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/A WARNING
SYSTEM DIAGNOSTIC LOG — INITIATED

® Compiler: FAFSA 0S v2026.1 (Prior-Prior Year Build)
® Status: EXECUTING TO TERMINAL STATE

® Warning: Moral variables detected as NULL. Proceeding without ethical
override. All behavioral outputs are mathematically optimal. Compiler
accepts no liability for emergent human consequences.

Abstract

The U.S. higher education finance system is built on the assumption that one
adult will voluntarily pay for another adult’s college education. There is no law
requiring this. When the assumption fails — because the parent cannot absorb the
cost, because the relationship makes the transfer impossible, or because the stu-
dent cannot bear the dependency of asking — an 18-year-old signs a non-dis-
chargeable loan for an obligation no one was ever legally required to meet. This
paper models that system as a deterministic rules engine — a compiler that
accepts household financial data as input and returns an aid allocation as output.
This paper takes no satirical liberties. It follows the system’s published rules to
their logical conclusions. Using verified federal data, we identify five structural
mechanisms by which the system specifically impacts middle-class households: the
Dependency Paradox, the Coherence Failure, the Literacy Premium, the
Compliance Window, and the Private Correction. We derive five reproducible pro-
tocols documenting the rational actor’s response to each mechanism. We establish
that the Dependency Paradox’s legal foundation was challenged in federal court in
1978 — and upheld not because the rule was accurate, but because budget protec-
tion constitutes a sufficient rational basis. The rule survived not because it was


mailto:amul.bham@gmail.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/amul-bham/
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-7660-4031
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

Buam An Engineer's Guide to Structural Financial Aid Exploits

just, but because justice was not the applicable standard. We document the
Bennett Hypothesis (Bennett, 1987) and its Federal Reserve confirmation: federal
loan expansion enabled tuition inflation, compounding the middle-class access gap
the dependency architecture created. We document The Private Correction — an
emerging structural inversion in which well-endowed private institutions have
become cheaper for middle-class families than comparable public flagship universi-
ties, reversing the premise on which public higher education access was built. The
mechanism identified here is generalizable: any rules-based institution that opti-
mizes measurable proxies instead of underlying goals will produce equivalent
behavioral adaptations among rational participants.

Keywords: financial aid; FAFSA; Dependency Paradox; Literacy Premium;
Coherence Failure; Compliance Window; Private Correction; Bennett Hypothesis

1. Introduction: The Input-Output Problem

1.1 The Foundational Premise

Here is something no one says plainly: there is no law requiring a parent to pay for
their adult child’s college education. None. A parent’s money is not their child’s
money. It never was. The moment a person turns 18, they are a legal adult —
capable of signing contracts, serving in the military, voting, and being tried in a
court of law for the full consequences of their actions. Their parents’ bank account
is not theirs. Their parents’ income is not theirs. Their parents’ retirement savings
are not theirs.

The entire architecture of American higher education finance does not accept this.
The federal financial aid system is built on what this paper calls the ASA
Assumption — the Adult Subsidizes Adult assumption: the expectation, unsup-
ported by law, that one adult will voluntarily pay a substantial portion of another
adult’s college tuition. Not as a gift the child might receive if lucky. As an
Expected Family Contribution. A number the government calculates, assigns to the
parent, and uses to determine how much aid the student receives. The government
cannot make the parent pay. There is no court order. There is no legal enforce-
ment. There is only the ASA Assumption — and when the assumption fails,
because the parent cannot absorb the cost, because the relationship makes the
transfer impossible, or because the student cannot bear the dependency of asking,
the 18-year-old signs a loan for the amount their parent was never legally required
to provide.

DEFINITION

ASA Assumption — the unenforceable expectation that one adult will pay for
another adult’s college, encoded as Expected Family Contribution.
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Most people accept this without question. It feels normal because it has always
been presented as normal. Parents pay for college. That’s just how it works. But
that’s just how it works is not a legal principle. It is a social expectation the gov-
ernment encoded into a financial formula — and then built a $1.7 trillion student
debt industry around when the expectation failed to materialize for millions of
families. When tuition was $3,000 a year, the ASA Assumption was manageable.
When tuition reached $30,000 a year — when the expected contribution became a
six-figure commitment over four years — the assumption stopped being a social
expectation and became a financial impossibility for the households the formula
was counting on most: the middle class. Too affluent for grants. Too illiquid to pay
retail. Entirely dependent on a parent who may not be able, may not be willing,
and is legally not required to contribute a dollar. This paper documents what hap-
pens to a financial system when its foundational premise proves to be neither
legally enforceable nor financially realistic.

