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MEMORANDUM 

Date: December 15, 2014 Refer To:  

To: The Commissioner 

From: Inspector General 

Subject: Payments to Student Beneficiaries (A-09-13-13059) 

The attached final report presents the results of our audit.  Our objective was to evaluate the 
effectiveness of the Social Security Administration’s controls over the payment of student 
benefits.  

Please provide within 60 days a corrective action plan that addresses each recommendation.  If 
you wish to discuss the final report, please call me or have your staff contact 
Steven L. Schaeffer, Assistant Inspector General for Audit, at (410) 965-9700.   

 
Patrick P. O’Carroll, Jr. 

Attachment 
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December 2014 Office of Audit Report Summary 

Objective 

To evaluate the effectiveness of the 
Social Security Administration’s 
(SSA) controls over the payment of 
student benefits. 

Background 

The Social Security Act provides 
benefits to children upon the insured 
wage earners’ retirement, death, or 
disability.  Child beneficiaries are 
entitled to benefits until they marry or 
attain age 18.  After age 18, child 
beneficiaries become eligible for 
student benefits if they attend an 
elementary or secondary school full 
time.  Generally, student benefits 
continue through the earlier of age 
19 and 2 months or the end of the 
school year. 

Student beneficiaries must complete 
and sign the Form SSA-1372 to 
provide SSA information on their 
school attendance.  Additionally, a 
school official must review and certify 
attendance information provided by the 
student.  The student must then return 
the completed SSA-1372.  Finally, 
SSA employees must review the 
completed SSA-1372 before paying 
student benefits. 

We identified a population of 
1,539,078 student beneficiaries who 
were full-time students for at least 
1 month from January 2007 through 
December 2013. 

Findings 

SSA needs to improve its controls over the payment of student 
benefits.  We estimate that SSA 

 overpaid $225.3 million in student benefits to 
106,336 beneficiaries and 

 did not have evidence of school attendance for $968 million 
in student benefits paid to 246,252 beneficiaries. 

Generally, the payment errors occurred because neither students nor 
schools reported to SSA when students stopped attending school 
full time before the expected end of school year or SSA employees 
did not record graduation dates on the MBR.  Further, we identified 
cases where SSA staff did not retain supporting documentation of 
student attendance (SSA-1372) as required. 

Recommendations 

We recommend that SSA: 

1. Take appropriate action for the 19 beneficiaries we identified 
who discontinued full-time attendance or who were paid after 
they graduated.  If appropriate, establish overpayments and 
initiate collection activities for these beneficiaries.  

2. Raise awareness for schools to report when students discontinue 
full-time attendance before the expected end of school year. 

3. Obtain evidence, as appropriate, of full-time school attendance 
for the 44 beneficiaries we identified. 

4. Remind employees that they must retain evidence (SSA-1372) 
of student attendance. 

SSA agreed with Recommendations 1, 2, and 4 but disagreed with 
Recommendation 3. 
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OBJECTIVE 
Our objective was to evaluate the effectiveness of the Social Security Administration’s (SSA) 
controls over the payment of student benefits. 

BACKGROUND 
The Social Security Act provides benefits to children upon a wage earner’s retirement, death, or 
disability.1  Child beneficiaries are entitled to benefits until they marry2 or attain age 18.  After 
age 18, children are eligible for student benefits if they attend an elementary or secondary school 
full time, which is at least 20 hours per week.3  Generally, student benefits continue through the 
earlier of age 19 and 2 months or the end of the school year.4 

Student beneficiaries must complete and sign the Form SSA-1372, Student’s Statement 
Regarding School Attendance, (see Appendix C) to provide SSA information on their school 
attendance.  Additionally, a school official must review the SSA-1372 and certify school 
attendance information the student provided.  The student must then return the completed 
SSA-1372 to SSA before it will pay student benefits.  SSA employees review the SSA-1372 and 
record the student information on the Master Beneficiary Record (MBR) to pay student benefits.  
SSA employees must also retain an electronic copy of completed SSA-1372s.5  Finally, the 
SSA-1372 instructs students and schools to report to SSA if a student stops attending school, 
reduces school attendance below full time, or changes schools. 

We identified a population of 1,539,078 student beneficiaries who, according to the MBR, were 
full-time students for at least 1 month at an elementary or secondary school that operated on a 
yearly basis6 from January 2007 through December 2013.  From this population, we selected a 
random sample of 275 beneficiaries for review (see Appendix A). 

