraw may be unaware they owe money and 
first learn of this fact just prior to the beginning of the term when they are intending to re-enroll. 
This unanticipated shock can prevent them from registering for classes or receiving expected aid, 
both of which can cause them to exit college once again. Research shows that short-term 
interruptions to college enrollment can lead to long-term reductions in educational attainment.16 
Simply owing money can reinforce the stigma these students feel about their prior 
postsecondary experience. This may heighten their anxiety or make them reconsider enrolling if 

12 Nguyen, T. D., Kramer, J. W., & Evans, B. J. (2019). The effects of grant aid on student persistence and degree attainment: A
systematic review and meta-analysis of the causal evidence. Review of educational research, 89(6), 831-874.  

13 Schudde, L., & Scott-Clayton, J. (2016). Pell grants as performance-based scholarships? An examination of satisfactory academic 
progress requirements in the nation’s largest need-based aid program. Research in Higher Education, 57(8), 943-967. 
14 Dynarski, S., & Scott-Clayton, J. (2013). "Financial Aid Policy: Lessons from Research," The Future of Children, 23(1), 67-91. 
15 A number of policy briefs have touched on these issues. See e.g. Student Borrower Protection Center. (2021, February).
Withholding Dreams: Why Washington Must Tie COVID Relief for Colleges to Relief for Students Burdened by Institutional Debt.  
https://protectborrowers.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Withholding_Dreams_SBPC.pdf; and Karon, J., Ward, J. D., Hill, C. B., & 
Kurzweil, M. (2020, October 5). Solving Stranded Credits: Assessing the Scope and Effects of Transcript Withholding on Students, 
States, and Institutions. https://doi.org/10.18665/sr.313978. As just one example, California recently passed legislation to prevent 
colleges from withholding transcripts for students who owe debts; see Culhane, John L. (2019, October 10). CA enacts law prohibiting 
postsecondary schools from withholding transcripts as debt collection tool. Consumer Finance Monitor. 
https://www.consumerfinancemonitor.com/2019/10/10/ca-enacts-law-prohibiting-postsecondary-schools-from-withholding-
transcripts-as-debt-collection-tool/.  

16 Charles, K., Hurst, E., & Notowidigdo, M. (2018). Housing Booms and Busts, Labor Market Opportunities, and College Attendance.
American Economic Review, 108(10), 2947-94. 

http://doi.org/10.1353/foc.2013.0002
https://protectborrowers.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Withholding_Dreams_SBPC.pdf
https://doi.org/10.18665/sr.313978
https://www.consumerfinancemonitor.com/2019/10/10/ca-enacts-law-prohibiting-postsecondary-schools-from-withholding-transcripts-as-debt-collection-tool/
https://www.consumerfinancemonitor.com/2019/10/10/ca-enacts-law-prohibiting-postsecondary-schools-from-withholding-transcripts-as-debt-collection-tool/
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they anticipate owing even more aid in the future. Finally, students may be interested in repaying 
these funds but have challenges in navigating the administrative steps required to do so, or 
simply procrastinate due to competing concerns in their lives.  

Potential Administrative Burdens of R2T4 Policy Process for Colleges 

In addition to the potential unintended consequences faced by students, all colleges must devote 
time and resources to accurately implementing the R2T4 process for students who receive 
federal aid. Administrative burdens for colleges may include training staff, taking time to 
understand the complex R2T4 process, tracking and documenting student attendance, and 
responding to student requests and questions. While colleges have leeway in the tools they use 
to conduct R2T4 calculations, Federal Student Aid (FSA) created a R2T4 application tool within 
the Common Origination and Distribution System (COD tool) as one option for colleges to 
perform R2T4 calculations. As described in greater detail in the next section, we use data from 
this tool to better understand the scope of the R2T4 program in terms of number of students, 
dollar amount associated with payments, and enrollment patterns. 

Data  

Common Origination and Disbursement (COD) System R2T4 Application (COD Tool) 

Our primary data source derives from a specific R2T4 data query created by FSA that is located 
in their Common Origination and Disbursement (COD)17 System R2T4 application (COD tool; the 
entire set of variables is listed on page 398). This tool went online in April 2019 and contains the 
responses to questions completed from the R2T4 worksheets.18, 19 The R2T4 worksheets were 
created by FSA as a step-by-step process to guide administrators in correctly applying the policy. 
The key benefit of the COD tool is that it provides an online system that allows colleges to input 
information about students. This system then calculates the total amount of aid colleges and 
students are to receive from or reimburse to the Federal Government. Thus, all observations in 
the COD tool have essentially the full set of variables required for the R2T4 calculation as long 
as they have been provided by the college administrator in charge of submitting data, including 
student SSN, college attended, aid received, withdrawal date, whether aid was disbursed or 
returned, and other key details. 

Student SSN was converted into a de-identified ID that was unique to each individual so we 
could track if a student had multiple instances of R2T4 calculations. We then linked each 

17 U.S. Dept. of Education Federal Student Aid. (2020, September). Common Origination and Disbursement 2020-2021 Technical 
Reference, Volume VI-Appendices. https://fsapartners.ed.gov/sites/default/files/attachments/2019-12/2021CODTechRefVol6.pdf. 
18 U.S. Dept. of Education Federal Student Aid. (2021, March 28). 2020-2021 Federal Student Aid Handbook. Volume 5: Withdrawals
and Return of Title IV Funds. Appendix: Return of Title IV Aid Worksheets. https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/fsa-
handbook/2020-2021/vol5/appx-appendix-return-title-iv-aid-worksheets
19 The COD query was preceded by a data system tool called“FAA Access to CPS online”, but we cannot access that data at this
time. 

https://fsapartners.ed.gov/sites/default/files/attachments/2019-12/2021CODTechRefVol6.pdf
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/fsa-handbook/2020-2021/vol5/appx-appendix-return-title-iv-aid-worksheets
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/sites/default/files/attachments/2019-12/2021CODTechRefVol6.pdf
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/fsa-handbook/2020-2021/vol5/appx-appendix-return-title-iv-aid-worksheets
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/fsa-handbook/2020-2021/vol5/appx-appendix-return-title-iv-aid-worksheets
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individual-level record to Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System20 (IPEDS) data based 
on the Office of Postsecondary Education ID (OPEID). The IPEDS handbook21 describes the 
IPEDS data as “a single, comprehensive system that is built around a series of interrelated survey 
components designed to collect institution-level data in such areas as enrollment, admissions, 
program completions, graduation rates and other outcome measures, retention rates, student 
financial aid, tuition and fees, faculty, staff, library data, and finances.” 

There are a number of limitations that arise from relying on the COD tool for our data analysis. In 
the Data Limitations section below, we describe how one could access additional data resources 
to improve our study design. The first limitation of the COD tool is that its use is optional and, as 
we show below, only one-quarter of colleges used this tool during the period we study. In 
addition, some students who withdraw during the term might not be captured in these data if the 
college uses the COD tool for only a subset of students. Colleges that do not use the COD tool, 
or the decommissioned “FAA Access to CPS online” data systems, may choose to do their R2T4 
calculations using paper records or their own internal systems.22 According to correspondence 
with the U.S. Department of Education (ED), there is a belief that colleges that use the COD tool 
are likely to do so for a majority or all of their students rather than just a subset, but this has not 
been verified. Conversations with colleges that use the tool, or additional data analysis 
(described below), could help support or refute this claim.  

One goal of the project was to estimate the prevalence of R2T4 within each institution, which 
would require us to know the total number of Title IV recipients enrolled in a given college. As 
this data point is not readily available, we estimate this result by creating upper and lower 
bounds of the possible values using publicly available IPEDS data based on two separate, 
reported values: the number of federal grant recipients and the number of federal loan 
recipients. We bound any results by constructing both a minimum number of Title IV recipients 
(taking the sum of grant and loan recipients, by assuming there is no overlap between these two 
populations) and the maximum number (taking as our denominator the largest value of the 
number of grant OR loan recipients) , but we recognize in practice that many students take out 
both grants and loans (see Table 5). 

We restrict our analysis to students enrolled in Fall 2019, which we defined as all R2T4 
calculations where the “Calendar Period Start Date” occurred from July 1, 2019, through 
December 31, 2019. This time period was chosen for two reasons. Principally, this was the first 
term we expected to have strong reporting to the COD tool, given that it was not 
operationalized until April 2019. We also determined that the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic 

20 National Center for Education Statistics. (n.d.). Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System. Retrieved July 25, 2023 from 
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/ 
21 U.S. Department of Education National Center for Education Statistics. (2019, April). NCES Handbook of Survey Methods: Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). https://nces.ed.gov/statprog/handbook/pdf/ipeds.pdf.
22 The FAA Access to CPS Online was decommissioned in the process of creating the new system.

https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/
https://nces.ed.gov/statprog/handbook/pdf/ipeds.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/statprog/handbook/pdf/ipeds.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/statprog/handbook/pdf/ipeds.pdf
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in Spring 2020 would complicate any future analysis. Withdrawals due to COVID may not be 
subject to typical R2T4 rules23, but may require adjustments to properly credit the student or 
identify that they withdrew for allowable reasons.24 As there is a variable that indicates whether 
an R2T4 calculation was subject to COVID-19 exceptions, we remove the few observations in 
Fall 2019 that have this designation. Appendix A describes the data cleaning steps in more detail. 
Appendix B provides data showing the use of the COD tool after Fall 2019, including the amount 
of COVID-19 exceptions observed in the data. 

Data Limitations 

The analysis relies on data reported to the COD tool in Fall 2019, and we cannot independently 
verify the accuracy or completeness of these data. The first key limitation is that only one-
quarter of colleges report R2T4 calculations using the COD tool and, unless otherwise noted, all 
results are based on this subsample. To evaluate the representativeness of the subsample of 
colleges reporting to the COD tool, we examined observable differences between reporting and 
non-reporting colleges. When we compared the observable characteristics of colleges in the 
same sector, we found only small differences, but we also acknowledge there may be 
unobservable differences unaccounted for. Based on conversations with Education Department 
staff, we believe colleges reporting to the COD tool likely use it for all their R2T4 calculations. 
However, we acknowledge as a second limitation the possibility that some colleges use the COD 
tool for only a portion of the R2T4 calculations. Nevertheless, the patterns observed in the data 
generally conform with what we expected to find based on the known R2T4 rules and 
regulations. We based our qualitative understanding of R2T4 implementation from conversations 
with ED staff, but a third limitation is that we were unable to discuss R2T4 with on-the-ground 
practitioners in charge of implementing these calculations. Therefore, while we present our best 
understanding of R2T4 implementation from federal experts’ perspectives, there is also the 
possibility that implementation at colleges differs slightly based on specific institutional contexts 
and rules.  

While we lay out some of the potential consequences of the R2T4 process above, the available 
administrative data do not allow for documenting these possible unintended consequences of 
the policy. For instance, audit data would be required to understand whether a college made 
R2T4 calculations correctly resulting in a proper payment or made an error in the calculation that 
led to an improper payment, perhaps resulting in monetary loss. Similarly, to better understand 
the potential unintended consequences for students in our analysis, the COD tool would at 
minimum need to capture whether a student faced any obligations to the college to pay back any 

 
23 U.S. Dept. of Education Federal Student Aid. (2020, June 16). UPDATED Guidance for interruptions of study related to Coronavirus 
(COVID-19). https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2020-05-15/updated-guidance-
interruptions-study-related-coronavirus-covid-19-updated-june-16-2020. 
24U S Dept. of Education Office of Postsecondary Education. (2021, March 19) Clarification R2T4 Guidance Related to Covid-19 
National Emergency (EA ID: GENERAL-21-19). https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2021-
03-19/clarification-r2t4-guidance-related-covid-19-national-emergency-ea-id-general-21-19. 

https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2020-05-15/updated-guidance-interruptions-study-related-coronavirus-covid-19-updated-june-16-2020
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2020-05-15/updated-guidance-interruptions-study-related-coronavirus-covid-19-updated-june-16-2020
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2020-05-15/updated-guidance-interruptions-study-related-coronavirus-covid-19-updated-june-16-2020
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2021-03-19/clarification-r2t4-guidance-related-covid-19-national-emergency-ea-id-general-21-19
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2021-03-19/clarification-r2t4-guidance-related-covid-19-national-emergency-ea-id-general-21-19
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unearned aid. Ideally, the COD tool would capture other actions on the part of the college to 
recoup those funds, such as holds on transcripts.  