1.2 The Classroom

Three students sit in the same freshman lecture. The first arrived on Pell Grant.
Their financial reality is managed. Education is the point. The second arrived on
liquid family capital. Same freedom. Same cognitive availability. Education is the
point. The third arrived on a federal loan package — $39,457 in non-dischargeable
debt, signed at age 18, attached to a credential they were told for thirteen years
was mandatory. They are calculating whether the degree will service the debt.
They are making major selection decisions through a financial filter. They are
working twenty hours a week. The lecture is the same. The classroom is not. The
compiler produced this variance. The compiler does not track it.

The compiler does not track it.

1.3 The Historical Foundation

The original Higher Education Act of 1965 did not reference parents. College
attendance was considered the student’s decision and responsibility — parental
assistance, if offered, was welcomed but not assumed (Edvisors, 2025). The ASA
Assumption was retrofitted as tuition rose and the gap between what students
could independently afford and what college cost expanded.

The chain reaction that followed: in 1978, federal aid expanded to a greatly
expanded number of students. In 1980, college tuitions began rising year after year
faster than inflation. In 1987, Secretary of Education William Bennett named the
mechanism: federal loan subsidies were enabling colleges to raise tuitions with con-
fidence (Bennett, 1987). The Federal Reserve Bank of New York subsequently con-
firmed that for every $1.00 the government increased federal subsidized loan limits,
colleges raised tuition sticker prices by approximately $0.60 — with borrowing
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limit increases representing the single most important factor in explaining tuition
inflation across this period (Lucca et al., 2019). Simultaneously, middle-wage work-
ers’ real wages fell 0.6% across the entire decade of the 1980s (Economic Policy
Institute, 2014) — the middle class was getting squeezed from both sides at once.

As tuition rose, families restructured their finances to minimize the parental contri-
bution the formula counted. The government’s response was not to acknowledge
that the ASA Assumption was unenforceable. It was to make the assumption
harder to circumvent — tightening independence criteria and ultimately establish-
ing the age-24 cutoff as a hard line. Students challenged this directly. In O’Brien v.
Weinberger (1978), a federal court acknowledged the rule produced false results for
genuinely independent students and upheld it anyway. The government’s justifica-
tion: budget protection constitutes a rational basis sufficient to maintain a classifi-
cation the court conceded was inaccurate. The rule survived not because it was
just, but because justice was not the applicable standard. The compiler is the
accumulated product of those patches.

1.4 The Compiler Frame

The U.S. higher education financial aid system can be modeled as a compiler:
household financial data in, aid allocation out. This paper executes that compiler
to its terminal state. The compiler does not assess intent. It does not read relation-
ships, circumstances, or the human cost of what it asks. It processes inputs and
returns outputs. This paper documents what the compiler produces. It does not
endorse it.

KEY IDEA

The compiler does not assess intent. It processes inputs and returns outputs.

1.5 The Middle-Class Dead Zone — A Definition

Consider a household attempting to purchase a $20,000 car with $5,000 in avail-
able cash. They cannot afford the car. If they take out a $20,000 loan to complete
the purchase, they still cannot afford the car. They have acquired the car. They
have not acquired the ability to pay for it. The loan is evidence of the gap between
the price and their capacity — not resolution of it. This is what afford means.
Borrowing to buy something is not affording it. It is deferring unaffordability with
interest.

The FAFSA system applies a different logic. A middle-class household generating
an SAT above the Pell cutoff is classified as able to pay retail tuition. When that
household arrives at enrollment without the liquid capital to produce the payment
the formula declared them capable of making, the system routes them to a federal
loan. The Middle-Class Dead Zone is not a gap in funding. It is a condition of
simultaneous double classification: too affluent to receive help, too illiquid to pay.
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The loan is the price of the contradiction. This is the Coherence Failure, docu-
mented as Mechanism 2 in Section 1.8.2.

DEFINITION

Middle-Class Dead Zone — too affluent for grants, too illiquid to pay retail.
The loan is the price of that contradiction.