RESULTS OF REVIEW 
SSA needs to improve its controls over the payment of student benefits.  Based on our random 
sample, we estimate that SSA 

                                                 
1 The Social Security Act § 202 (d)(1), 42 U.S.C. § 402 (d)(1). 
2 Entitlement does not end if the child is a child disability beneficiary and the marriage is to a Social Security 
beneficiary. SSA, POMS, RS 00203.035.A (August 12, 2013). 
3 SSA, POMS, RS 00205.300.C (March 7, 2001) and RS 00205.310 (July 25, 2000). 
4 SSA, POMS, RS 00205.325.C (June 25, 2009). 
5 SSA, POMS, RS 00205.400 (July 9, 2014) and GN 01085.030 (November 7, 2013). 
6 We did not review student beneficiaries who, according to the MBR, attended a school that operated on a quarterly 
basis. 
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 overpaid $225.3 million in student benefits to 106,336 beneficiaries and 

 did not have evidence of school attendance (SSA-1372) for $968 million in student benefits 
paid to 246,252 beneficiaries. 

We are 90-percent confident the overpayments ranged from $105 to $345 million, and the 
number of overpaid students ranged from 70,358 to 153,493.  We are also 90-percent confident 
the unsupported benefits ranged from $652 million to $1.3 billion, and the number of students 
ranged from 191,915 to 309,193 (see Appendix B). 

Generally, the payment errors occurred because neither students nor schools reported to SSA 
when students stopped attending school full time before the expected end of the school year or 
SSA employees did not record graduation dates on the MBR.  Further, we identified cases where 
SSA staff did not retain required supporting documentation of student attendance (SSA-1372). 

For the 275 beneficiaries in our sample, SSA overpaid 19 (7 percent), did not have evidence 
(SSA-1372) of student attendance for 44 (16 percent), and properly paid 166 (60 percent).  For 
the remaining 46 (17 percent), we did not verify school attendance because school officials did 
not provide us this information.  The following chart summarizes the results of our review. 

Figure 1: Payments to Student Beneficiaries 
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Overpayments to Student Beneficiaries 

SSA overpaid 19 (7 percent) of the 275 student beneficiaries in our sample.  This included 
16 students who were overpaid because they were paid after they discontinued full-time 
attendance and 3 students who were overpaid because they were paid after they graduated. 

Students Who Discontinued Full-Time Attendance 

SSA pays benefits to students over age 18 who attend an elementary or secondary school full 
time.7  Generally, students must attend school at least 20 hours per week to be eligible for 
benefits.8  Students must provide SSA information on their school attendance by completing and 
signing the SSA-1372.  A school official must also review the SSA-1372 and certify the 
student’s attendance information.  The student must then return the completed SSA-1372 to SSA 
before it pays student benefits.  In addition, the SSA-1372 instructs students that they must report 
to SSA if they stop attending school, reduce school attendance below full time, or change 
schools.  Finally, the SSA-1372 also requests that the schools report these events to SSA.9 

We requested school officials verify whether 207 beneficiaries’ school attendance information 
on the SSA-1372s was correct.  Based on responses from 167 school officials, we determined 
that 16 students discontinued full-time attendance before the end of the school year reported on 
the SSA-1372.  As a result, SSA overpaid these beneficiaries $36,864 because neither the 
students nor the schools had notified SSA that they were no longer attending school.  School 
officials did not verify school attendance for the remaining 40 beneficiaries. 

For example, according to the MBR and the SSA-1372, a student beneficiary attended full time 
from May 2012 through May 2013.  However, based on our contact with school officials, we 
found the student dropped out of school in August 2012 after attending for only 18 days.  Neither 
the student nor the school reported this to SSA, resulting in a $5,328 overpayment in student 
benefits from September 2012 through May 2013. 

Students Paid After Graduation 

Students are not eligible for benefits after they graduate or attain age 19, whichever occurs first.  
If the graduation ceremony is held the month after full-time attendance ends, the student is 
considered to be in full-time attendance for the month of graduation.10  When SSA receives the 
SSA-1372, it must record the student’s expected graduation date on the MBR to ensure it 
properly pays the student. 

                                                 
7 SSA, POMS, RS 00205.001 (March 26, 2002), RS 00205.340 (June 30. 2010). 
8 SSA, POMS, RS 00205.300.C (March 7, 2001) and RS 00205.310 (July 25, 2000). 
9 SSA, POMS, RS 00205.735 (December 31, 2013). 
10 SSA, POMS RS 00205.325.B (June 25, 2009) and RS 00205.310.D (July 25, 2000). 
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We contacted school officials because the MBR did not contain graduation dates for three 
beneficiaries, and the end of full-time attendance dates recorded on the MBR did not agree with 
the end of full-time attendance dates on the SSA-1372s.  Based on our contacts, we found that 
SSA overpaid all three students $3,391 after they graduated.  The graduation dates on the 
SSA-1372 were correct and agreed with the dates provided by the school officials; however, 
SSA employees had not recorded an expected graduation date on the MBR, which caused the 
improper payments. 

