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ISAC Program Reviews
• All colleges that participate in ISAC programs are periodically audited according to 

requirements defined in ISAC Administrative Rules

• Program reviews are scheduled using a risk-based assessment approach, which is 

defined in the rules
• In general, schools can expect to be reviewed every 3-5 years

• Prior to the implementation of the risk-based assessment, schools were reviewed once every 

3 years, as resources allowed

• Reviews are conducted by ISAC’s Program Review Department, which is part of the 

Finance & Accounting Division
• Rolake Adedara, Interim Chief Financial Officer

• Karisa Ott, Manager, Institutional Audits

• Tania Mendoza, Institutional Compliance Examiner

• Vurina Lee, Institutional Compliance Examiner

• Reviews are conducted remotely
• Institutions must send requested documents electronically via a secure FTP process

• On a limited basis, on-site reviews may be conducted



ISAC Program Reviews
• Typically covers the previous academic year, but may be expanded to other academic 

years if the review finds significant areas of non-compliance

• Institutional data, records, and policies and procedures related to the administration of 

financial aid programs are analyzed

• The timeframe for the review is dependent on the timely receipt of all review materials, 

staff resources and scheduling

o Generally, 3-6 months

o Also dependent upon:
▪ Communication between institutions and ISAC staff

▪ Impact of staff turnover at the institution

▪ Extension requests

▪ Extent of findings and deficiencies disclosed



Purpose of the Program Review

• ISAC has an obligation to help preserve the integrity of the programs it 

administers

• Evaluates compliance with state and federal rules and regulations

• Identifies liabilities that may be owed to ISAC and the State of Illinois

• Intended to assist schools with improving operations and services

• Non-compliance is often the result of misunderstandings or misinterpretations 

of rules and regulations

• Students benefit most through the effective management and delivery of 

limited financial aid dollars



Areas of Focus
• Institutional eligibility

• Administrative capability

• Applicant eligibility
• Specific to each program’s administrative rules

• Payment processing

• Payment and data reconciliation

• File maintenance/record retention

• Fiscal responsibility for program funds

• General security controls

• External auditor’s report for the most recent years



Factors in Determining Review Schedules

• A risk-based assessment is used to determine the audit schedule

• Factors used to determine in the assessment include, but are not 

limited to:
• Dollar amounts awarded to the school for ISAC gift assistance programs

• Time elapsed since the last ISAC review

• External or internal audit findings at the institution in the area of financial 
aid administration

• U.S. Department of Education findings or issues noted

• Results of investigations conducted by parties such as Inspectors General 

or Attorneys General
• Substantial increases in students awarded ISAC gift assistance

• Evidence that the institution is experiencing difficulty meeting the 

requirements of ISAC's rules or federal regulations

• Issues in past audits conducted by ISAC



The Program Review Process
• Notification

• Preparing for the Review/Submitting Materials 

• Entrance Conference

• Review of Materials by the Compliance Examiner 

• Ongoing Communication

• Conclude the Review

• Post-Review Communication and Report

• Final Procedures and Follow Up



Different School Perspectives
How each school can best work through and prepare for the Program Review 

process will vary based on the size and type of institution

Larger schools may have more resources and staff to dedicate to the process

Multi-campus schools may have more coordination and communication 
efforts to consider

Smaller schools may have staff availability and resource concerns, 
especially based on timing of the review

Advice & Best Practices may not work for all, but hopefully, most can be 
adapted to provide some value



Notification
• A call is made, typically a week prior to the review announcement, to:

• Confirm dates of the review
• Or reschedule as needed

• Explain the process and materials requested

• Review due dates

• Address questions or concerns

• Announcement letter is sent to the financial aid director via e-mail
• Approximately 30 days before the planned review start date

• A copy is also sent to the institution’s president

• Letter will include details on:
• Review dates

• Academic years/ISAC programs to be reviewed

• Materials that should be sent to ISAC

• Due dates for the program review materials



Advice & Best Practices

Don't Panic!
Reading into the notification

What triggered the audit - risk assessment factors,

OIG, ED or student compliances

Notify Senior Management
Explain purpose of review and type of support they can provide

Think through the timeline ISAC is requesting for the initial 

interview and documents
How does it impact your office as to meeting requested submission dates?

Staff engagement - who will be the point person(s) in gathering data?



Advice & Best Practices

Turn the requirements letter into a checklist
Mark it up! 