1.6 The Algorithmic Constraints

The distribution of federal, state, and institutional aid is determined by a rigid,
closed-loop algorithm governed by the Free Application for Federal Student Aid
(FAFSA). Under the FAFSA Simplification Act, the Student Aid Index (SAI)
established strict mathematical cliffs for middle-class actors (U.S. Department of
Education, 2023). For the 20262027 award year, the maximum Federal Pell Grant
is set at $7,395 (U.S. Department of Education, 2026). A household generating an
SAT of $14,790 or above receives zero federal grant assistance (Brookings
Institution, 2026). A household generating an SAI of $14,789 receives meaningful
support. The formula does not round. The compiler does not explain.

1.7 The Five Mechanisms

The U.S. financial aid architecture produces five named structural mechanisms
that specifically impact the middle-class household. Each is a consequence of the
ASA Assumption — a patch applied when the assumption proved false, each one
compressing the middle class further toward the loan window.

1.7.1 The Dependency Paradozx

The government considers an 18-year-old adult enough to register for Selective
Service — the obligation of potential military service. Adult enough to vote. Adult
enough to sign a $39,457 non-dischargeable loan. The government does not con-
sider an 18-year-old adult enough to be assessed independently for financial aid
until age 24. The same person. Four standards. Applied at the government’s conve-
nience in each context.

Adult when the loan needs a signature. Dependent when the aid formula needs a
ceiling. The compiler applies whichever classification produces the intended output

at each stage.
DEFINITION
Dependency Paradox — adult at 18 for the loan; dependent until 24 for the

formula.

The age of legal adulthood is 18. The age at which a student may be assessed inde-
pendently for financial aid purposes is 24. Not 19. Not 21. Twenty-four. Six years
after the state declared them a legal adult, the formula still requires parental finan
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cial information. It is the formula’s confession: the system treats parental financial
support not as voluntary generosity but as mandatory infrastructure — and it
needs six years of it to make the middle-class numbers work. The IRS and FAFSA
operate separate dependency frameworks simultaneously. A student can be inde-
pendent for tax purposes and dependent for aid purposes at the same moment.
The government does not experience this as a contradiction. Different agencies
have different objectives. The student experiences both.

The Dependency Paradox has a documented legal history. In Vlandis v. Kline
(1973), the Supreme Court established that permanent irrebuttable presumptions
violated due process when not universally true in fact. Students applied this logic
to FAFSA dependency — arguing that classifying them as financially dependent
on parents who may not contribute violated their constitutional rights as legal
adults. In Weinberger v. Salfi (1975), the Supreme Court effectively ended this
doctrine for social benefit programs. In O’Brien v. Weinberger (1978), a federal
district court applied this reasoning directly to FAFSA dependency. The plaintiff
was genuinely financially independent. The court acknowledged the rule produced
false results for her. The court upheld it anyway. The rule survived not because it
was just, but because justice was not the applicable standard.

EVIDENCE

In O’Brien v. Weinberger (1978) the court acknowledged the dependency rule
produced false results for a genuinely independent student and upheld it
anyway. Budget protection was a sufficient rational basis.

The formula assigns parental income to the student as though proximity to wealth
and access to it were the same thing. They are not — this is what the paper calls
the Proximity Fallacy. A parent’s income belongs to the parent. Whether that
income reaches the student depends on variables the formula has no field for: will-
ingness, relationship quality, family history, the cost of asking, the pride that
asking requires, the dependency that accepting creates. A student whose wealthy
parent is estranged receives the same SAI as a student whose wealthy parent is
present and willing. The formula collapsed the entire spectrum of human family
dynamics into a single income figure and called it Expected Family Contribution.
The expectation is the formula’s. The family may have reached a different under-
standing. The student had no input into either variable that determined their aid
package — their parents’ income, or their parents’ willingness to contribute. They
simply received the output.

DEFINITION

Proximity Fallacy — the formula treats proximity to parental wealth as
access to it.
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And the student — freshly graduated, watching their peers commit to institutions,
afraid of falling behind, grateful just to have the opportunity to go at all — signs.
They are at maximum susceptibility: old enough to sign, young enough to believe
the system is designed for them. The loan is placed in front of them at exactly that
moment. The compiler identifies this as the optimal collection point. The compiler

calls it enrollment.

1.7.2 The Coherence Failure

The EFC is not a measurement of ability. It is a declaration backed by a debt
instrument when the declaration proves false — and it was always going to prove
false for the middle bracket. The system simultaneously declares a household able
to pay and routes them to a loan when they cannot, because the ASA Assumption
cannot be legally enforced and frequently fails. When the declaration proves
wrong, the loan appears. The loan was always the plan.