For example, SSA paid a student beneficiary from November 2012 through August 2013.  The 
MBR did not have an expected graduation date.  However, the SSA-1372 had an expected 
graduation date of May 2013.  In addition, the school official confirmed the student graduated in 
May 2013.  Because SSA had not recorded the graduation date on the MBR, SSA overpaid the 
student $1,968 from June through August 2013. 

Unsupported Student Payments 

Student beneficiaries must complete and sign the SSA-1372 to provide SSA information on their 
school attendance.  The SSA-1372 includes (1) the school name and address; (2) attendance 
dates; and (3) the certifying school official’s name, title, and telephone number.  Additionally, a 
school official must review the SSA-1372 and certify the attendance information provided by the 
student.  The student then returns the completed SSA-1372 to SSA.  SSA employees review the 
SSA-1372 and must record the student information on the MBR to pay student benefits.  Finally, 
SSA employees must retain an electronic copy of completed SSA-1372s.11 

We found that SSA had not obtained or retained the SSA-1372 for 44 (16 percent) student 
beneficiaries.  Since SSA did not retain the SSA-1372s, we did not have the name of the school 
the student attended or the name and telephone number of a school official to verify the 
attendance information on the MBR.  As a result, we were unable to determine whether the 
benefit payments, totaling $172,980, to these beneficiaries were proper. 

For example, SSA paid a student beneficiary from September 2011 through June 2012.  SSA 
paid these benefits based on a beginning of school year of August 2011 and end of school year of 
June 2012 recorded on the MBR.  However, SSA did not either obtain or retain the SSA-1372 or 
any other documentation to support the payment of student benefits.  As a result, we could not 
determine whether student benefits totaling $5,830 were proper. 

                                                 
11 SSA, POMS, RS 00205.400 D. 4 (July 9, 2014) and GN 01085.030.D (November 7, 2013). 
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CONCLUSIONS 
SSA needs to improve its controls over the payment of student benefits.  Our review found that 
SSA overpaid an estimated 106,336 student beneficiaries about $225.3 million in benefits.  We 
also estimated that SSA did not have evidence of school attendance for about $968 million in 
student benefits paid to 246,252 beneficiaries (see Appendix B). 

This occurred because SSA’s current procedures relied on students and schools to report when 
they discontinued full-time attendance before their expected end of school year.  In addition, 
SSA employees did not record graduation dates on the MBR and did not retain supporting 
documentation of student attendance (SSA-1372). 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
We recommend that SSA: 

1. Take appropriate action for the 19 beneficiaries we identified who discontinued full-time 
attendance or who were paid after they graduated.  If appropriate, establish overpayments 
and initiate collection activities for these beneficiaries.  

2. Raise awareness for schools to report when students discontinue full-time attendance before 
the expected end of school year. 

3. Obtain evidence, as appropriate, of full-time school attendance for the 44 beneficiaries we 
identified. 

4. Remind employees that they must retain evidence (SSA-1372) of student attendance. 

AGENCY COMMENTS 
SSA agreed with Recommendations 1, 2, and 4 but disagreed with Recommendation 3. 

Regarding Recommendation 3, SSA stated that verifying the accuracy of data that students report 
is not an existing SSA policy requirement or included in its business process.  SSA also stated it 
could not enforce action against terminated students who do not comply by completing student 
forms.  SSA acknowledged the evidence of student attendance is missing; however, it believes 
the lack of evidence does not indicate that students were improperly paid.  See Appendix D for 
the text of SSA’s comments. 
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OIG RESPONSE  
Our recommendation is that SSA comply with its own requirement that it retain evidence 
(SSA-1372) supporting the entitlement to student benefits.  In addition, in those instances where 
SSA had retained the SSA-1372, we found that SSA overpaid 19 (11.4 percent) of 167 student 
beneficiaries.  Therefore, we believe SSA would detect additional overpayments based on its 
contacts with the 44 student beneficiaries.  Finally, SSA’s contacts with the 44 beneficiaries 
would allow it to determine whether it needs to improve controls over the retention of the 
SSA-1372 or the lack of documentation results in a more significant problem with SSA’s student 
benefits program. 
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 – SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY Appendix A

From the Social Security Administration’s (SSA) Master Beneficiary Record (MBR), we 
obtained a data extract of 1,539,078 student beneficiaries who were full-time students for at least 
1 month at an elementary or secondary school that operated yearly during the period 
January 2007 through December 2013.  From this population, we randomly selected a sample of 
275 student beneficiaries for review. 