Identify who is going to be responsible for each line item

Do the same with the Questionnaire
Go question by question and identify who is best versed 

to answer the question(s)



Advice & Best Practices

Identify and notify departments that data will be needed 

from outside of Financial Aid

Who are the point people/person to whom requests for data

must be submitted?

Advise appropriate staff of review dates and times to 

ensure availability



Advice & Best Practices

BREATHE!



Preparing for the Review
• Schools must provide specified documentation to ISAC for review

• ISAC Program Review Questionnaire
• Sent with the announcement letter 

• Collects information on the institution’s financial aid operations and procedures as 

they relate to the administration of ISAC and Title IV programs

• Designed to provide an understanding of operational processes and the types of 

documents that the institution maintains for financial aid awarding and processing

• Important to complete every question
• If there are separate policies for different programs, be sure to provide all of them for 

each year being reviewed

• If you have a Policies & Procedures manual, you can provide information directly 

from it

• Can be submitted via e-mail or uploaded to the secure FTP



Preparing for the Review
• Schools must provide specified documentation to ISAC for review

• School documents/materials (per list), include items such as:

 School catalogs for years under review

 Consumer information

 Policies and procedures for awarding, verification, refunds, withdrawals, etc.

 If separate policies or budgets for different programs, be sure to provide all of them

 Must be detailed and school-specific

 Satisfactory Academic Progress policies and procedure

 Institutional reconciliation reports

• Student Records for selected review samples, including:

• Academic transcripts

• SAP monitoring and Appeal documents

• Award notifications

• ISIRs

• Verification documents

• Statements of account



Preparing for the Review
• Student records reviewed

• A random sampling is drawn from 100% of the school’s payments by term 

for all ISAC programs in which the school participates

• All levels of enrollment are included
• Full-time, half-time and less than half time

• Sample size determinations 
• 2022-2023 Review Cycle - based on the total MAP dollar amount awarded 

in the review scope

• For ISAC’s other programs (IVG, ING, GA, MTI, PFC, etc.), a maximum of 

30 students are randomly selected
• If there are less than 30 in the population in any program, the entire population  

may be reviewed

• Because there are no administrative rules for the current ECACE program (2021-22, 

2022-23, and 2023-24), and it has been a federally-funded program, those student 

records are not subject to review



Advice & Best Practices

Set internal deadlines a week ahead of the ISAC deadline
If issues arise you have time to address

Have one or two designated points of contact that communicate 

with the ISAC reviewer 
Funnel any department questions through that person first

Have one colleague well-versed in the requirements 
To pay attention to detail 

Responsible for turning the gathered documents into final PDF files

Rechecking the checklist



Advice & Best Practices

Use a secure shared folder where colleagues can save everything

Pre-organize your folder so it is clear where to put and find things

Have a consistent naming convention for saving gathered files
This makes putting the student records in order much easier. 

Ex: # of student on ISAC list_Student Last Name_Student First Initial_Student’s

School ID #

Ask questions as you have them! 



Advice & Best Practices

Clearly identify and organize the files for easy reference



Submitting Materials for Review

• Details for submitting materials are provided in an e-mail sent with the 
sample selected for review

• Lists the documents that should be provided for each program review sample 

group

• ISAC’s secure FTP site should be used to send student files
• Password protection is not required for FTP uploaded files (preferred method)

• Electronic documents sent to ISAC via e-mail must be password-

protected if Social Security Numbers and/or other Personally 

Identifiable Information (PII) is included in the documents



Advice & Best Practices

Validate documents and data for submission

Based on areas that the audit will be covering

Verify all requested information is formatted per request 

and submitted

Verify that auditors have received all records

Ensure that all applicable records will be readily accessible



Entrance Conference

• Held on or near the start date of the review  

• Conducted via conference call/virtually
• Should include staff members who may be involved in administration of aid

• May be held at the institution for on-site reviews

• Intended to: 
• Explain purpose and scope of the program review

• Discuss logistics of review process and timing

• Identify staff members who will be available to answer questions

• Provide an opportunity for both sides to ask questions



Advice & Best Practices

Include all who may who may be involved in 

administration of financial aid
This includes the registrar, business office, and others

Include staff who understand the institution’s SAP policy

Share with the Auditors any department changes 

Such as staffing or leadership and when they occurred, and anything else

that you believe they need to know



Review of the Materials
• The compliance examiner will:

• Review materials and records for each student in the sample to confirm 

compliance with policies and procedures

• Identify areas where improvements and/or corrective action may 

be needed

• Contact the institution during the review process if questions arise on 

documents submitted
• Likewise, institutions are encouraged to contact the examiner with questions

• Potential issues/questions noted by the examiner will be addressed as the 

records are reviewed and the institution will have an opportunity to 

provide additional information as needed



Advice & Best Practices

Contact the examiner with any questions you may have 

The sooner, the better

Do throughout the review process

Via phone or e-mail



Ongoing Communication
• Due to the off-site nature of conducting the reviews, e-mails and 

telephone & web-based conferences are the primary means of 

facilitating the activities of the review between the examiner and the 

institution. 