Due to these data limitations, the analysis presented in the rest of the report focuses instead on 
better understanding how the R2T4 policy is implemented among colleges who use the COD 
tool. (Schools may often not report if they choose to rely on a third-party servicer for help in 
administering Title IV aid, with for-profit institutions utilizing a third-party servicer at a higher 
rate than public or nonprofit colleges). This analysis includes describing patterns, such as the 
frequency with which R2T4 calculations are made, the amount of money associated with the 
calculations, and when during the term calculations are reported, among other aspects of the 
R2T4 process. As part of this analysis, we also report on how these R2T4 patterns vary based on 
college type, as well as the extent to which colleges who voluntarily report using the COD tool 
differ from non-reporting colleges on observable characteristics.  

We focus just on “Fall 2019” as this was when the tool was fully operational and before 
reporting was impacted by COVID-19. This required us to identify the academic term for each 
record, and what constitutes “Fall 2019” can vary across institutions, requiring us to make some 
assumptions about which calculations belonged to this time period. Overall, some of the 
variables included in the dataset that indicate the timing of the calculation, including “award 
year,” calendar start and end date, and withdrawal date, did not always line up. For example, the 
award year “2020” occasionally contained withdrawal or calendar dates in 2019 or 2021 so there 
was no expected one-to-one mapping between these values.  

We note some ways that future quantitative research can work to alleviate some of the 
limitations in this report. Linking to additional Education Department data sources could allow 
researchers to: include more student background characteristics to study which types of 
students are subject to R2T4 calculations; track enrollment over time to determine the outcomes 
of students subject to R2T4 calculations; and verify whether students were likely to return funds 
due to these R2T4 requirements or were able to access federal aid during future enrollment 
spells. Financial transaction data could also be used to verify that the COD tool reporting was 
consistently applied to all students within a college who withdrew during an academic term, 
which is a key assumption made throughout this report. Given the various technical and legal 
constraints required to access these data, these suggestions are left for future research. 

Research Questions 

This initial examination of the R2T4 policy provides some of the first descriptive evidence on the 
R2T4 process. This analysis uses data from colleges who use the COD tool to make R2T4 
calculations for their students. The first goal is to understand the number of colleges that opt to 
use the COD tool, and any differences in characteristics between reporting and non-reporting 
colleges. This helps us determine to what extent the data we observe in the tool might be 
extended to understanding R2T4 at the national level. We then focus on the scope of the R2T4 
policy, including the total number of calculations, the total sum of funds moving through the 



Page 16 of 64 

system, and how much of all Title IV aid is implicated in R2T4 calculations. In addition to 
aggregating these results using observed data in the COD tool, we look at differences across 
postsecondary sectors, such as two-year versus four-year colleges, and use the results from the 
first research question to hypothesize the size of R2T4 at the national level.  

We then investigate additional details of the R2T4 policy, such as how much of the funds are to 
be returned to the Federal Government or disbursed by colleges to students or what percent of 
Title IV recipients are likely to be subject to an R2T4 calculation. We finally investigate patterns 
in R2T4 reporting, such as when during the term students are likely to withdraw. We pre-
specified a focus on two key benchmarks. The first is how often students withdraw exactly 50 
percent of the way through the term, as this value is used by colleges that are not required to 
take attendance when they report an “unofficial withdrawal” for a student for whom they cannot 
ascertain a withdrawal date. We also focus on how often students appear after the 60 percent 
point of the semester, as this value is the threshold at which point a student and college is no 
longer required to return any aid to the Federal Government. To the extent possible, we then 
examine colleges where there are higher or lower percentages of students falling into these two 
categories and what college characteristics correlate with higher or lower reported values. 



Page 17 of 64 

Results 

We divide the analysis into four primary questions, based on the original Analysis Plan.25 In each 
section, we note the question, summarize the results, and then present more detailed findings 
supporting the summary.  

Research Question #1 

Our first research question is: How many colleges report to the COD tool and what are the 
characteristics of these colleges?  

Summary for Question #1 

We find that 25 percent of colleges reported at least one calculation to the COD tool, though 
most colleges have relatively few calculations during the Fall 2019 term. Reporting rates vary by 
college sector, with four-year public and nonprofit colleges having the highest reporting rates. 
Once we control for sector, there are relatively few differences in the characteristics of colleges 
that report to the COD tool and those that do not. This similarity likely improves our ability to 
measure the full scope of the R2T4 policy, which we do in research question #2. 

College Reporting Rates 

In Fall 2019, there were 1,526 colleges that appeared with at least one R2T4 calculation in the 
COD tool. Relying on a universe of 6,178 colleges, this translates into 24.7 percent of all colleges 
reporting to the tool.26 Figure 1 separates the COD tool reporting rates by college sectors and 
finds reporting rates are highest in four-year public (41 percent) and nonprofit (35 percent) 
colleges, followed by public two-year (29 percent) and public less than two-year (25 percent) 
colleges.27 Reporting rates for private sector colleges are all significantly lower, varying from 7 
percent to 19 percent. The biggest weakness of the observed COD tool data is for less than two-
year, for-profit colleges; of the 1,443 colleges in the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS), only 124 (9 percent) report data to the tool. 

25 Office of Evaluation Sciences. (2022). Investigating the Scope and Implications of Return to Title IV. Analysis Plan Registration.
https://oes.gsa.gov/projects/R2T4/  
26 These 24.7 percent of colleges account for roughly 37.3 percent of total enrollment as measured by IPEDS headcount.  Using all
the available years in the COD tool data, we find closer to 30 percent of colleges report.  
27 We used the sector variable as defined in the 2019-20 academic year. This could raise concerns about the appropriate
classification of colleges, particularly due to the increase of baccalaureate offerings in community colleges. We tested these results 
using two alternative methods - using the oldest classification available in IPEDS, and reclassifying each college as two-year if their 
sector was four-year but were considered to be a predominantly associate or certificate degree offering institution - and results are 
unchanged. For example, Figure 1 shows 28.7 percent of two-year public colleges reported R2T4 data using the COD tool, compared 
to 29.7 percent if we use the oldest IPEDS classification or 29.4 percent if we shift colleges according to predominant degree 
offered.  

https://oes.gsa.gov/projects/R2T4/
https://oes.gsa.gov/projects/R2T4/
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Figure 1. Percent of colleges reporting at least one R2T4 calculation to the COD tool 

Notes. Figure 1 uses the full sample of 6,178 colleges identified in the IPEDs data (see Appendix A) and is 
based on R2T4 calculations in the COD tool in Fall 2019. 

One important note is that only four “less than two-year, nonprofits” (6.7 percent of 60 colleges) 
reported to the COD tool. Given concerns about small cell sizes, for the remainder of the report 
we combine these colleges with the category of “two-year, nonprofits,” primarily due to their 
similar nonprofit governance structure.  

Figure 2 shows the average number of R2T4 calculations per college, among those that reported 
to the COD tool. Although Figure 1 shows that four-year, for-profits have a relatively lower 
reporting rate of 19 percent, these for-profits report an average of 174 calculations, which is 
many more than other sectors. Public four-year and public two-year colleges average 98 and 86 
calculations per college, respectively. The average number of calculations drops dramatically in 
the other postsecondary sectors, ranging from 10 to 46 calculations across the other five 
sectors. Although four-year, nonprofits have relatively higher reporting rates (Figure 1), they 
average only 37 calculations per college. Differences in total calculations are driven in part by 
the average size of the college’s student body. We revisit this issue when describing Table 6. 
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Figure 2. Average number of R2T4 calculations per college 

Notes. Figure 2 uses the 1,526 colleges with at least one R2T4 calculation in the COD tool in Fall 2019. 

It should be noted these averages are highly skewed, with most colleges reporting very few 
calculations and a few reporting very high numbers. Figure 3 shows the college-level distribution 
of the number of R2T4 calculations. About 25 percent of colleges had 1 to 5 R2T4 calculations in 
Fall 2019, whereas 2 percent of colleges had more than 500. 
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Figure 3. Distribution of R2T4 calculations reported among colleges using the COD tool

Notes. Figure 3 uses the 1,526 colleges with at least one R2T4 calculation in the COD tool in Fall 2019. 
The figure shows the percent of colleges that reported different numbers of R2T4 calculations; for 
example, 25 percent of colleges in the tool reported 1 to 5 calculations and 13 percent reported 6 to 10 
calculations. Results are topcoded at 500 R2T4 calculations. 

Characteristics of Reporting Colleges 

Next, we compare the characteristics of colleges that report to the COD tool to colleges that do 
not report their R2T4 calculations to the COD tool. As COD tool reporting is strictly optional, the 
primary purpose of this analysis is to examine the representativeness of our observed sample in 
relation to the national landscape of colleges. Later in the report, we also estimate the monetary 
scope of R2T4 including colleges that do not report to the COD tool. Understanding the 
potential differences between reporting and non-reporting colleges helps to inform this 
approach.  

Table 1 compares average characteristics of colleges that reported to the COD tool in Fall 2019 
(left column) to those that did not (right column). In Table 1 and throughout the report, whenever 
we report race or ethnicity, we separate students into categories that reflect Hispanic students 
or non-Hispanic Asian, Black, or White students. We do not include other categories, such as 
American Indian or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian, Two or More, or Unknown due to the small 
average values. Colleges reporting to the tool, on average, have much larger student bodies but 
similar percentages of students receiving Title IV aid. Reporting colleges are much more likely to 
be on traditional semester or quarter systems (75 percent versus 50 percent) and have a slightly 
higher average percent of their student body classified as White (52 percent versus 47 percent). 
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Commonly used measures of student success, such as retention, persistence, and loan default 
rates, are fairly similar between colleges that report and those that do not.28 All comparisons in 
Table 1 are statistically significant at the 5 percent level except for the percent of students 
receiving Title IV aid (the minimum value), retention rates, and the percent of students reported 
as Hispanic or Asian, Non-Hispanic.  

Table 1. Comparison of college characteristics by COD tool reporting 

College Characteristic 
Average value observed 

in R2T4 COD tool 

Average value not 
observed in R2T4 

COD tool 

Headcount 5621 3272* 

Students receiving a federal grant 2818 1555* 

Students receiving a federal loan 1431 785* 

Students receiving Title IV aid (minimum value) 61% 61% 

Students receiving Title IV aid (maximum value) 97% 99%* 

Retention rate 70% 70% 

Completion rate (150% time) 53% 57%* 

Loan default rate 10% 11%* 

Semester/Quarter academic calendar 75% 50%* 

Headcount-to-staff ratio 86 112* 

Revenue-to-headcount ratio 64850 30666* 

Student race and ethnicity: White, Non-Hispanic 52% 47%* 

(Continued) 

28 Not every college reports each characteristic to IPEDS. For simplicity, we do not report the specific number of colleges included in
each calculation involving IPEDS data. 
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Table 1. Comparison of college characteristics by COD tool reporting (Continued) 

College Characteristic 
Average value observed 

in R2T4 COD tool 

Average value not 
observed in R2T4 COD 

tool 

Student race and ethnicity: Black, Non-Hispanic 14% 19%* 

Student race and ethnicity: Hispanic 18% 19% 

Student race and ethnicity: Asian, Non-Hispanic 4% 4% 

Notes. + p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01. That is an asterisk (*) indicates that a t-test shows a statistically 
significant difference in average values between reporting and non-reporting colleges at p<0.05. All data 
are based on colleges that reported to the COD tool in Fall 2019. There are 6,178 total colleges and 1,526 
colleges (24.7 percent) reported at least one R2T4 calculation to the COD tool in Fall 2019. All variables are 
constructed from IPEDS data as described in the report except for "default rate," which is taken from the 
College Scorecard. IPEDS does not report the number of students receiving Title IV aid, so we bound these 
results using separate values for grant and loan recipients. See report for full details.  