To accomplish our objective, we 

 reviewed the applicable sections of the Social Security Act and SSA’s Program Operations 
Manual System; 

 interviewed SSA personnel from the Offices of Operations and Policy; 

 obtained and reviewed queries from SSA’s MBR, Payment History Update System, and 
Claims File Records Management System; 

 obtained and reviewed Form SSA-1372, Student’s Statement Regarding School Attendance; 

 obtained and reviewed Paperless electronic folders to determine whether SSA retained 
adequate supporting documentation to support student benefit payments issued; 

 compared information on the SSA-1372 to the MBR; 

 contacted schools to verify student attendance and graduation dates; and 

 determined whether SSA properly terminated benefits. 

We determined whether the computer-processed data were sufficiently reliable for our intended 
use.  We conducted tests to determine the completeness and accuracy of the data.  These tests 
allowed us to assess the reliability of the data and achieve our audit objective. 

We conducted audit work in Richmond, California, between December 2013 and July 2014.  The 
entities reviewed were the Offices of the Deputy Commissioners for Operations, Policy, and 
Systems. 

We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted government 
auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions 
based on our audit objectives.  We believe the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for 
our findings and conclusions based on our audit objective. 
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 – SAMPLING METHODOLOGY AND RESULTS Appendix B

From the Social Security Administration’s (SSA) Master Beneficiary Record (MBR), we 
obtained a data extract of 1,539,078 student beneficiaries who were full-time students for at least 
1 month at an elementary or secondary school that operated yearly during the period 
January 2007 through December 2013.  From this population, we randomly selected a sample of 
275 student beneficiaries for review. 

Overpayments 

SSA overpaid 19 of the 275 student beneficiaries in our sample $40,255 because (1) students 
discontinued attending school full time but neither the students nor the schools reported it to SSA 
or (2) SSA paid the students after they graduated.  Projecting our sample results to our 
population of 1,539,078 students, we estimate that SSA improperly paid $225,293,036 to 
106,336 students. 

Unsupported Payments 

SSA did not have supporting documentation (SSA-1372) of student attendance for 44 of the 
275 student beneficiaries in our sample.  As a result, we could not confirm whether $172,980 in 
student benefits was proper.  Projecting our sample results to our population of 
1,539,078 students, we estimate that SSA does not have supporting documentation for 
$968,106,086 in student benefits paid to 246,252 student beneficiaries. 

The following tables provide the details of our sample results and statistical projections. 

Table B-1:  Population and Sample Size 

Description Number of Recipients 
Population Size 1,539,078 
Sample Size 275 

Table B-2:  Overpayments 

Description 
Number of 
Recipients Payment Amount  

Sample Results 19 $40,255 
Point Estimate 106,336 $225,293,036 
Projection - Lower Limit 70,358 $105,344,944 
Projection - Upper Limit 153,493 $345,241,128 
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Table B-3:  Unsupported Payments 

Description 
Number of 
Recipients Payment Amount 

Sample Results 44 $172,980 
Point Estimate 246,252 $968,106,086 
Projection - Lower Limit 191,915 $651,624,846 
Projection - Upper Limit 309,193 $1,284,587,327 

Note: All projections are at the 90-percent confidence level. 
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 – STUDENT’S STATEMENT REGARDING SCHOOL Appendix C
ATTENDANCE 
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 – AGENCY COMMENTS Appendix D

 
SOCIAL SECURITY 

MEMORANDUM 

Date: November 24, 2014 Refer To: S1J-3 

To: Patrick P. O’Carroll, Jr. 
 Inspector General 
 
From: Katherine Thornton  /s/ 
 Deputy Chief of Staff 
 
Subject: Office of the Inspector General Draft Report, “Payments to Student Beneficiaries”  
 (A-09-13-13059) - INFORMATION 
 

Thank you for the opportunity to review the draft report.  Please see our attached comments.  
 
Please let me know if we can be of further assistance.  You may direct staff inquiries to  
Gary S. Hatcher at (410) 965-0680. 
 
Attachment 
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COMMENTS ON THE OFFICE OF THE INSPECTOR GENERAL DRAFT REPORT, 
“PAYMENTS TO STUDENT BENEFICIARIES” (A-09-13-13059) 
 
 
Recommendation 1 
 
Take appropriate action for the 19 beneficiaries we identified who discontinued full-time 
attendance or who were paid after they graduated.  If appropriate, establish overpayments and 
initiate collection activities for these beneficiaries.  
 