• The Program Review Department maintains a shared e-mail box for all 

program review communication.
• isac.programreviews@illinois.gov

• During the review of the documents, an e-mail may be sent with a list 

of questions, and a request for additional documentation. 

• The examiner will schedule a specific date and time to review this 

request, and answer any questions, as necessary.

mailto:isac.programreviews@illinois.gov


Advice & Best Practices

Respond to questions as soon as possible

Be clear and thorough in both questions and responses

Provide examples and clarifying information, as appropriate



Preliminary Report
• The preliminary report is provided to the financial aid director before 

concluding the review
• Identifies findings and lists additional information that may be needed
• Summarizes financial liabilities based on the initial review
• Addresses next steps in the process

• At this point, the findings are considered preliminary, and the institution is 

given the opportunity to respond to each finding

• If there are potential findings in the preliminary report that can be cleared up 

with additional communication or information, those should be brought up to 

the compliance examiner before the final report is issued



Advice & Best Practices

BREATHE!



Advice & Best Practices

Go through preliminary audit responses with auditors 
Discuss until you have a clear understanding of all Findings, 

Recommendations and Comments.

If Findings are determined, respond with a 

Corrective Action Plan (CAP)
Provide actions taken to correct student records with Finding



Exit Conference

• The examiner will hold an exit or status conference at the 

end of the program review. 

• The objective is to address the next steps in the program 

review process, and to summarize the initial findings.

• These findings are tentative/preliminary, and the analysis 

of any additional documentation submitted timely may 

result in changes (reductions or additions) to the findings 

reported.



Concluding the Review

• Final Program Review Report is issued
• Provided to the financial aid director after finalizing the report

• Concludes all reviews of the institution’s response and supporting 

documentation and identifies:
• Each final finding

• Institution’s response

• Final program review determination

• Any observations and recommendations

• Summarized Final Program Review Report is provided to the 

institution’s president



Concluding the Review
• If the final report cites any findings:

• The institution is expected to promptly take the required corrective 
action on all findings

• The institution must respond to ISAC within timeframe specified in 
the report, explaining the action taken for each finding

• The institution must make payment within 60 days of the final report 
being issued

• In accordance with ISAC Rules, review findings may be appealed 
within 60 days after the final report has been issued

• General Provisions, Section 2700.60 Audits and Investigations

• General Provisions, Section 2700.70 Appeal Procedures



Advice & Best Practices

BREATHE!



Common ISAC Review Findings

❑ Award Notification Language not used or incorrect
• Required language has wording changes

❑ State of IL MAP Grant (Est) not displayed correctly
❑ Illinois residency not verified (if conflicting or dependency 

change)
• Illinois residency for IVG recipients (when enrolled)

❑ Satisfactory Academic Progress policy either not in compliance 
or not monitored

❑ Verification documentation missing
• Wrong documents collected
• Non-tax filer statements not collected
• Information on verification forms differ from ISIR with no explanation 

or resolution
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Common ISAC Review Findings

❑ Not reporting IVG or ING Grant benefit usage for some or 
all students

❑ Credit hours are not recorded accurately for MAP, IVG 
and ING Grant
• Dollar amounts are adjusted in GAP access via override, but 

hours are not adjusted
• IVG/ING benefit use data submitted not the same as account 

statements and/or enrollment hours on academic transcript
❑ Not applying proper credit to student accounts (dollars are 

incorrect)
❑ Policies and procedures for awarding, verification, 

residency and SAP are not complete/missing some details
❑ Professional judgment not marked on ISIR
❑ Overbilling/Underbilling

• Adjustments not made

• Reconciliation not complete

37



• Pay attention to additions, updates and new language in the FSA 

Handbook and ISAC Rules
• Visit FSA Partner Connect and sign up to receive federal updates from the 

FSA Knowledge Center

• Sign up for ISAC’s e-messaging to receive state updates
• isac.org/emessaging/

• State and federal rule changes often go into effect on July 1

• Regularly review policies and procedures

• Create good internal training systems
• Use the FSA Training tools/resources and participate in ISAC webinars