However, much of the difference in characteristics between reporting colleges and non-
reporting colleges dissipates when we look within each sector. In Table 2, we compare college 
characteristics of reporting and non-reporting colleges, but each row shows this comparison 
disaggregated by college sector. We also run t-tests to estimate whether these differences are 
statistically significant at the p<0.05 level and find that 21 of the 117 tests (~18 percent) are 
statistically significant at the 5 percent level. Many of the remaining differences are concentrated 
among the four-year, nonprofit colleges where those that report are, on average, larger with 
higher numbers of Title IV aid receiving students. Otherwise, there are almost no differences in 
headcount, loan default rates, revenues, or race and ethnicity of the student body once we make 
within-sector comparisons. For example, we find that being on traditional semester or quarter 
systems does not predict COD tool reporting after controlling for sector, even though this was 
one of the largest differences reported in Table 1. 
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Table 2. Comparison of college characteristics by the COD tool reporting, by college sector 

College 
Characteristic 

Four-
year 

Public 

Four-
year non 

profit 

Four-
year for 

profit 
Two-year 

Public 

Two-year 
non 

profit 
Two-year 
for profit 

Less than 
two-year 

public 

Less than 
two-year 
for profit 

Headcount in tool 12,401 2,979* 4,247 8,656 365 533 466 226 

Headcount not in 
tool 12,086 2,134 3,019 8,505 402 575 331 248 

Students receiving a 
federal grant in tool 6,742 1,908* 1,756 2,940 243 330 169 151 

Students receiving a 
federal grant not in 
tool 6,372 1,350 1,408 3,050 306 375 135 161 

Students receiving a 
federal loan in tool 3,661 1,170* 1,362 679 156 248 58 90* 

Students receiving a 
federal loan not in 
tool 3,547 881 1,167 681 253 335 43 139 

Students receiving 
Title IV aid (min) in 
tool 56% 74%* 49% 40%* 76%* 63% 56% 71%* 

Students receiving 
Title IV aid (min) not 
in tool 55% 70% 54% 43% 59% 65% 62% 65% 

Students receiving 
Title IV aid (max) in 
tool 89% 120%* 86% 50% 118%* 111% 90% 113% 

Students receiving 
Title IV aid (max) 
not in tool 86% 111% 94% 52% 95% 118% 96% 115% 

(Continued) 
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Table 2. Comparison of college characteristics by the COD tool reporting, by college sector (Continued) 

College 
Characteristic 

Four-
year 

Public 

Four-
year non 

profit 

Four-
year for 

profit 
Two-year 

Public 

Two-year 
non 

profit 
Two-year 
for profit 

Less than 
two-year 

public 

Less than 
two-year 
for profit 

Retention rate in 
tool 75%* 74% 58% 56% 69% 70% 69% 74% 

Retention rate not 
in tool 72% 74% 62% 57% 70% 68% 73% 75% 

Completion rate 
(150% time) in tool 50%* 57% 51%* 34% 68% 66% 73% 69% 

Completion rate 
(150% time) not in 
tool 47% 57% 43% 34% 67% 64% 75% 68% 

Loan default rate in 
tool 8% 7% 10% 16% 9% 11% 11% 13% 

Loan default rate 
not in tool 9% 7% 11% 16% 9% 13% 12% 14% 

Semester/Quarter 
academic calendar 
in tool 98% 85% 66% 92% 59% 26% 2% 7%* 

Semester/Quarter 
academic calendar 
not in tool 96% 84% 66% 89% 44% 17% 7% 2% 

Headcount-to-staff 
ratio in tool 56* 47* 329 148 66* 99* — — 

Headcount-to-staff 
ratio not in tool 90 53 226 154 100 148 — — 

(Continued) 
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Table 2. Comparison of college characteristics by the COD tool reporting, by college sector (Continued) 

College 
Characteristic 

Four-
year 

Public 

Four-
year non 

profit 

Four-
year for 

profit 
Two-year 

Public 

Two-year 
non 

profit 
Two-year 
for profit 

Less than 
two-year 

public 

Less than 
two-year 
for profit 

Revenue-to-
headcount ratio in 
tool 67,650 116,047 34,678 8,903 19,071 10,816 — 8,213 

Revenue-to-
headcount ratio not 
in tool 92,462 65,608 19,087 8,738 13,933 10,966 — 8,940 

Student race and 
ethnicity: White,
Non-Hispanic in 
tool 52% 57% 32% 54% 47% 47% 69% 37% 

Student race and 
ethnicity: White,
Non-Hispanic not in 
tool 53% 55% 34% 52% 51% 40% 65% 39% 

Student race and 
ethnicity: Black,
Non-Hispanic in 
tool 13% 13% 19% 14% 22% 18%* 13% 18%* 

Student race and 
ethnicity: Black,

Non-Hispanic not in 
tool 13% 13% 23% 15% 19% 25% 16% 26% 

Student race and 
ethnicity: Hispanic 
in tool 18% 13% 24% 17% 15% 27% 8% 37%* 

Student race and 
ethnicity: Hispanic 
not in tool 16% 14% 21% 19% 17% 22% 11% 23% 

(Continued) 
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Table 2. Comparison of college characteristics by the COD tool reporting, by college sector (Continued) 

College 
Characteristic 

Four-
year 

Public 

Four-
year non 

profit 

Four-
year for 

profit 
Two-year 

Public 

Two-year 
non 

profit 
Two-year 
for profit 

Less than 
two-year 

public 

Less than 
two-year 
for profit 

Student race and 
ethnicity: Asian,
Non-Hispanic in 
tool 5% 4% 6% 3% 5% 2% 1% 3% 

Student race and 
ethnicity: Asian,

Non-Hispanic not in 
tool 5% 4% 5% 3% 4% 4% 2% 4% 

Notes. + p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01. That is an asterisk (*) indicates that a t-test shows a statistically 
significant difference in average values between reporting and non-reporting colleges at p<0.05. All data 
are based on colleges that reported to the COD tool in Fall 2019. There are 6,178 total colleges and 1,526 
colleges (24.7 percent) reported at least one R2T4 calculation to the COD tool in Fall 2019. All variables 
are constructed from IPEDS data as described in the report except for "default rate," which is taken from 
the College Scorecard. IPEDS does not report the number of students receiving Title IV aid, so we bound 
these results using separate values for grant and loan recipients. See report for full details. 

Research Question #2 

Our second research question is: What is the “scope” of the R2T4 policy as measured by the 
number of students and the monetary amounts involved?  

Summary for Question #2 

We show the total dollar amount of financial transactions observed in the COD tool in Fall 
2019–which includes any aid required to be returned or post-withdrawal disbursements–is 
approximately $150 million, with 95 percent of these funds being required returns to the Federal 
Government. Among the amounts of Title IV aid that are unearned according to R2T4 
calculations–and so must be returned–73 percent is the responsibility of schools and 27 percent 
is the responsibility of students. Unearned aid that is the responsibility of schools must be 
returned directly to the Federal Government within an established timeframe of 45 days from 
the date the school determines the student has withdrawn. Unearned loan aid that is the 
responsibility of the student is repaid by the student under the normal conditions of the loan 
promissory note, though students must repay grant aid to the college or the Department of 
Education on a shorter time frame. We find student returns are almost all from their loan 
balances. For students who receive Pell Grants and whose R2T4 requires the return of federal 
aid, only 2 percent are ever required to return any of these Pell Grant funds. 
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At a national level, the $150 million is roughly 0.25 percent of all Title IV grants and loans 
disbursed by these colleges in 2019-20. The true scope of R2T4 is likely closer to $500 million 
once we approximate values from colleges that do not report to the COD tool; we describe this 
methodology below.  

Scope of R2T4 adjustments in COD tool 

There were $150 million in financial transactions as a result of R2T4 calculations in the COD tool 
in Fall 2019, including both total funds to be returned to the government or post-withdrawal 
disbursements to the student. Figure 4 shows these results separated by sector. The four-year 
public and nonprofit colleges are responsible for the majority of observed funds at $55 million 
and $46 million dollars, respectively. This higher amount occurs from a combination of both 
differences in reporting rates and how many calculations typically occur within each sector, as 
shown above. 
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 Figure 4. Total monetary transfers resulting from R2T4 calculations 

 

Notes. Figure 4 uses the 1,526 colleges with at least one R2T4 calculation in the COD tool in Fall 2019. 
Each bar shows the total value (in millions of dollars) of transferred funds due to R2T4 calculations that 
were either required returns to the Federal Government or post-withdrawal disbursements.  

To further understand the scope of the R2T4 policy, we divide each calculation into three types: 
a “return” where the school or student is required to return federal aid to the government, a 
“post-withdrawal disbursement” that requires the Federal Government to give money to the 
student, or an R2T4 calculation that requires no change to the student’s aid package. The third 
type most often pertains to students who exited after the 60 percent mark of the academic term, 
which is the point at which they have earned full aid.  

Table 3 provides more detailed statistics of the scope of the R2T4 policy in Fall 2019 among 
reporting colleges, examining the number of calculations in each sector, how many required 
students and colleges to return aid or receive a post-withdrawal disbursement, and the total 
value of these transfers. The first row shows statistics for the entire term based on 95,526 
unique R2T4 calculations in the 1,526 colleges. Overall, 59 percent of all R2T4 calculations are 
returns of funds to the Federal Government and only 9 percent are post-withdrawal 
disbursements where money was required to be disbursed to students. The remaining 31 
percent indicate no change in aid, which typically happens for students who exit after 60 percent 
of the academic term.  

Even though post-withdrawal disbursements are 9 percent of all calculations, they only 
constitute 5 percent ($8 million) of the $150 million in adjusted dollars, with the remaining 95 
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percent of the R2T4 required transfers being aid that was required to be returned to the Federal 
Government by colleges and students. 

Table 3. Types of R2T4 calculations observed in the COD tool and total monetary transfers  

Sector 
Number of 
calculations 

Percent of 
calculations 
that are aid 
returned to 

gov't 

Percent of 
calculations 
that are post 
withdrawal 

disbursement 

Percent of 
calculations 
that have 
no change 

in aid 

Monetary 
transfers 

(in 
millions): 

Total 

Monetary 
transfers 

(in 
millions): 

Aid 
returned 
to gov't 

Monetary 
transfers (in 

millions): Post 
withdrawal 

disbursement 

Percent of 
transferred 
funds that 

were 
returned 
to gov't 

All 
colleges 95523 59% 31% 9% $150.5 $142.5 $7.9 95% 

Four- 
year, 
public 31783 65% 30% 5% $55.0 $53.8 $1.2 98% 

Four- 
year, 
nonprofit 21061 52% 34% 14% $46.0 $42.8 $3.2 93% 

Four- 
year, for- 
profit 11830 52% 34% 14% $17.5 $16.1 $1.4 92% 

Two- 
year, 
public 23299 68% 24% 8% $22.5 $21.5 $1.0 95% 

Two- 
year, 
nonprofit 540 31% 62% 7% $0.5 $0.4 $0.1 88% 

Two- 
year, for- 
profit 4088 42% 46% 13% $5.9 $5.3 $0.5 91% 

(Continued)  
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Table 3. Types of R2T4 calculations observed in the COD tool and total monetary transfers (Continued) 

Sector 
Number of 
calculations 

Percent of 
calculations 
that are aid 
returned to 

gov't 

Percent of 
calculations 
that are post 
withdrawal 

disbursement 

Percent of 
calculations 
that have 
no change 

in aid 

Monetary 
transfers 

(in 
millions): 

Total 

Monetary 
transfers 

(in 
millions): 

Aid 
returned 
to gov't 

Monetary 
transfers (in 

millions): Post 
withdrawal 

disbursement 

Percent of 
transferred 
funds that 

were 
returned 
to gov't 

Less than 
two- 
year, 
public 545 34% 50% 16% $0.6 $0.5 $0.1 85% 

Less than 
two- 
year, for- 
profit 2377 33% 51% 16% $2.4 $2.0 $0.4 82% 

Notes. All data are based on colleges that reported to the COD tool in Fall 2019. This table describes the 
types of R2T4 calculations (required returns to the Federal Government; post-withdrawal disbursements 
to students; or no change in aid, typically as a result of exiting after 60 percent of the academic term) and 
the total monetary value of the calculations. 

Table 3 and Figure 5 also show that R2T4 calculations in public four-year and two-year colleges 
were more likely to be returns to the Federal Government rather than post-withdrawal 
disbursements, compared to other sectors. For example, more than 65 percent of R2T4 
calculations in these public four-year and two-year colleges were returns, compared to 52 
percent in private, four-year colleges, and even lower rates in the remaining private two-year 
and less than two-year sectors. Nonetheless, regardless of sector, most of the aid transferred as 
a result of R2T4 calculations were required returns to the government, as the average post-
withdrawal disbursement is small. Although R2T4 can theoretically provide benefits to students 
through allocating them the additional financial aid they have earned, it appears this does not 
happen much in practice as colleges typically disburse funds to students as soon as possible 
within the academic period.  
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Figure 5. Percent of R2T4 calculations that require returns to the Federal Government 

 

Notes. Figure 5 uses the 1,526 colleges with at least one R2T4 calculation in the COD tool in Fall 2019. 
Each bar shows the percent of all R2T4 calculations that required the student or college to return federal 
aid to the Federal Government. R2T4 calculations that were not required returns either led to a post-
withdrawal disbursement to the student or required no change to their existing aid package, typically due 
to a student withdrawing after the 60 percent mark of the academic term.  