Response  
 
We agree to review the information that OIG obtained from school officials regarding the  
full-time attendance of the 19 identified beneficiaries.  We will follow the appropriate policy and 
procedures and process the information as a third party report by March 2015. 
 
Recommendation 2 
 
Raise awareness for schools to report when students discontinue full-time attendance before the 
expected end of school year. 
 
Response  
 
We agree.  We recognize the importance of receiving information timely when a student 
discontinues full-time attendance or completes school earlier than expected.  We will send letters 
to national organizations and federal agencies, such as the National Education Association and 
the Department of Education, since they work with the state boards of education, local 
governments, and school systems, about the importance of letting us know when a student 
discontinues full-time attendance or completes school earlier than expected.  We expect to 
complete this by the end of the second quarter of fiscal year 2015. 
 
Recommendation 3 
 
Obtain evidence, as appropriate, of full-time school attendance for the 44 beneficiaries we 
identified. 
 
Response  
 
We disagree.  OIG is requesting that we obtain evidence of full-time attendance from terminated 
beneficiaries who attended school between 2007 and 2013.  Since verifying the accuracy of data 
that students report to us is not an existing policy requirement or included in our business 
process, we cannot justify requesting this evidence from terminated beneficiaries.  We cannot 
enforce action against a terminated student who does not comply by completing the form; 
therefore, we see no benefit to requesting this form after we have terminated benefits.  We have 
no precedent for asking a terminated beneficiary to resubmit forms to us, based solely on the fact 
that we cannot locate the form.   While we acknowledge the evidence is missing in our electronic 
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database, the lack of evidence does not indicate that students received improper payments.  It 
does indicate that our employees may have misplaced, destroyed, or housed the documentation 
in another location.  We view the lack of evidence as a retention issue, which we address in 
recommendation 4.  
 
Recommendation 4 
 
Remind employees that they must retain evidence of (SSA-1372) student attendance. 
 
Response 
 
We agree.  By December 2014, we will publish an Administrative Message to remind employees 
of our policy to retain evidence of student attendance.  
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 – MAJOR CONTRIBUTORS Appendix E
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Regina Finley, Senior Auditor 

Wilfred Wong, Audit Data Specialist 

 



 

 

MISSION 

By conducting independent and objective audits, evaluations, and investigations, the Office of 
the Inspector General (OIG) inspires public confidence in the integrity and security of the Social 
Security Administration’s (SSA) programs and operations and protects them against fraud, 
waste, and abuse.  We provide timely, useful, and reliable information and advice to 
Administration officials, Congress, and the public. 

CONNECT WITH US 

The OIG Website (http://oig.ssa.gov/) gives you access to a wealth of information about OIG.  
On our Website, you can report fraud as well as find the following. 

• OIG news 

• audit reports 

• investigative summaries 

• Semiannual Reports to Congress 

• fraud advisories 

• press releases 

• congressional testimony 

• an interactive blog, “Beyond The 
Numbers” where we welcome your 
comments 

In addition, we provide these avenues of 
communication through our social media 
channels. 

Watch us on YouTube 

Like us on Facebook 

Follow us on Twitter 

Subscribe to our RSS feeds or email updates 

 

OBTAIN COPIES OF AUDIT REPORTS 

To obtain copies of our reports, visit our Website at http://oig.ssa.gov/audits-and-
investigations/audit-reports/all.  For notification of newly released reports, sign up for e-updates 
at http://oig.ssa.gov/e-updates. 

REPORT FRAUD, WASTE, AND ABUSE 

To report fraud, waste, and abuse, contact the Office of the Inspector General via 

Website: http://oig.ssa.gov/report-fraud-waste-or-abuse 

Mail: Social Security Fraud Hotline 
P.O. Box 17785 
Baltimore, Maryland 21235 

FAX: 410-597-0118 

Telephone: 1-800-269-0271 from 10:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. Eastern Standard Time 

TTY: 1-866-501-2101 for the deaf or hard of hearing 

http://oig.ssa.gov/
http://oig.ssa.gov/newsroom/blog
http://oig.ssa.gov/newsroom/blog
http://www.youtube.com/user/TheSSAOIG
http://www.facebook.com/oigssa
https://twitter.com/thessaoig
http://oig.ssa.gov/rss
http://oig.ssa.gov/audits-and-investigations/audit-reports/all
http://oig.ssa.gov/audits-and-investigations/audit-reports/all
http://oig.ssa.gov/e-updates
http://oig.ssa.gov/report-fraud-waste-or-abuse
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