1.7.3 The Literacy Premium

A needs-based aid system that can be optimized is no longer needs-based. It is lit-
eracy-based. Aid flows to those who know how to minimize the formula’s assess-
ment of the ASA gap — who know how to present as needy — not those who are
most needy. Identical financial positions produce different outcomes based entirely
on whether you knew the rules before you filed.

DEFINITION

Literacy Premium — a needs-based system that can be optimized is literacy-
based. Aid follows who knew the rules before they filed.

1.7.4 The Compliance Window

The 18-24 window is where the Dependency Paradox and maximum social pressure
converge — where the ASA Assumption extracts its consequence from the person
least equipped to question it, at the moment they are most grateful just to be
allowed to attend.

1.7.5 The Private Correction (Preview)

An emerging structural inversion in which well-endowed private institutions, by
meeting 100% of demonstrated financial need, have become cheaper for middle-
class families than comparable public flagship universities. Market evidence that
the first four mechanisms have been visible enough that a parallel correction
formed outside the federal system. Documented in full in Section 7.6.

1.8 The Three-Track System

The five mechanisms produce one structural output: a Three-Track System. The
low-income household generates a low SAI — need-based grants absorb substantial
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COA portions, the transaction closes without residual debt. The high-income
household maintains sufficient liquid capital to absorb retail tuition without lever-
age. The middle-class household generates an SAI too high for meaningful grant
eligibility and insufficient liquid capital to absorb retail COA. The compiler routes
them toward the credit market and does not model repayment capacity.

The compiler does not assess academic merit. A student with a 4.0 GPA whose
household generates an SAI above the Pell cutoff receives the same routing direc-
tive as a student with a 2.0. The credential that society has made mandatory for
economic participation gets distributed not by demonstrated capability but by
household income two years ago.

Two partial alternatives exist. State grant programs mirror the federal structure —
California’s UC Blue and Gold Plan covers families under $100,000, the University
of Texas system under $100,000, Illinois under $75,000 — leaving the middle-class
bracket unaddressed at the state level as well. Merit scholarships exist but require
additional applications, essays, and competition the formula does not impose on
the other two tracks. The middle-class student who does not optimize is handed a
loan and pointed toward a scholarship competition.

The compiler’s incentive structure produces a fourth implicit directive it never
states: get rich enough to pay cash, or restructure your financial presentation until
the formula sees you as poor. The middle-class income bracket is the only position
in the system that produces no clean outcome. Staying there and trusting the
process is the one strategy the formula was never written to reward.

KEY IDEA

The middle-class bracket is the only position that produces no clean outcome.
Staying there and trusting the process is the one strategy the formula was never

written to reward.

1.9 The Asymmetry

The five mechanisms produce one measurable output. Student A’s SAI resolves
below the threshold. Need-based grants absorb substantial portions of COA.
Student A graduates and begins compounding. Student B’s SAI resolves above the
threshold by $211. Student B signs a $39,457 non-dischargeable loan at 18, services
$448 per month for a decade, and pays $14,306 in interest for the privilege of fol-
lowing the expected timeline (Education Data Initiative, 2024). The same class-
room. The same credential. A ten-year financial penalty attached to a formula that
does not know either student’s name.
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1.10 The Undocumented User Requirement

The FAFSA OS ships without a user manual. Nowhere in Title IV of the Higher
Education Act, the FSA Handbook, or the Dear Colleague Letter series does the
federal government disclose that optimal participation requires the behavioral
equivalent of annual tax planning — executed 18 to 24 months in advance, across
five distinct financial dimensions, at a level of sophistication typically available
only to households that can afford dedicated advisory services. The system does
not require this competence explicitly. It merely penalizes its absence. Passive
good-faith participation is the losing position by design.

This paper is organized in three movements. Movement 1 — this section — estab-
lishes the situation: the ASA Assumption, its historical chain, the five mechanisms,
and what they produce for the middle-class household. Movement 2 — Sections 2
through 6 — documents the logical end result: what a rational household does
when they follow the system’s rules to their conclusion, and what markets have
formed around those behaviors. Movement 3 — Sections 7 and 8 — draws the
implications: what it means that the system produces this behavior. The protocols
in Movement 2 are not the paper’s argument. They are its evidence. The argument
is made in Movement 3, from the evidence Movement 2 provides.