Even though there are large differences in the types of R2T4 calculations across sectors, the 
average return to the Federal Government from an R2T4 calculation is fairly similar across 
college sectors. Figure 6 shows this result by presenting the average R2T4 return to the Federal 
Government, which are generally in the range of $2,500 to $2,800 per student. The biggest 
outliers are four-year, nonprofits, where the required return is almost $3,900, and two-year, 
publics, where the required return averages approximately $1,350. These differences are driven 
by the higher institutional charges in the four-year, nonprofit sector (and conversely, the lower 
institutional charges in two-year, public colleges), rather than differences in when students 
withdraw from the college.29  

 
29 The average date at which four-year, nonprofit and two-year, public students withdraw is 49.7 percent and 50.8 percent of the 
way through the semester, respectively, whereas the average institutional charge experienced by students in the tool is $8,755 and 
$1,653, respectively. Institutional charges are mostly tuition and fees, though the specific types of allowable charges are described in 
detail in the R2T4 handbook.  
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Figure 6. Average aid required to be returned per R2T4 calculation 

 

Notes. Figure 6 uses the 1,526 colleges with at least one R2T4 calculation in the COD tool in Fall 2019 
and only focuses on calculations that required the student or college to return aid to the Federal 
Government. Each bar shows the average amount of aid to be returned per R2T4 calculation. 

Scope of R2T4 adjustments in COD tool: College compared to student responsibilities 

Table 4 further examines the scope of R2T4 by focusing on the subset of R2T4 calculations that 
required monetary returns to the Federal Government, how much money was required to be 
returned, and how much came directly from colleges (as opposed to students). The first finding is 
that, of all of the money to be returned to the Federal Government, most (73 percent) is 
returned by the college, with 27 percent returned by the student. The second finding is that the 
return rate varies across sectors, with students in two-year, public colleges shouldering the 
largest burden of having to return money from the student; in this sector, 43 percent of money 
returned was returned by the student.  
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Table 4. Characteristics of R2T4 calculations that required returned aid to the Federal Government 

Sector 

Number of 
calculations 
requiring aid 

to be returned 

Monetary 
transfers (in 

millions) 
Aid disbursed 
to students 

Monetary 
transfers (in 

millions) 
Aid required to be 
returned to gov't 

Monetary transfers 
(in millions) 

Aid required to be 
returned directly 

from colleges 

Percent of 
returned aid 
derived from 

colleges 

All colleges 56611 $246.3 $142.5 $104.0 73% 

Four-year, public 20796 $90.3 $53.8 $37.4 70% 

Four-year, 
nonprofit 11005 $71.4 $42.8 $33.8 79% 

Four-year, for-
profit 6144 $30.6 $16.1 $12.8 79% 

Two-year, public 15835 $39.6 $21.5 $12.2 57% 

Two-year, 
nonprofit 167 $0.7 $0.4 $0.4 88% 

Two-year, for-
profit 1699 $9.4 $5.3 $5.2 98% 

Less than two-
year, public 184 $0.9 $0.5 $0.4 78% 

Less than two-
year, for-profit 781 $3.3 $2.0 $1.8 92% 

Notes. All data are based on colleges that reported to the COD tool in Fall 2019. Table only includes R2T4 
calculations that required the student or college to return aid to the Federal Government. "Total aid 
disbursed" includes aid that was disbursed or could have been disbursed. 

Table 5 further analyzes the types of funds students are required to return, separated by loans 
and grants. We first note a large variation across colleges in the types of financial aid packages 
taken by students. At the national level, about 25 percent of R2T4 returns were for students 
only taking loans, 41 percent took only grants, and 34 percent were a mix of the two. These 
distributions vary widely. For example, only 9 percent of students at four-year, for-profits rely 
exclusively on grants, compared to 75 percent of students at two-year, public colleges. These 
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differences are likely driven by various factors, including student preferences, differences in 
family background, and variation in institutional costs.  

We find that R2T4 calculations mostly change the amount of loan funds that must be returned 
but rarely surprise students by requiring the return of grant aid, which is often billed as money 
that generally does not need to be returned.30 Examining the types of aid to be returned, 
students with R2T4 calculations had taken out $162 million in loans and, after the R2T4 
calculations, had $63 million that was still to be repaid over time in accordance with the normal 
terms of their loans. Yet, of the $84 million in Pell grants taken by students observed in the COD 
tool, only $0.3 million was required to be returned to the Federal Government. This is due to the 
policy structure of R2T4, which first requires loan amounts to be returned and then applies the 
50 percent grant protection to the full Pell amount. In other calculations not shown, only 1.3 
percent of all students who received a Pell Grant and had an R2T4 calculation had to return 
some portion of this grant aid to the Federal Government.31 

Table 5. Characteristics of R2T4 calculations that required returns to the Federal Government, 
disaggregated by loans and grants 

Sector 

Number of 
calculations 
requiring aid 

to be 
returned 

Type of 
student 

aid: 
Loan 
only 

Type of 
student 

aid: 
Grant 
only 

Type of 
student 

aid: 
Loan 
and 

Grant 

Monetary 
transfers 

(in millions) 
Total loans 

taken 

Monetary 
transfers 

(in millions) 
Repayment 
of loans by 

student 

Monetary 
transfers 

(in 
millions) 

Total 
grants 
taken 

Monetary 
transfers (in 

millions) 
Repayment 

of grants 
by students 

All colleges 56611 25% 41% 34% $162.4 $62.9 $83.8 $0.30 

Four-year, public 20796 29% 39% 32% $60.8 $27.8 $29.2 $0.12 

Four-year, 
nonprofit 11005 48% 16% 36% $59.9 $21.2 $11.3 $0.03 

Four-year, for-
profit 6144 21% 9% 69% $22.1 $6.1 $9.0 $0.05 

(Continued) 

 
30 U.S. Dept. of Education Federal Student Aid. (n.d.). Federal Grants are Money to Help Pay for College or Career School. Retrieved July 
25, 2023 from https://studentaid.gov/understand-aid/types/grants.  

31 If we restrict to students who received a Pell Grant, had an R2T4 calculation, and had to return funds, then 2.1 percent were 
required to return some of their Pell Grant aid received. 

https://studentaid.gov/understand-aid/types/grants
https://studentaid.gov/understand-aid/types/grants
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Table 5. Characteristics of R2T4 calculations that required returns to the Federal Government, 
disaggregated by loans and grants (Continued) 

Sector 

Number of 
calculations 
requiring aid 

to be 
returned 

Type of 
student 

aid: 
Loan 
only 

Type of 
student 

aid: 
Grant 
only 

Type of 
student 

aid: 
Loan 
and 

Grant 

Monetary 
transfers 

(in millions) 
Total loans 

taken 

Monetary 
transfers 

(in millions) 
Repayment 
of loans by 

student 

Monetary 
transfers 

(in 
millions) 

Total 
grants 
taken 

Monetary 
transfers (in 

millions) 
Repayment 

of grants 
by students 

Two-year, public 15835 7% 75% 18% $12.0 $7.3 $27.6 $0.09 

Two-year, 
nonprofit 167 15% 51% 33% $0.3 $0.1 $0.4 $0.00 

Two-year, for-
profit 1699 7% 17% 77% $5.5 $0.2 $3.9 $0.00 

Less than two-
year, public 184 10% 38% 52% $0.5 $0.1 $0.4 $0.00 

Less than two-
year, for-profit 781 3% 58% 39% $1.3 $0.2 $2.0 $0.00 

Notes. All data are based on colleges that reported to the COD tool in Fall 2019. Table 5 only includes 
R2T4 calculations that required the student or college to return aid to the Federal Government. 
Repayment categories indicate how much federal aid was required to be returned to the Federal 
Government from loans and grants separately. Loan aid is returned on the same schedule as outlined in a 
student's Master Promissory Note, whereas grant aid is required to be returned in a shorter time frame. 

Estimated nationwide scope of R2T4 adjustments beyond the COD tool 

The analysis above focuses on colleges that report to the COD tool in Fall 2019 and therefore 
cannot show the full scope of the R2T4 policy. We engage in two brief analyses to provide more 
information as to R2T4’s likely true scope.  

First, we compare the total amount of observed R2T4 calculations to the total amount of federal 
aid disbursed by those colleges. To do so, we straightforwardly aggregate the total amount of 
R2T4 transactions–most of which are returns–relative to the total grants and loans disbursed to 
undergraduates in 2019-20.32 At the national level, R2T4 adjustments total to 0.25 percent of all 

 
32 As identified by the IPEDS dataset “Student Financial Aid and Net Price” (SFA1920). 
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Title IV disbursements, at least among colleges that report to the COD tool. Figure 7 shows 
results at the sectoral level. R2T4 calculations combined amount to roughly 0.2 percent of all 
disbursed federal grants and loans at four-year public and nonprofit colleges, even though we 
have shown that this is where most R2T4 calculations occur. We do find R2T4 is a bigger part of 
the federal aid calculus at four-year and two-year for-profit colleges, where total R2T4 
adjustments are roughly 1.3 percent and 1.9 percent of all federal aid, respectively.  

Figure 7. Percent of total Title IV aid disbursed that is required to be returned due to R2T4 

 

Notes. Figure 7 uses the 1,526 colleges with at least one R2T4 calculation in the COD tool in Fall 2019. 
Each bar estimates the percentage of all federal aid provided to the college in 2019-20 that would need to 
be returned to the Federal Government as a result of R2T4 calculations. Value labels are rounded to the 
nearest tenth of a percent.  

Our second analysis uses the observed R2T4 data as a benchmark to estimate the full scope of 
the policy, assuming all colleges reported. Given that approximately 25 percent of colleges report 
to the tool, simply multiplying by 4 would give a ballpark of $600 million, though we have shown 
above that there are meaningful differences in which colleges report to the tool. To improve this 
analysis, we must make assumptions about differences in reporting versus non-reporting 
colleges. As guidance, we rely on information shown above that: (1) conditional on college 
sector, there are only small differences in the observable characteristics of reporting and non-
reporting colleges (Table 2) and (2) the average size of each R2T4 calculation is roughly the same 
across sectors (Figure 6). In light of these findings, a simple, but strong assumption would be to 
assume fairly minimal differences in the background characteristics of reporting and non-
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reporting colleges after controlling for sector, and impute the average disbursement to colleges 
that do not report in Fall 2019. 

Figure 8 engages in a hypothetical exercise to consider the true scope of transferred funds due 
to R2T4 policy, rather than using the estimated $150 million from the one-quarter of colleges 
that self-select into reporting to the COD tool. We recognize there are many challenges to this 
approach–not all of which are solvable–that could lead to a divergent set of estimates. Using a 
fairly simple approach, we estimate the true scope is likely somewhat close to $510 million in 
total returns and post-withdrawal disbursements in Fall 2019, or about 3.4 times as large as the 
observed amount in the COD tool. The method used here was a very simple imputation of 
average values, but other methods we tried produced similar results.33 This is slightly smaller 
than simply multiplying the total observed value by four, given the overrepresentation of larger 
colleges that report to the COD tool. We still estimate that four-year public and nonprofit 
colleges are the largest contributing sectors to R2T4, though we now estimate they account for a 
little more than half of R2T4 transfers (52 percent; using just the observed data in the COD tool 
showed they were about two-thirds of all transfers). Of course, we reiterate that there may be 
unobservable differences between reporting and non-reporting colleges that could lead the true 
value to be somewhat smaller or larger than the value reported here.  

 
33 For example, we can estimate each college’s R2T4 size by regressing the size of the Title IV population from IPEDS on R2T4 
amounts for reporting colleges and then applying this to colleges that did not report to the COD tool. The correlation between Title 
IV size and aggregated R2T4 amounts is approximately 0.3, so a fairly large independent predictor. Using this method, we get a total 
of $498 million rather than $510 million. 
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Figure 8. Estimate of the national scope of monetary transfers from R2T4 payments 

 

Notes. Figure 8 begins with the 1,526 colleges with at least one R2T4 calculation in the COD tool in Fall 
2019 as a baseline (Figure 4) and uses this to estimate the total amount of returned funds and post-
withdrawal disbursements due to R2T4 if we could observe every college. The methodology is discussed in 
the text. Value labels are rounded to the nearest decimal.  