• Use session recordings from the annual FSA and NASFAA Conferences for 

staff training

• Resolve prior findings
• Avoid repeat findings

Suggested Actions to Avoid Future Findings
38



Advice & Best Practices

Create a culture of compliance 
If you’re doing things well every day, audits are less of a worry

Have a Quality Control (QC) process in place

Do peer reviews

Conduct your own internal reviews/audits



Advice & Best Practices

Review your Policy & Procedure manual/documents regularly 
Use committees and subcommittees to develop and to evaluate

Involve Regulatory Affairs staff

Ensure any updates are incorporated 

Memos of understanding vs. a comprehensive P&P Manual

Consider using third-party vendors to assist with building P&Ps
NASFAA/Blue Icon Advisors

Financial Aid Services (FAS)



Advice & Best Practices

Take a “CAP” approach as you find errors/issues 

throughout the year
If something went wrong, don’t just fix it - take the time to understand 

why it went wrong in the first place

Confirm if it was isolated or a larger issue

Determine what steps can be taken to prevent in the future and document it



Advice & Best Practices

If waiting until it’s time for a Program Review, it’s too late

Develop a realistic plan, keeping in mind resources 
and possible limitations
Small vs. large school capabilities

Return on investment vs. financial liabilities of findings

Make a commitment



Resources & References



Resources & References

 Authorized by Illinois Administrative Code
o ISAC Rules, Part 2700, General Provisions

▪ Announcement of review

▪ Entrance Conference

▪ Review of institutional documents, transcripts and student 
records

▪ Preliminary Report

▪ Exit Conference

o Review of tentative findings

▪ Final Report

o isac.org/e-library/documents/administrative-
rules/2023-24-isac-rules/2700-General-Provisions.pdf

https://www.isac.org/e-library/documents/administrative-rules/2023-24-isac-rules/2700-General-Provisions.pdf


Section 2700.60 Audits and Investigations 

a) ISAC shall audit participating institutions of higher learning. All postsecondary 
institutions participating in ISAC gift assistance programs shall be audited for 
compliance with ISAC administered gift assistance programs on a schedule that is 
determined based on a risk assessment and the availability of ISAC resources. The 
factors used to determine when a review will be scheduled may include, but are 
not limited to, the following: dollar amounts awarded to the school for ISAC gift 
assistance programs, time elapsed since the last ISAC review, the institution's 
external or internal audit findings in the area of financial aid administration, ED 
findings or issues noted, results of investigations conducted by parties such as 
Inspectors General or Attorneys General, substantial increases in students 
awarded ISAC gift assistance, evidence that the institution is experiencing 
difficulty meeting the requirements of ISAC's rules or federal regulations, or issues in 
past audits conducted by ISAC. Secondary institutions may be audited when ISAC 
has a complaint indicating an audit is appropriate. Audits shall usually be 
announced, but ISAC reserves the right to make unannounced audits. 

b) ISAC shall have access to all records related to ISAC programs. These records 
include, but are not limited to: admission records, financial records, registration 
records, attendance and enrollment records, financial aid transcripts, grades, 
academic transcripts and records maintained in accordance with ED verification 
procedures.

c) The institution shall be extended an opportunity to review and comment on the 
auditor's preliminary findings before the final audit report is submitted to the 
institution's chief executive officer. Audit findings may be appealed in 
accordance with Section 2700.70 (Appeal Procedures). 

d) If an audit identifies gift assistance funds that were claimed on behalf of ineligible 
students, the funds shall be repaid to ISAC by the institution. 



FSA Partners Knowledge Center 
fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center
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FSA Assessments
fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/fsa-

handbook/fsa-assessments
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Example: A Guide to Creating a 

Policies & Procedures Manual



Example: FSA Assessment Tools for SAP



NASFAA Resources
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ISAC Resources
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ISAC Administrative Rules
isac.org/e-library/administrative-rules
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FAAs – Processes Section
isac.org/faas/processes/external-compliance-

program-review/



Suggestions for the Future

• For Schools

• For ISAC

• For Discussion

2024
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ISAC Program Review
Contact Information

Program Review Department, 

Finance & Accounting Division

Illinois Student Assistance Commission

1755 Lake Cook Road

Deerfield, IL 60015-5209

Questions may be directed to:

ISAC.ProgramReviews@illinois.gov

mailto:ISAC.ProgramReviews@illinois.gov
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