1.11 Protocol Preview

The following five protocols document the rational actor’s response to each named
mechanism. These are not the paper’s argument. They are its evidence. A note on
their nature: these protocols are documented because they already exist at scale —
the markets named in each logical end state confirm it. This paper documents
what rational households have discovered. It does not prescribe what they should
do.

Logical End

Protocol Name Mechanism Primary Exploit State
10-b Strategic Coherence PPY income Strategic
Resignation Failure suppression via Deceleration
parental Coaching industry
deactivation
47-a Asset Cloaking  Coherence Liquid capital — FAFSA financial
Failure home equity + planning
(assets) retirement professional class
22-m Marriage Macro Dependency Legal marriage FAFSA marriage
Paradox severs dependency  matching platform

tether
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Logical End

Protocol Name Mechanism Primary Exploit State
24-h Chronological Dependency Age-24 timer Bifurcated higher
Hibernation Paradox exploit + CC education access
arbitrage system
40-d Divorce Literacy Child support Strategic divorce
Balancing Premium throttled to 49.9%  as financial

planning vehicle

Movement 2 — The Logical End Result

What follows is not a guide. It is a record. These protocols exist at scale — the
markets documented in each section’s logical end state confirm it. The rational
household already discovered them. This paper names what they found. Every pro-
tocol exists because the ASA Assumption — the Adult Subsidizes Adult expecta-
tion with no legal enforcement mechanism — was never honestly resolved. These
are the behavioral consequences of that unresolved dispute.

COUNTERPOINT

These protocols are not instructions. They are evidence that the incentives
already exist at scale. The paper names what rational households found; it does
not tell them to run the exploits.

2. Protocol 10-b: The Strategic Resignation

Responds to: The Coherence Failure. If the formula penalizes income and rewards

income suppression, the optimizer suppresses income.

2.1 The Prior-Prior Year (PPY) Latency Glitch

In September 2015, the executive branch transitioned the system to the “Prior-
Prior Year” (PPY) income reporting standard (U.S. Department of Education,
2015). This patch embedded a mandatory 18-to-24-month lookback latency
directly into the financial aid compiler, structurally divorcing a household’s
assessed ability to pay from their actual macroeconomic reality.

2.2 The Stay-at-Home Protocol

Directive 10-b: Upon the target dependent node entering the fourth quarter of
their secondary sophomore year, the household unit must initiate an immediate
runtime shutdown on a parental employment stream to intentionally trigger an

SAI underflow error during the system’s active scanning window. This is a sus

10
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tained operational posture across the entirety of the enrollment period. For house-
holds with multiple dependents, the deactivation window compounds:

Phase Duration Description

Pre-enrollment ramp 18-24 PPY capture window before first dependent

down months enrolls

Child 1 enrollment 4 years Annual FAFSA filings require sustained income
suppression

Child 2 overlap 2 years Both enrolled — suppression doubles in
importance

Child 2 tail 2 years Child 1 complete; child 2 still enrolled

Total deactivation ~8-10 years A decade of strategic non-employment

window

Parent Node B’s deactivation is not a gap year strategy. It is a decade-long archi-
tectural decision. Parent Node B’s call is not a field the compiler reads.

2.3 The Dual-Processor Deficit

Parent Node B secures secondary employment generating $30,000. Total AGI
increases to $140,000. The FAFSA algorithm operates as an aggressive wealth-cap-
ture mechanism (U.S. Department of Education, 2025):

Input Amount
Gross Input +$30,000
IRS/State Taxation (Federal/State/FICA @ ~25%) —$7,500

Algorithmic Grant Seizure (FAFSA OS @ ~47% top bracket) —$14,100
Total Systemic Capital Seizure —$21,600
Net Capital Yield $8,400

Parent Node B is functionally operating under a 72% Effective Marginal Tax Rate
— significantly higher than the 20-23.8% top rate applied to carried interest
income for hedge fund executives (Tax Policy Center, 2024; Congressional Budget
Office, 2022). The compiler does not distinguish between the family that knew this
and the family that didn’t. The difference is the informed family can avoid it next
year.

11
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2.4 The Binge-Watch Dilemma: Media Consumption as a Fiduciary
Duty

A premium streaming subscription costs approximately $275 per year. By remain-
ing stationary — by not working — Parent Node B shields the household from
$14,100 in annual grant seizure.