As a final examination, we compare the total size of the observed R2T4 system to improper 
payments from all sources in ED’s two highest-risk programs, Pell Grants and Direct Loans, 
which are considered high-priority programs having estimated improper payments resulting in 
monetary loss of more than $100 million annually.34 An R2T4 calculation is not evidence of an 
improper payment as long as the aid was distributed correctly based on the available evidence at 
the time of disbursement. An R2T4 calculation can contribute to improper payments if they are 
done incorrectly or are not done when they should have been. Unfortunately, it is hard to draw 
any strong conclusions as to how much R2T4 could theoretically contribute to issues of improper 
payments in the Department of Education. This is, in part, because estimated improper payments 
in Pell Grants and Direct Loans vary quite significantly across years, likely due to methodological 
changes in how these are calculated over time. For example, estimated improper payments 
related to Pell Grants35 were roughly $1.5 billion in FY 2017 and 2018, but dropped to roughly 

 
34 PaymentAccuracy. (n.d.). High-Priority Programs. PaymentAccuracy,gov. https://www.paymentaccuracy.gov/payment-accuracy-
high-priority-programs/.  

35 U.S. Chief Financial Officers Council. (2021). Pell Grant Payment Integrity Scorecard [Infographic]. Cfo.gov. 
https://www.cfo.gov/wp-
content/uploads/2021/Q4/Pell%20Grant%20Payments%20Integrity%20Scorecard%20FY%202021%20Q4.pdf  

https://www.cfo.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/Q4/Pell%20Grant%20Payments%20Integrity%20Scorecard%20FY%202021%20Q4.pdf
https://www.cfo.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/Q4/Pell%20Grant%20Payments%20Integrity%20Scorecard%20FY%202021%20Q4.pdf
https://www.paymentaccuracy.gov/payment-accuracy-high-priority-programs/
https://www.paymentaccuracy.gov/payment-accuracy-high-priority-programs/
https://www.cfo.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/Q4/Pell%20Grant%20Payments%20Integrity%20Scorecard%20FY%202021%20Q4.pdf
https://www.cfo.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/Q4/Pell%20Grant%20Payments%20Integrity%20Scorecard%20FY%202021%20Q4.pdf
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$350 million in FY 2019 and 2020. We find results for Direct Loans36 similarly fluctuate across 
years, ranging from $189 million to $774 million over this timeframe.37 Together then, improper 
payments in the Department of Education could range from somewhere between $0.50 to $2.25 
billion dollars. Given the approximately $500 million scope of the entire R2T4 policy and 
assuming even 10 percent of the calculations are incorrect–which could be an unrealistically 
large estimate–still leaves R2T4 as a relatively small portion of improper payment issues in ED’s 
two high-priority programs.38  

Research Question #3 

Our third research question is: How much do R2T4 reporting patterns vary across colleges using 
the COD tool? Are there outliers in reporting that warrant further exploration? This analysis will 
focus specifically on the percent of the population with an R2T4 calculation, the percent of 
students withdrawing at 50 percent of aid earned, and the percent of students withdrawing at 
greater than 60 percent of aid earned. 

Summary for Question #3 

We find that the later a student withdraws, the more likely they are to be required to return 
funds, though the average funds to be returned is smaller as they have earned more aid. This 
occurs until reaching the 60 percent mark when students do not need to return money. At a 
national level, we estimate somewhere between 3.6 percent and 5.2 percent of all Title IV aid 
recipients withdraw during an academic term, with the highest withdrawal rates at four-year, for-
profits where the withdrawal rate may be somewhere between 15 and 20 percent. Although 
these are rough estimates, this suggests a meaningful portion of college exits occur during the 
year, though the large majority likely occur between terms or years. National estimates of exit 
rates are typically 40 percent for full-time students at two-year and 20 percent for full-time 
students at four-year colleges, and these rates may be even higher for part-time students.39 

In general, we find students withdraw fairly evenly throughout all points during the term, with 
two exceptions. The largest exception is at the 50 percent mark, which is what colleges are 
supposed to mark if they are not required to track attendance and they cannot ascertain when a 
student exited; 9 percent of all calculations land at this point. The second exception, which we 

 
36 U.S. Chief Financial Officers Council. (2021). Direct Loan Payment Integrity Scorecard. Cfo.gov. https://www.cfo.gov/wp-
content/uploads/2021/Q4/Direct%20Loan%20Payments%20Integrity%20Scorecard%20FY%202021%20Q4.pdf  
37 For example, see U.S. Department of Education Scorecards at: https://www.cfo.gov/payment-accuracy/payment-accuracy-high-
priority-programs/.  

38 Program review and school audit findings that aggregate the top 10 findings often show that R2T4 issues are roughly 5-15% of all 
infractions, though this includes both calculation errors and aid payments made late. Unfortunately other categories may also 
contribute; for example, one top 10 error is “repeat finding - failure to take corrective action”, which could potentially apply to prior 
issues identified with the college’s R2T4 process. https://studentaid.gov/sites/default/files/top-findings.xlsx 

39 We use “exit rate” as the opposite of “retention rates” for first-time, degree-seeking students. 
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/Search?query=&query2=&resultType=all&page=1&sortBy=date_desc&overlayTableId=29449 

https://www.cfo.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/Q4/Direct%20Loan%20Payments%20Integrity%20Scorecard%20FY%202021%20Q4.pdf
https://www.cfo.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/Q4/Direct%20Loan%20Payments%20Integrity%20Scorecard%20FY%202021%20Q4.pdf
https://www.cfo.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/Q4/Direct%20Loan%20Payments%20Integrity%20Scorecard%20FY%202021%20Q4.pdf
https://www.cfo.gov/payment-accuracy/payment-accuracy-high-priority-programs/
https://www.cfo.gov/payment-accuracy/payment-accuracy-high-priority-programs/
https://studentaid.gov/sites/default/files/top-findings.xlsx
https://studentaid.gov/sites/default/files/top-findings.xlsx
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/Search?query=&query2=&resultType=all&page=1&sortBy=date_desc&overlayTableId=29449
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did not anticipate prior to the project, is a spike at the 100 percent mark, where we find 5 
percent of all R2T4 calculations. At this time, we do not understand why there are a significant 
number of records indicating a withdrawal for a student who enrolled for the entire period. 
Colleges often perform an R2T4 even if they know the student is beyond the 60 percent point to 
demonstrate to auditors that the student completed more than 60 percent of the period, though 
we do find that many of these calculations indicate required returns. One speculation is these 
students earned all failing grades and so needed to be assessed for R2T4. We find the spikes at 
50 percent and 100 percent are highly concentrated within a small set of colleges.  

Examining the types of R2T4 calculations throughout the semester 

Figure 9 shows the types of R2T4 calculations that occur throughout the academic term. The x-
axis identifies at what point in the term a student withdrew and the y-axis shows what percent 
of students who withdrew at that point were either required to return aid (whether directly or 
via their college), received additional aid through a post-withdrawal disbursement, or had no 
change in aid. We examine these outcomes for students who exited at each point from 0 percent 
to 100 percent of the way through the term, binned into groups of 4 percent.40 About 40 
percent of students who exit early in the semester get a positive post-withdrawal disbursement, 
and this value then declines rapidly to below 10 percent of students by roughly 30 percent of 
the way through the term. This rapid decline is because colleges try to disburse aid quickly and 
rarely wait until later in the semester; therefore students have a higher likelihood of getting a 
post-withdrawal disbursement earlier on. About 60 percent of early R2T4 calculations result in 
the school or student needing to return money, but this grows to 90 percent one-third of the 
way through the term.  

 
40 Specifically, students are binned into categories such as 0-3.99 percent, 4-7.99 percent, on up, with 100 percent being its own 
category. Because 60 percent is so different from 60.01 percent in terms of the implication for students, we round 60 percent into 
the bin right below (56 percent-59.99 percent) for ease of interpretation. 
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Figure 9. Types of R2T4 calculations by withdrawal point during the academic term 

 

Notes. Figure 9 uses the 1,526 colleges with at least one R2T4 calculation in the COD tool in Fall 2019. 
The x-axis identifies when in the term a student withdrew and the y-axis shows what percent of students 
who withdrew at that point were either required to return aid (whether directly or via their college), 
received additional aid through a post-withdrawal disbursement, or had no change in aid. 

Figure 9 also shows that once a student crosses the 60 percent threshold where they are 
allowed to keep the full aid amount, most R2T4 calculations result in no change in aid. This is 
exactly what we would expect given the rules of the policy, and suggests the R2T4 calculations 
are predominately complying with the rules. In addition, this provides some small evidence that 
the data in the entire COD tool are likely fairly accurate reflections of the true values associated 
with each R2T4 calculation.41  

Figure 9 highlights two unanticipated patterns. First, it is unclear why any observations past the 
60 percent mark should merit a return to the Federal Government, although this does happen for 
some students in the data. Second, we do not understand why there are students listed at 100 
percent of aid earned who then are required to return funds. One potential explanation is that 
students who “complete” the semester but earn all failing grades are re-assessed and may have 
left earlier, but the college did not make the effort to update the “aid earned” value when this 
new information was brought to light. Another is simply that the data entered into the COD tool 

 
41 Although we cannot observe patterns for colleges that have not submitted to the COD tool, we have no reason for thinking 
patterns would be different in this regard.  
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is generally accurate but may not reflect the actual calculations ultimately applied to students. 
We show below that most of the calculations involving students whose aid earned is 100 
percent occur within a small set of colleges.  

Figure 10 shows the average amount of money to be transferred for each R2T4 calculation. The 
x-axis identifies when in the academic term students withdrew. For students whose R2T4 
calculation required them to return aid to the Federal Government, the blue circles show the 
average amount of money to be returned. For students who were eligible for a post-withdrawal 
disbursement, the green squares show how much money they were supposed to receive. Even 
though Figure 6 shows a rise in the likelihood of having to return money from early in the 
semester until the 60 percent mark, the size of the average return actually decreases over this 
time period from roughly $3,500 down to $2,000. This is because students who stay in school 
longer also earn more money, which, all things equal, will decrease the amount of aid they are 
required to return. (We stop the x-axis at the 60 percent mark because almost all calculations 
beyond this point result in no change in aid.) Similarly, although there are few positive post-
withdrawal disbursements later in the semester, those that occur are typically larger financial 
disbursements to students because they have earned more money. 

Figure 10. Average monetary transfer per R2T4 calculation by withdrawal point during the academic 
term 

 

Notes. Figure 10 uses the 1,526 colleges with at least one R2T4 calculation in the COD tool in Fall 2019 
and focuses only on R2T4 calculations that occurred within the first 60 percent of the academic term. The 
x-axis identifies when in the term a student withdrew and the y-axis shows the average aid needed to be 
returned to the Federal Government when individuals were required to return aid (blue circles) or the 
average aid to be disbursed to the student in the case of a post-withdrawal disbursement (green squares). 
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Students who withdrew after the 60 percent point of the academic term rarely receive a post-withdrawal 
disbursement or are asked to return money to the Federal Government. 

Examining the distribution of R2T4 calculations throughout the semester 

Figure 11 shows the withdrawal points for R2T4 calculations occur over the entire academic 
term. By looking at when in the term a student dropped out, we find R2T4 calculations are fairly 
evenly distributed throughout at every point with two key exceptions: (1) the very large spike at 
exactly the 50 percent mark, which constitutes about 9 percent of all R2T4 calculations, and (2) 
the currently unexplained spike at 100 percent, for about 5 percent of all R2T4 calculations. 
There is also a very small spike at 60 percent, though it bears noting two issues: (1) this occurs 
exactly at 60 percent, when students still have to pay back aid rather than 60.01 percent, when 
the student has earned full aid, and (2) this is concentrated within a very few colleges (see 
below). 

Figure 11. Distribution of R2T4 calculations by withdrawal point during the academic term 

 

Notes. Figure 11 uses the 1,526 colleges with at least one R2T4 calculation in the COD tool in Fall 2019. 
Each bar represents the percent of R2T4 calculations where a student withdrew at that specific point of 
the academic term. For example, roughly one-half of a percent of students withdrew in the first 1 percent 
of the academic term and roughly 2 percent of students withdrew at the 60 percent mark of the academic 
term.  

The distribution of when in the term students withdraw varies by college type (Figure 12). For 
example, four-year, public colleges are the largest portion of the sample observed in the COD 
tool and generally follow the same pattern as depicted in Figure 11. In contrast, two-year, public 
colleges have 15 percent of their calculations right at 50 percent, compared to the 9 percent 
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COD average shown in Figure 11. As another example, colleges classified as less than two-year 
for-profits have approximately 17 percent of their calculations right at the 100 percent mark 
compared to the COD average of 5 percent. 

Figure 12. Distribution of R2T4 calculations by withdrawal point during the academic term, by sector 

 

Notes. Figure 12 uses the 1,526 colleges with at least one R2T4 calculation in the COD tool in Fall 2019. 
Each bar represents the percent of R2T4 calculations where a student withdrew at that specific point of 
the academic term, disaggregated by college sector. For example, roughly 85 percent of all R2T4 
calculations in four-year, public colleges indicated they withdrew at the 50 percent of the academic term 
compared to 15 percent of R2T4 calculations in two-year, public colleges.  

Table 6 shifts to a college-level analysis and examines the timing of R2T4 calculations by when a 
student withdrew and the prevalence of R2T4 calculations based on the size of the Title IV 
eligible population. Numbers here look different from the previous figures because these are 
averages of college-level statistics rather than individual counts.42 The first row reiterates that 

 
42 For example, imagine two colleges: the first college had two R2T4 calculations, of which one was at 50 percent. The second 
college had eight R2T4 calculations, of which two were at 50 percent. In the aggregate, this is 10 calculations with 30 percent (3 of 
10 calculations) at the 50 percent mark, but at a college-level analysis the average percent of calculations occurring at 50 percent 
would be 37.5 percent (one college at 50 percent and one college at 25 percent).  
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there are 1,526 colleges reporting data to the COD tool, with an average of 63 R2T4 calculations 
per reporting college. 

We first examine the average percent of R2T4 calculations occurring at the 50 percent mark. 
The national college-level average is 2.9 percent, with the highest rates of 4.5 percent and 4.0 
percent at public four-year and two-year colleges, respectively. We see much lower rates–below 
1 percent–in the two-year and less than two-year for-profits. It may be these colleges are more 
likely to be required to take attendance, which is one reason they would not have a spike at the 
point most often associated with being unaware of when a student exited. 

Table 6. Characteristics of R2T4 calculations by withdrawal point and student population 

Sector 

Number 
of 

colleges 

Average 
number of 

R2T4 
calculations 

Percent of 
R2T4 

calculations 
with a 

withdrawal 
point at 

exactly 50% 

Percent of 
R2T4 

calculations 
with a 

withdrawal 
point 

between 
60% and 

100% 

Percent of 
R2T4 

calculations 
with a 

withdrawal 
point at 
exactly 
100% 

Percent of 
Title IV 

students 
with an 
R2T4*: 

Minimum 
value 

Percent of 
Title IV 

students 
with an 
R2T4*: 

Maximum 
value 

All colleges 1526 63 2.9% 32.6% 5.6% 3.6% 5.2% 

Four-year, public 325 98 4.5% 26.3% 4.0% 1.4% 2.1% 

Four-year, 
nonprofit 566 37 2.5% 35.1% 2.7% 1.7% 2.5% 

Four-year, for-
profit 68 174 3.6% 30.9% 10.3% 14.4% 19.9% 

Two-year, public 272 86 4.0% 25.7% 2.4% 2.9% 3.5% 

Two-year, 
nonprofit 27 20 1.9% 48.9% 10.3% 6.0% 8.5% 

Two-year, for-
profit 89 46 0.7% 38.5% 15.2% 7.3% 12.7% 

(Continued)  
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Table 6. Characteristics of R2T4 calculations by withdrawal point and student population (Continued) 

Sector 

Number 
of 

colleges 

Average 
number of 

R2T4 
calculations 

Percent of 
R2T4 

calculations 
with a 

withdrawal 
point at 

exactly 50% 

Percent of 
R2T4 

calculations 
with a 

withdrawal 
point 

between 
60% and 

100% 

Percent of 
R2T4 

calculations 
with a 

withdrawal 
point at 
exactly 
100% 

Percent of 
Title IV 

students 
with an 
R2T4*: 

Minimum 
value 

Percent of 
Title IV 

students 
with an 
R2T4*: 

Maximum 
value 

Less than two-
year, public 55 10 2.3% 45.0% 6.0% 6.1% 9.8% 

Less than two-
year, for-profit 124 19 0.5% 40.2% 19.2% 9.9% 13.3% 

Notes. All data are based on colleges that reported to the COD tool in Fall 2019. IPEDS does not report 
the number of students receiving Title IV aid, so we bound these results using separate values for grant 
and loan recipients; see report for full details. 

The college-level average of the percent of students whose R2T4 calculation indicates a 
withdrawal point between 60 percent and 100 percent is 33 percent, and this varies from 26 
percent to 49 percent across sectors. The lowest rates are again in public four-year and two-year 
colleges, indicating students in these institutions withdraw earlier than in other sectors. This is 
somewhat surprising given these institutions are generally considered to have higher persistence 
and completion rates than for-profit colleges. This could also be associated with longer terms in 
these colleges, which operate on a more traditional semester or quarter system. 

We see the widest variation in college-level reporting of R2T4 calculations when examining 
those right at 100 percent, which was also noted in Figure 12 above. In public colleges and four-
year nonprofits, the percent of calculations at 100 percent only range from 2 percent to 6 
percent, whereas this value ranges from 10 percent to 19 percent in the other, predominantly 
for-profit sectors.  

To understand the scope of R2T4 within an institution, we estimate the prevalence of this policy 
by calculating the ratio of R2T4 calculations (numerator) relative to the number of Title IV 
recipients (denominator). As discussed in the data section above, we do not know the number of 
Title IV recipients, but can bound this value using the reported number of grant recipients and 
number of loan recipients.  

We find the college-level average percent of students receiving a R2T4 calculation is somewhere 
between 3.6 percent and 5.2 percent of the eligible Title IV aid recipient population. Overall, the 
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choice of one bound or the other leads to fairly similar results given there typically tends to be a 
small number of R2T4 calculations per college. Four-year, for-profits show the largest results, 
with somewhere between 14.4 percent and 19.9 percent of eligible students receiving Title IV 
aid having an R2T4 calculation. One key finding is that even though the majority of the R2T4 
calculations are concentrated in the larger public four-year colleges, the per-capita R2T4 
calculation rate is actually much lower in those sectors, at less than 2 percent, given both their 
large size and (likely due to) their higher completion rates.  

Examining the prevalence of R2T4 calculations at key thresholds 

One question is to what extent the observed spikes, such as those at 50 percent and 100 
percent, are spread evenly across institutions, or are mostly observed within a smaller set of 
outlier colleges. Knowing this can help identify (using the 50 percent spike as one example) 
whether this is more likely a common issue related to lack of knowledge about student 
withdrawal dates, or could be indicative of a smaller set of colleges either applying rules 
incorrectly or having challenges in identifying this requisite information.  

Figure 13 shows the college-level distribution of how often R2T4 calculations report students at 
exactly 50 percent. In this figure, the x-axis shows the percent of a college’s R2T4 calculations 
that occur at the given mark (i.e., an x-axis value of 20 indicates 20 percent of the college’s R2T4 
calculations show that students left at the 50 percent point of the academic term) and the y-axis 
indicates what percent of colleges fall into this category (i.e., a y–axis value of 20 indicates that 
20 percent of colleges belong to this x-axis category). We find more than 80 percent of colleges 
have essentially no R2T4 calculations exactly at 50 percent. Instead, a small handful of colleges 
have what may be excessively high rates of their calculations at 50 percent. There are multiple 
ways to think about this concentration. One interpretation is that just five colleges account for 40 
percent of all “50 percent” calculations observed in the data.  
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Figure 13. College-level distribution of the percent of total R2T4 calculations at exactly the 50 percent 
withdrawal point 

 

Notes. Figure 13 relies on the 1,526 colleges that had at least one R2T4 calculation in the COD tool in Fall 
2019. The x-axis represents the percent of a college’s total R2T4 calculations where a student withdrew at 
exactly the 50 percent mark of the academic term.  

Figure 14 shows similar results for the college-level percent of calculations that indicate a 
student withdrew at the 100 percent point of the academic term. In this figure, the x-axis shows 
the percent of a college’s R2T4 calculations that occur at the given mark (i.e., an x-axis value of 
20 indicates 20 percent of the college’s R2T4 calculations show that students left at the 100 
percent point of the academic term) and the y-axis indicates what percent of colleges fall into 
this category (i.e., a y–axis value of 20 indicates that 20 percent of colleges belong to this x-axis 
category). Again, we find this is driven by a small number of colleges since just five colleges 
account for 37 percent of all “100 percent” calculations. In essence, a small handful of colleges 
are consistently reporting that students left at the 100 percent mark of the academic term.  
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Figure 14. College-level distribution of the percent of total R2T4 calculations at exactly the 100 percent 
withdrawal point 

 

Notes. Figure 14 relies on the 1,526 colleges that had at least one R2T4 calculation in the COD tool in Fall 
2019. The x-axis represents the percent of a college’s total R2T4 calculations where a student withdrew at 
exactly the 100 percent mark of the academic term.  

Figure 15 examines the more common issue of students exiting after 60 percent of the term 
when there will be no change to their aid package and no obligation to return funds (though here 
we exclude 100 percent given what we have noted above). In this figure, the x-axis shows the 
percent of a college’s R2T4 calculations that occur at the given mark (i.e., an x-axis value of 20 
indicates 20 percent of the college’s R2T4 calculations find that students left at after the 60 
percent point of the academic term) and the y-axis indicates what percent of colleges fall into 
this category (i.e., a y–axis value of 20 indicates that 20 percent of colleges belong to this x-axis 
category). There is wide variation across colleges. Approximately 23 percent of colleges report 
essentially no students who exit falling into this category, suggesting almost all of those who 
leave do so early. However, roughly 6 percent of colleges report that every student who exited 
did so after the 60 percent mark, which raises questions about how the R2T4 process is being 
performed or reported to the COD tool.  
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Figure 15. College-level distribution of the percent of total R2T4 calculations between the 60 percent 
and 100 percent withdrawal point 

 

Notes. Figure 15 relies on the 1,526 colleges that had at least one R2T4 calculation in the COD tool in Fall 
2019. The x-axis represents the percent of a college’s total R2T4 calculations where a student withdrew 
between the 60 percent and 100 percent mark of the academic term.  

Finally, Figure 16 shows the college-level distribution of the percent of Title IV eligible students 
who receive an R2T4 calculation. In this figure, the x-axis shows the percent of a college’s Title 
IV student population that received an R2T4 calculation (i.e., an x-axis value of 20 indicates 20 
percent of the college’s Title IV student population received an R2T4 calculation) and the y-axis 
indicates what percent of colleges fall into this category (i.e., a y–axis value of 20 indicates that 
20 percent of colleges belong to this x-axis category). We find approximately 45 percent of 
colleges have less than 1 percent of their Title IV students receiving an R2T4 calculation. This 
follows from Figure 3, as the number of R2T4 calculations per college is often very small, and 
reflects only a handful of calculations relative to the entire size of the Title IV population.  



 

 

Page 51 of 64 

 

Figure 16. College-level distribution of the percent of Title IV students who receive an R2T4 calculation 

 

Notes. Figure 16 relies on the 1,526 colleges that have at least one R2T4 calculation in the COD tool in 
Fall 2019. The x-axis represents the percent of a college’s Title IV student population that received an 
R2T4 calculation. IPEDS does not report the number of students receiving Title IV aid so we bound these 
results using separate values for grant and loan recipients and present results here using the minimum 
possible value. See report for full details.  

Research Question #4 

Our fourth research question is: What is the relationship between college characteristics and the 
percent of each college’s R2T4 calculations at the pre-specified marks of 50 percent and greater 
than 60 percent? What is the relationship between college characteristics and the percent of 
each college’s Title IV population that receives an R2T4 calculation? 

Summary for Question #4 

We find very little relationship between college characteristics and the prevalence of R2T4 
calculations at the 50 percent mark or between 60 percent and 100 percent. Being in a larger 
college with more Title IV students is associated with more 50 percent calculations. Spikes in 50 
percent calculations are more likely to occur in colleges that are not required to take attendance. 
(Programs that are required to take attendance often include occupational programs, where 
hours of study are being carefully tracked for licensure purposes, particularly in community or 
for-profit colleges.) Nonetheless, all observed correlations, including college size, are very small 
in magnitude. Differences in the types of R2T4 calculations between colleges are likely driven 
more by idiosyncratic differences not reported in IPEDS data. 
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In contrast, we find a number of statistically significant relationships between college 
characteristics and the percent of a college’s Title IV student population that receives an R2T4. 
Colleges that are larger, have higher retention and completion rates, and have more White and 
Asian students average fewer R2T4 calculations for their eligible Title IV student population. 