Metric Value
Initial Capital Outlay $275
Grant Equity Preserved (annual) $14,100
Net Yield $13,825
Return on Investment +5,027%

The Coherence Failure has produced a precise behavioral directive: the formula
rewards income suppression over labor. This is not a loophole. This is the system’s

incentive structure executing correctly.

The compiler’s directive has generated a predictable market response. FAFSA

Window Transition Consulting — sometimes marketed as “Strategic Deceleration
Coaching” — offers structured programs for households entering the PPY capture
period:
Phase Description
Weeks 1-6: Normalizing transition from productive economic actor to
Deactivation strategic standby node; identifying income-free activities
Acceptance without generating AGI

Weeks 7-24: Identity Separating self-worth from labor output; managing social
Restructuring pressure from employed peers; reframing the PPY window as
intentional life design

Years 2-10: Extended = Multi-dependent enrollment horizon; sustaining strategic
Optimization deactivation; career re-entry planning post-enrollment window

Session one addresses the same question: “I’ve worked for twenty years. What do 1
do now?” The compiler issued the deactivation directive and returned $8,400. The
transition coach handles everything after.

12
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3. Protocol 47-a: Asset Cloaking & Liquidity Sinks

Responds to: The Coherence Failure operating on assets. If the formula penalizes

liquid savings and rewards asset repositioning, the optimizer repositions assets.

Subtitle: System Purging and the Thermodynamics of Capital

3.1 The Liquidity Vulnerability

The FAFSA applies a 12% Asset Conversion Rate to net parent assets, with an
end-to-end effective penalty on every raw dollar of reportable liquid savings of
5.64% annually (U.S. Department of Education, 2025). Maintaining a standard six-
month emergency fund of $50,000 automatically generates a ~$2,820 annual infla-
tion of the SAI. Over a standard 48-month degree cycle: $11,280 in algorithmic
seizure of grant equity. The FAFSA OS structurally outlaws the accumulation of
liquid capital for the middle class — the same behavior every financial advisor
recommends.

3.2 Forced Thermal Venting (The Equity Conversion)

The federal methodology excludes the net worth of a family’s primary residence at
exactly 0% (U.S. Department of Education, 2025). Directive 47-a: Prior to the
FAFSA snapshot, the household must aggressively dump all accessible liquidity
into prepaying high-interest liabilities, paying down the primary mortgage, or exe-
cuting structural housing improvements. By converting cash into physical domestic
infrastructure, the wealth undergoes a phase change, rendering it completely invisi-
ble to the FAFSA scanner.

3.3 The Off-Kernel Partition

The federal framework explicitly excludes qualified retirement accounts from its
asset-testing matrix, assessing them at 0% (U.S. Department of Education, 2025).
The cumulative four-year cost of conventional financial behavior: dual-processor
labor penalty $56,400 ($14,100 x 4); liquid savings penalty $11,280; foregone Pell
Grant ceiling $29,580 ($7,395 x 4). Combined: approximately $97,260 — the figure
no one prints on the FAFSA.

The compiler’s implicit counter-recommendation: put the money in a 401(k).
Retirement accounts are assessed at 0%. The compiler has accidentally designed
the optimal retirement savings incentive while trying to calculate college aid.

A rational market has responded with a professional class. Financial aid optimiza-
tion consultants offer asset repositioning guidance and SAI projection modeling to
households that can afford their fees. The households that cannot file without
guidance and receive suboptimal outputs. What began as a federal program to
democratize access has produced a secondary market that monetizes knowledge of
its own rules. The compiler does not do intent. The compiler executes.

13
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4. Protocols 22-m & 24-h: Severing the Dependency
Tether

Responds to: The Dependency Paradox. If the formula maintains a mandatory
parental tether until age 24, the optimizer either severs it legally (22-m) or waits it

out (24-h).

Subtitle: Inter-Node Volatility and the Fiduciary Contradiction

4.1 The Anti-Optimization Reward & BIO-001

The FAFSA OS assumes that a Parent Node will voluntarily liquidate stored capi-
tal to fund the educational acquisition of a legally autonomous Dependent Node.
This assumption rests entirely on an undocumented system anomaly:

() CAUTION
ANOMALY DOCUMENTATION — BIO-001

® Anomaly ID: BI0O-001
® Name: Biological Override
® Trigger: Inter-Node Affinity (unmeasured)

® Function: Parent Node voluntarily destroys terminal financial state to bene-
fit Dependent Node.

® Documentation: None. No enforcement mechanism exists.

® Recommended Status: DEPRECATED

The terminal cost of the Biological Override is quantifiable. A household redirect-
ing $30,000 per year away from 401(k) contributions toward retail tuition forfeits
the following terminal retirement value at age 65, compounded at a standard 7%
inflation-adjusted rate (SmartAsset, 2026):

Parent age at first Years to Forfeited value ($30K/yr x 4 yrs,
payment compound single dependent)

Age 40 25 years ~$590,000

Age 45 20 years ~$420,000

Age 50 15 years ~$300,000

The compiler records none of this. It records only the Student Aid Index.

4.2 The Single Point of Failure

The FAFSA OS hardcodes a critical dependency: it assumes BIO-001 executes at
100% reliability across all household configurations. The system has built its entire
capital transfer architecture on an undocumented dependency with no fallback

14
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handler. In software, this is called a single point of failure. In federal policy, it is
called Expected Family Contribution. The Proximity Fallacy — the assumption
that proximity to wealth equals access to it — means the student had no input
into either variable that determined their aid package. They simply received the
output.

4.3 The Marriage Macro (Protocol 22-m)

At age 18, the state legally designates the dependent as a fully autonomous node
capable of executing binding financial contracts. The financial aid algorithm arbi-
trarily ignores this legal autonomy. Discretionary dependency overrides are granted
to approximately 0.5% of all undergraduates (Kantrowitz, n.d.). If a 20-year-old
student node executes a legal marriage, the algorithm instantly severs the parental
data link.

Metric Value
Cost of marriage license (U.S. average) $28-$115
Maximum annual Pell Grant unlocked $7,395

Net four-year federal grant yield (minimum) ~$29,580
ROI on $115 license +25,622%
ROI on $28 license +105,543%

The compiler notes: this is the highest single-document ROI available to an under-
24 node in the U.S. financial system. For nodes who lack a willing co-executor, a
rational market has responded with matching infrastructure. The compiler has
never attended a wedding.

4.4 Chronological Hibernation (Protocol 24-h)

At 11:59 PM on December 30th of the award year in which the node turns 24, the
student is legally a dependent. At 12:00 AM on December 31st, the same person —
same income, same living situation, same financial reality — is legally independent.
The SAT recalculates. The Pell Grant unlocks. Nothing changed except the calen-
dar. The compiler simply executes it.

The compliant 18-year-old exits with $30,000 to $44,000 in non-dischargeable debt
and services $448 per month until age 32 — paying $14,306 in interest for the priv-
ilege of following the expected timeline (Education Data Initiative, 2024). The
rational optimizer graduates debt-free at 28.

The rational optimizer does not simply wait. They enroll. Community colleges offer
lower-division coursework at approximately $46 per unit compared to $600 or more
at a residential four-year institution (California Community Colleges Chancellor’s
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Office, 2026; Education Data Initiative, 2025). The compiler has designed, without
intending to, a bifurcated higher education system. The diploma looks the same.
The compiler finds this sufficient.

California’s community college transfer system is the most developed in the coun-
try. It is also an institutional admission that universal four-year access at current
pricing was not achievable. Rather than fix the pricing, the state built a parallel
pathway and called it equity. The students the four-year system cannot serve are
not academically unqualified. They are financially unrouted. The community col-
lege system catches what the pricing excluded.

5. Protocol 40-d: The Divorce Balancing Macro

Responds to: The Literacy Premium. The 49.9% support threshold is not disclosed
in the FSA Handbook. It rewards households with access to professional guidance
— or those who discover it through the social networks the Literacy Premium

rewards.

5.1 The Custodial Routing Glitch (Legacy Exploit)

Historically, the financial aid engine determined the primary household node based
strictly on physical custody. Separated high-income parents routed the dependent’s
residency through the lower-income parent’s household for exactly 183 nights,
walling off their entire asset array from the FAFSA scanner.

(J IMPORTANT
LEGACY PROTOCOL: CU-183 (DEPRECATED)

¢ Directive: Route dependent node administrative residency through lower-
income parent household for minimum 183 nights per calendar year.

® Inputs: Physical address, school enrollment record, calendar.
® Yield: Complete parental asset array exclusion.
® Status: PATCHED — FAFSA Simplification Act 2023.

® Note: The compiler closed this exploit. The compiler then opened Protocol
40-d.