Relationship between college characteristics and the percent of each college’s R2T4 calculations at 
pre-specified thresholds 

Table 7 examines the correlation between college characteristics and three separate values 
based on when a student withdrew and the prevalence of R2T4 calculations based on the size of 
the Title IV eligible population. The first two columns present the relationship between college 
characteristics and the percent of a college’s R2T4 calculations that occur (1) at the 50 percent 
mark and (2) between 60 percent and 100 percent. The third column shows the correlation 
between college characteristics and (3) the estimated percent of the college’s Title IV aid 
population that receives an R2T4 calculation.43 For each college characteristic, we estimate the 
following equation: 

𝑦𝑐 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑋𝑐 + 𝜃𝑠 + 𝜀𝑐 

where 𝑦𝑐 is the outcome of interest in college c, 𝑋𝑐 is the college characteristics, and 𝜃𝑠 is a 
sector fixed effect, with heteroskedastic robust standard errors via Stata’s HC2 standard error 
adjustment. This regression tests the null hypothesis that there is no association between the 
college characteristic and the outcome measure.44 

Overall, the first two columns of Table 7 show mostly statistically insignificant correlations 
between college characteristics and the percent of R2T4 calculations at the 50 percent and 
greater than 60 percent thresholds. Further, the correlations that do exist are relatively small in 
magnitude. For example, we find larger colleges have more calculations at 50 percent and fewer 
calculations at greater than 60 percent. This may be because larger colleges are less likely to 
know when students withdrew from the system. Nonetheless, the magnitude of this relationship 
is small. Having 1,000 additional students receiving a federal grant or loan is associated with a 
0.3 to 0.4 percentage point increase in 50 percent calculations, and a 0.3 to 0.7 percentage point 
decrease in calculations greater than 60 percent. There may be some relationship between race 
and ethnicity of the student body and the likelihood that R2T4 calculations occur after the 60 
percent mark, but these results are again relatively small and statistically noisy. The difference 
between a college with 0 percent White students and 100 percent White students is a 6.4 
percentage point decline in R2T4 calculations occurring after 60 percent of the term is 

 
43 We pre-specified anything with the percent of R2T4 calculations greater than 60 percent but were not expecting the large spike in 
observations at the 100 percent mark, which is concentrated within a few colleges. As a result, we separate them from the 60 
percent to 100 percent category. 

44 We also examined raw scatterplots of these correlations and the regression results appear to match the graphical versions. Given 
the skewed nature of some predictor variables, we also ran regressions that transformed these predictors via an inverse hyperbolic 
sine transformation. Results are unchanged in terms of the regression sign or statistical significance. 
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completed. Similarly, a college with 0 percent Asian compared to 20 percent Asian students is 
associated with a roughly 5 percentage point decline in R2T4 calculations occurring after 60 
percent of the term is completed.45  

The last column in Table 7 shows the relationship between college characteristics and the 
percent of the eligible Title IV population who receive an R2T4. In contrast to the result above, 
here we find a number of statistically significant relationships between college characteristics 
and the percentage of a college’s Title IV student population that receives an R2T4. In colleges 
where more students are Title IV eligible, we find that the percent receiving an R2T4 is slightly 
lower, though, as above, the magnitude of these estimates is small (the point estimate shows that 
having 10 percent more students receiving Title IV aid is associated with a 0.5 to 0.7 percentage 
point decrease in R2T4 calculations among the eligible population). Colleges with higher 
retention and completion rates have lower rates of R2T4 calculations, and those with higher loan 
default rates have higher rates of R2T4 calculations. We must keep in mind this is just an 
association rather than a causal statement, as more R2T4s may be what leads a college to have 
higher default rates or lower completion rates. Finally, we find that colleges with more White 
and Asian students have lower rates of R2T4 calculations in their eligible population.   

 
45 We report 20 percent Asian as opposed to 100 percent Asian since there are almost no colleges where the reported Asian 
population is greater than 20 percent. 
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Table 7. Correlation between college characteristics and R2T4 characteristics, including timing of 
withdrawal and R2T4 prevalence in the college's Title IV population 

Characteristic 

Percent of R2T4 
calculations at 
exactly 50% 

Percent of R2T4 
calculations 

between 60% and 
100% 

Percent of eligible 
population with 

R2T4 

Headcount (thousands) 
0.001** 
(0.000) 

-0.002** 
(0.001) 

-0.000* 
(0.000) 

Students receiving a federal grant (thousands) 
0.003** 
(0.001) 

-0.003+ 
(0.002) 

-0.001** 
(0.000) 

Students receiving a federal loan (thousands) 
0.004* 
(0.002) 

-0.007* 
(0.003) 

-0.003** 
(0.001) 

Students receiving Title IV aid (min) 
-0.019 
(0.015) 

0.019 
(0.042) 

-0.074** 
(0.021) 

Students receiving Title IV aid (max) 
-0.011 
(0.008) 

0.007 
(0.024) 

-0.051** 
(0.011) 

Retention rate 
-0.009 
(0.020) 

-0.001 
(0.057) 

-0.051* 
(0.022) 

Completion rate (150% time) 
-0.024+ 
(0.015) 

0.054 
(0.043) 

-0.036** 
(0.012) 

Loan default rate 
0.010 

(0.052) 
-0.094 
(0.144) 

0.102** 
(0.034) 

Semester/Quarter academic calendar 
-0.007 
(0.008) 

-0.010 
(0.023) 

0.001 
(0.008) 

Headcount-to-staff ratio (thousands) 
-0.001 
(0.007) 

-0.029 
(0.045) 

-0.012 
(0.008) 

Revenue-to-headcount ratio (millions) 
-0.002* 
(0.001) 

0.008 
(0.026) 

0.027 
(0.023) 

(Continued) 
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Table 7. Correlation between college characteristics and R2T4 characteristics, including timing of 
withdrawal and R2T4 prevalence in the college's Title IV population (Continued) 

Characteristic 

Percent of R2T4 
calculations at 
exactly 50% 

Percent of R2T4 
calculations 

between 60% and 
100% 

Percent of eligible 
population with 

R2T4 

Student race and ethnicity: White, Non-
Hispanic 

-0.009 
(0.010) 

-0.064* 
(0.029) 

-0.036** 
(0.008) 

Student race and ethnicity: Black, Non-Hispanic 
0.001 

(0.015) 
0.000 

(0.040) 
0.017 

(0.017) 

Student race and ethnicity: Hispanic 
0.005 

(0.008) 
0.077* 
(0.031) 

0.039** 
(0.014) 

Student race and ethnicity: Asian, Non-
Hispanic 

0.057 
(0.044) 

-0.260** 
(0.100) 

-0.060* 
(0.029) 

Notes. + p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01. All data are based on colleges that reported to the COD tool in Fall 
2019. Each estimate is derived from a separate regression of the college characteristic and college sector 
fixed effects on the outcome reported in the column header. All variables are constructed from IPEDS data 
as described in the report, except for "default rate" which is taken from the College Scorecard. IPEDS does 
not report the number of students receiving Title IV aid, so we bound these results using separate values 
for grant and loan recipients and present results here using the minimum possible value; see report for full 
detail. 

Findings and Supported Actions 

This report provides some of the first quantitative research on the Return of Title IV Funds 
(R2T4) policy process. Using data from colleges that report to the COD tool, we observe about 
$150 million in R2T4 transactions in the COD tool in Fall 2019, though this is likely closer to 
$500 million nationwide. We estimate that the monetary value of these calculations constitutes 
approximately 0.25 percent of all Title IV grants and loans disbursed by these colleges in 2019-
2020, and affect somewhere between 3 percent and 5 percent of Title IV eligible students. 
Almost all transferred dollars are required returns to the Federal Government rather than post-
withdrawal disbursements whereby students are paid extra aid they earned but had not yet 
received prior to withdrawing. Among the returns to the Federal Government, we found 
students were rarely required to return Pell Grant aid. Although most returned funds come from 
colleges rather than students, these students are likely still responsible for repaying the colleges.  
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Another question we explore in this report is the timing of student withdrawal, which has 
implications for the “percent of aid earned” value that is factored into the R2T4 calculation. We 
found students withdraw fairly evenly throughout all points of an academic term. The biggest 
exception is the large number of students who “exit” at the 50 percent mark, which may be 
indicative of colleges that are not required to take attendance having a higher than expected 
number of “unofficially withdrawn” students. We find that exiting at the 50 percent mark is 
clustered within a few colleges and efforts could be made to improve their reporting of these 
data. We also find higher per-capita rates of R2T4 calculations in colleges that are smaller, have 
lower retention and completion rates, and have more Black and Hispanic students. 

This initial investigation into the R2T4 policy process raises many questions and avenues for 
future research. One broad area could take the form of qualitative research to see how students 
and colleges interact with the policy, and how these interactions vary based on institutional and 
student characteristics. We do not know how many students are aware of R2T4, how it might 
affect their studies, and whether their behaviors might change if they were more informed. This 
research could also investigate why students might withdraw during rather than between 
academic terms. We could also learn from colleges what challenges they face and how much 
time and effort is put into performing these calculations. One way to focus this research could be 
to examine colleges that have different R2T4 patterns in the COD tool data. For example, 
“similar” colleges with relatively few or many 50 percent calculations could shed light on how 
different colleges approach technical issues related to performing these calculations. A better 
understanding of these different issues could help us select the best policy tools for promoting 
the use of financial aid while balancing issues of payment integrity.  

Future research can also better estimate the scope of the R2T4 program as well as the potential 
unintended consequences for re-enrollment. Although the COD tool produces data that appears 
accurate and represents a broad swath of the higher education system, using additional data 
sources could ensure the estimated figures in this report are accurate. The full range of ED’s 
COD, Institutional Student Information Record, and National Student Loan Data System data 
could be used to: (1) verify how many students withdraw during the academic term and whether 
reporting colleges are using the COD tool for most of their withdrawn students; (2) add 
individual- and family-level background characteristics so we better understand which types of 
students are implicated under this policy; and (3) examine longitudinal enrollment to see whether 
students subject to R2T4 are likely to re-enroll or receive federal aid in the future.  

These additional data sources may also allow for quasi-experimental analysis of the impacts of 
R2T4 on such issues as subsequent enrollment, especially if they can be accessed for periods 
before 2019. Another alternative, should these additional data be difficult to access or if they do 
not sufficiently capture the data needed to estimate R2T4 calculations, would be to encourage 
higher participation in the COD tool so more research can be conducted in the future. Either 
way, the impacts of R2T4 are likely to vary by a number of factors that are unobserved in our 
data, including a college’s tuition refund policies, how strongly they pursue owed funds from 
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students, and any other factors that are ultimately distinct from these specific federal 
regulations. Any aggregate analysis of R2T4’s effects will need to take these factors into account.   
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Appendices 

Appendix A. Description of R2T4 COD data cleaning 

This report relies on two data systems. The first is publicly available IPEDS data on college 
characteristics. The second is individual-level R2T4 calculations made available by the U.S. 
Department of Education (ED) in their Common Origination and Disbursement (COD) System 
R2T4 application (COD tool).  

We first briefly describe the creation of IPEDS data. These data are publicly available and our 
Stata code will be posted alongside this report. IPEDS data can be accessed via two sources: (1) 
from the IPEDS data center46 as text files and (2) through Stata via the ‘educationdata’47 
application designed by the Urban Institute. As not all data in the ‘educationdata’ application was 
available for 2019, we used a combination of these two approaches. IPEDS data was created as 
follows: 

● Use data that best applied to the 2019-20 academic year. In some cases, this involved 
using data IPEDS classified as “2019” (hd2019 identifies college characteristics for the 
2019-20 academic year) and in others using data classified as “2020” (effy2020 is listed 
under the 2020 year in IPEDS and identifies unduplicated headcount for 2019-20).  

● Dropping all observations that have a missing OPEID and keeping all observations that 
have a “sector” variable with values from 1 to 9.  

● Merging IPEDS datasets using the “unitid” variable. 

● The R2T4 data uses “OPEID” (Office of Postsecondary Education Identifier) to identify 
colleges, rather than “UNITID (Unit ID). As some “UNITID” values contain more than one 
“OPEID,” we deduplicated keeping the observation whose “title_iv_indicator” variable 
indicated they were the participating Title IV unit ( title_iv_indicator==1) and dropped the 
observation where this variable indicated they were a “participating branch of a larger 
system” (title_iv_indicator==2). Doing so made the “OPEID” variable unique within the 
dataset. 

● We then dropped observations if ‘title_iv_indicator’ is 5, 6, or 7 (Not currently 
participating in Title IV, has an OPEID number; Not currently participating in Title IV, 
does not have OPEID number; Stopped participating during the survey year-tuition). 

For some analyses, we needed the total count of Title IV participating students, but these data 
were not available in IPEDS. Instead, we used existing IPEDS data on Title IV grant and loan 
recipients to bound this actual value. Specifically, we: 

 
46 National Center for Education Statistics. (n.d.). Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System. 
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/InstitutionByName.aspx?goToReportId=1 
47 The Urban Institute. (n.d.). Education Data Explorer. https://educationdata.urban.org/data-explorer 

https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/DataFiles.aspx?gotoReportId=7&fromIpeds=true
https://educationdata.urban.org/data-explorer
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/InstitutionByName.aspx?goToReportId=1
https://educationdata.urban.org/data-explorer
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● Get the number of students receiving a grant and the number of students receiving a 
loan. 

● Calculate the minimum possible number of Title IV recipients by taking the max of these 
two values. (For example, 100 loan recipients and 150 grant recipients indicates 150 
people receiving Title IV aid). 

● Calculate the maximum possible number of Title IV recipients by taking the sum of these 
two values. (For example, 100 loan recipients and 150 grant recipients indicates 250 
people receiving Title IV aid.) 

● In a few cases, the percent of Title IV participating students who receive an R2T4 
calculation is estimated at a value greater than 1. If this occurs, we topcode this value at 
1 when we run our regression analysis. 

We imported or constructed the following variables from the IPEDS data: 

● Sector from ‘educationdata’ dataset "college ipeds directory" 

● Headcount from IPEDS data center “effy2020" using only total undergraduates 
(effylev=2) 

● Students receiving federal grants and loans from "sfa1920_data_stata.csv" using: scugrad 
(number of students) and uagrntn ufloann (number of students with grants or loans) and 
uagrntt ufloant (amount of grants and loans) 

● Students receiving Title IV aid is calculated using the bounding method described above, 
with the combination of uagrntn and ufloann in the numerator and scugrad as the 
denominator. 

● Retention rate from the ‘educationdata’ dataset “college ipeds fall-retention” for all 
students (ftpt=99) 

● Completion rate in 150 percent time is created using “gr2019” with chrtstat equal to 10 
or 13 (the revised cohort for denominator and completers within 150 percent of normal 
time for the numerator), using grtotlt (men and women in cohort), and then estimating 
completion rates in either bachelors degree seekers in four-year colleges 
(grtotlt9/grtotlt6), degree/certificate degree seekers two-year colleges 
(grtotlt30/grtotlt27), and other degree/certificate seekers in for-year colleges 
(grtotlt21/grtotlt18), and then choosing (in order) the four-year college rate, if not 
available then the two-year college rate, and if not available then the other rate. For less 
than two-year colleges we use “gr2019_l2" (line_11/line_10, or completers within 150 
percent of normal time divided by the revised cohort) 

● Loan default rate from the ‘educationdata’ dataset “college scorecard default” using 
‘default_rate’ for 2017, the most recent year data was available 



 

 

Page 60 of 64 

 

● Semester/quarter academic calendar is from the ‘educationdata’ dataset “college ipeds 
institutional-characteristics” variable ‘calendar_system’ being 1 or 2 (semester or quarter 
system) 

● Headcount-to-staff ratio is created using "sal2019_nis" by summing the number of staff 
in non-instructional positions that could relate to R2T4 processing (Business and 
Financial Operations; Office and Administrative Support; sanin06 and sanin12) and 
dividing by headcount  

● Revenue-to-headcount ratio is created using “f1920_f1a" (f1d01; total revenues and 
other additions), "f1920_f2" (f2d16; total revenues and investment return - Total), and 
"f1920_f3 (f3d09; total revenues and investment return), and dividing by headcount 

○ We acknowledge prior research traditionally prefers an alternative measure of 
college resources that estimates education and related measures divided by full-
time equivalency employees (FTEs) as a measure of institutional productivity (as 
described in “Identifying new metrics using IPEDS finance data,” Kolbe & Kelchen, 
2017). We estimated the correlation between expenditure and related expenses 
and our measure as approximately 0.8, but were unable to re-estimate results 
using this alternative measure given the expiration of our data agreement. As 
noted in the report, we generally find little difference in revenues for reporting 
and non-reporting colleges, in part due to the large variance in these measures, 
and do not suspect that using this alternate measure would change any key 
results.  

● Student race and ethnicity is taken from IPEDS Data Center “ef2019a” (efalevel=3; all 
undergraduates, degree/certificate-seeking total) by dividing each race and ethnicity 
category by eftotlt (grand total of students) 

For the R2T4 data, we first dropped rows that appeared to have duplicated information. 
Specifically, we: 

● Dropped a number of extraneous variables that weren’t key to the analysis and had 
missing data for over 99 percent of observations. 

● After doing so, we dropped all rows that had 100 percent duplicated information. 

● If two rows had the same student in the same college with the same “withdrawal date” 
and the same “date form completed”, we kept the row that had the highest value of total 
Title IV aid disbursed directly. In the few cases where this was duplicated, we selected a 
random observation.  

○ In the few cases where we still had multiple rows, we took a random one. We set 
a “seed” of 1 so this was reproducible when we re-ran the code. 
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● If two rows had the same student in the same college with the same “withdrawal date” 
but different “date form completed,” we kept the last iteration of “date form completed” 
under the assumption it updated prior information. 

● We then divided the year into “Fall” and “Spring” based on whether the “calendar period 
start date” was 1 through 6 or 7 through 12.  

● We then kept only the Fall 2019 calculations and removed the rows where 
coronavirusindicator = “Y,” as there were very few of these observations. 

We then matched the R2T4 calculations to the cleaned IPEDS data, removed the small set of 
R2T4 calculations that did not match to any OPEID (0.7 percent of the sample), and removed any 
calculations that belonged to an administrative unit rather than a college. This ultimately led to a 
universe of 6,178 colleges, of which 1,526 (24.7 percent) appeared in the COD tool in Fall 2019. 

We also engaged in a few data cleaning steps that were not made clear a priori: 

1. There were a few R2T4 calculations that were listed as having both a $0 post withdrawal 
disbursement and also had a positive return, which is a contradiction. In more than 90 
percent of cases where this occurred, the “aid earned” variable was greater than 60 
percent, and so the observation was classified as a post withdrawal disbursement of $0. 
In the few cases where “aid earned” was 60 percent or less, the $0 disbursement was set 
to missing and this was treated as a return. 

2. A surprisingly large number of observations had “aid earned” of 100, meaning they stayed 
100 percent of the way through the term, but many of these had data that suggested 
they were required to return aid. It is not totally clear why this is the case (one thing is 
that most of these observations are clustered within a few colleges). Because of this, 
instead of saying “how many students stayed longer than 60 percent,” we altered this 
variable to be “how many students stayed longer than 60 percent but not 100 percent.”  

3. It turns out relatively few of “less than two-year nonprofit” (initially, sector=8) reported 
data to the COD tool. ED is concerned about any reports that include “cell sizes” of less 
than 10, so we took these colleges and reclassified them as “two-year nonprofit” 
(sector=5).  
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Appendix B. Description of R2T4 COD tool  

The R2T4 COD tool came online in April 2019, taking over for the “FAA Access to CPS Online” 
system. This report chose to focus on Fall 2019, due to the assumption that this period would be 
the first reporting term that includes strong college representation in the new COD tool and 
would mostly omit issues related to COVID-19.  

In this appendix, we examine the distribution of reports in the R2T4 COD tool, and verify that 
this assumption was indeed correct. This also provides an opportunity to show how the COVID-
19 altered R2T4 calculations. Withdrawals due to COVID-19 may not be subject to typical R2T4 
rules,48 but may require adjustments to properly credit the student or identify they withdrew for 
allowable reasons.49 Each college that applied the COVID-19 waiver was required to check a box 
and there is a variable in the data that is set to “Y” or “N” depending on whether this checked 
box was applied. 

Figure B1 shows the distribution of R2T4 calculations observed in the COD tool dataset by 
“term,” which approximates whether this occurred in the first or second half of the calendar 
year.50 The number of COVID-19 R2T4 calculations was approximately 34,000 in Spring 2020, 
but quickly dropped to less than 4,000 in Fall 2021. Excluding COVID-19 calculations, we 
observe between 96,000 and 126,000 R2T4 calculations in each period. We also observe a 
higher number of R2T4 calculations in the Spring relative to Fall, even after removing COVID-19 
waiver applications.51   

 
48 U.S. Dept. of Education Federal Student Aid. (2020). UPDATED Guidance for interruptions of study related to Coronavirus 
(COVID-19). https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2020-05-15/updated-guidance-
interruptions-study-related-coronavirus-covid-19-updated-june-16-2020 
49 U.S. Dept. of Education Federal Student Aid. (2020, June 16). “UPDATED Guidance for interruptions of study related to Coronavirus 
(COVID-19).” https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2020-05-15/updated-guidance-
interruptions-study-related-coronavirus-covid-19-updated-june-16-2020 
50 Fall indicates a calendar start date of July to December and Spring indicates January to June. For this sample, the only data 
cleaning step we have taken is to remove: (1) duplicate observations, as described above in Appendix A, and (2) observations from 
Spring 2022, as these data were not yet complete when OES received the data transfer from FSA.  

51 Two additional data points support this conclusion. First, regressions using only colleges that report in all terms from Fall  2019 
onward show higher numbers of calculations in each college’s Spring terms. Additionally, Figure B2 below shows higher calculations 
are not likely driven by higher numbers of reporting colleges in the Spring. 

https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2020-05-15/updated-guidance-interruptions-study-related-coronavirus-covid-19-updated-june-16-2020
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2020-05-15/updated-guidance-interruptions-study-related-coronavirus-covid-19-updated-june-16-2020
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2020-05-15/updated-guidance-interruptions-study-related-coronavirus-covid-19-updated-june-16-2020
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2020-05-15/updated-guidance-interruptions-study-related-coronavirus-covid-19-updated-june-16-2020
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2020-05-15/updated-guidance-interruptions-study-related-coronavirus-covid-19-updated-june-16-2020
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2020-05-15/updated-guidance-interruptions-study-related-coronavirus-covid-19-updated-june-16-2020
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Figure B1. Number of R2T4 calculations observed in the COD tool 

Notes. Figure B1 shows the total number of R2T4 calculations observed in the COD tool based on the 
calendar start date, with January through June considered Spring and July through December considered 
Fall. A “COVID-19” R2T4 calculation is any that listed a flag of “Y” to indicate the student could not 
complete the pay period due to COVID-19 and was not required to return any funds. 

The solid green line in Figure B2 shows that there was a fairly large increase in reporting colleges 
from Fall 2019 (1,582) to Spring 2020 (1,822), though this has gradually decreased through Fall 
2021 (1,687). The red dotted line in Figure B2 shows the number of reporting colleges with at 
least one COVID-19 waiver, which essentially starts in Spring 2020 and has since declined. 
Although many colleges report both regular (dashed blue line) and COVID-19 (dotted red line) 
R2T4 calculations, the gap between the solid green line and the dashed blue line means there are 
some colleges where every R2T4 submission is a COVID-19 waiver. Of the 1,822 reporting 
colleges in Spring 2020, 123 (6.8 percent) colleges had 100 percent of their R2T4 calculations list 
a COVID-19 indicator of “Y.”  
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Figure B2. Number of colleges reporting to the COD tool 

Notes. Figure B2 shows the total number of colleges that reported at least one R2T4 calculation (solid 
green line) based on the calendar start date, with January through June considered Spring and July 
through December considered Fall. The figure then reports the total number of colleges with at least one 
“COVID-19” R2T4 calculation (dotted red line) or regular R2T4 calculation (dashed blue line). A 
“COVID-19” calculation is any that listed a flag of “Y” to indicate the student could not complete the pay 
period due to the COVID-19 and was not required to return any funds.
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