5.2 The Framework Patch

The official rationale for the change: simplification and better alignment with fed-
eral tax returns. The structural effect: the geographic arbitrage is closed. The
exploit was not theoretical — it was a known behavioral response to the ASA
Assumption, circulating in certain households for years before the Simplification
Act closed it (U.S. Department of Education, 2023). The compiler closed the
exploit, cited simplification, and opened Protocol 40-d. The reader may draw their
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own conclusions about the sequence. The government has now spent legislative
capital twice acknowledging that family financial situations are complex. This
acknowledgment extends to divorced households. It does not extend to intact
households where a parent has the income but not the willingness. The compiler
acknowledges family complexity when it is legally documented. It does not
acknowledge it when it is merely human.

5.3 The Anti-Support Penalty (Protocol 40-d)

To prevent a catastrophic system override, Parent Node A (High-Income) must
throttle all direct and indirect capital transfers to exactly 49.9% or less of the
student’s aggregate living expenses. The margin of error is 0.1%. One cup of coffee.
One tank of gas. One school supply paid directly can trigger the fallback. The
compiler finds this optimal. The compiler has never met the child.

The policy update encoded a severe “anti-support penalty” — the framework
explicitly disincentivizes a wealthy parent from voluntarily financing their child’s
upbringing. A rational market has responded: family law practitioners now offer
“educational support structuring” — separation agreement drafting that hardcodes
the 49.9% threshold into court-ordered child support. The compiler has designed a
system that is simultaneously pro-marriage and pro-divorce. The compiler has
never read a separation agreement. The compiler has never met the child.

5.4 The Measurement Problem (Goodhart’s Law)

The FAFSA OS has a measurement problem. The thing it is measuring has noticed
it is being measured. Economist Charles Goodhart identified this in 1975: when an
observation metric is repurposed as an operational target, it catastrophically
degrades as a valid metric (Goodhart, 1975). As documented in Macartney et al.
(2024), as stakes increase, signals become highly “muddled.” Consider two identical
households — each with $200,000 in total net assets. Household A holds $50,000 in
liquid savings and $150,000 in retirement accounts. Household B holds zero liquid
savings and $200,000 in retirement accounts. Same net worth. Radically different
SAI. The metric is no longer measuring financial need. It is measuring portfolio
construction literacy. Goodhart’s Law has fully executed.

5.5 Deadweight Loss and the Objective Function Exception

As documented by the U.S. Government Accountability Office (2005), the FAFSA
OS imposes an immense systemic tax, requiring households to execute complex
capital misallocations. The architects who wrote this code did not intend to build
a system that calculates parental withdrawal as optimal input. They simply forgot
that algorithms do not have children. The compiler was designed to eliminate dis-
cretion and standardize treatment — legitimate goals whose cost is an equal limi-
tation: a system that eliminates discretion cannot see the human situation the
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inputs represent. The formula processed the income. It returned the SAIL. The rela-
tionship between the student and the parent whose income determined that SAI
was not a field the compiler reads.

6. Protocol Registry: The Complete Exploit Surface

Five mechanisms. Five protocols. Five markets. Each protocol is the rational
response to a named mechanism. The logical end states are already operational —
the markets formed because the incentives existed for years before this paper
named them.

Logical End

Protocol Name Mechanism Primary Exploit State
10-b Strategic Coherence PPY income Strategic
Resignation Failure suppression via Deceleration
parental Coaching industry
deactivation
47-a Asset Cloaking  Coherence Liquid capital — FAFSA financial
Failure home equity + planning
(assets) retirement professional class
22-m Marriage Macro Dependency Legal marriage FAFSA marriage
Paradox severs dependency  matching platform
tether
24-h Chronological Dependency Age-24 timer Bifurcated higher
Hibernation Paradox exploit + CC education access
arbitrage system
40-d Divorce Literacy Child support Strategic divorce
Balancing Premium throttled to 49.9%  as financial

planning vehicle

The rational optimizer need not execute all five. Protocols 10-b and 47-a respond
to the Coherence Failure and are broadly accessible. Protocols 22-m and 24-h
respond to the Dependency Paradox. Protocol 40-d responds to the Literacy
Premium and requires a prior separation event. These are not loopholes. They are
the only exits the compiler left open.

Movement 3 — The Implications

Five mechanisms. Five protocols. Five markets. This is what the ASA Assumption
reveals when followed to its logical conclusion. The adult-subsidizing-adult expec-
tation — with no legal basis, no enforcement mechanism, and no honest threshold
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— produced all of it. What follows documents what forty years of choosing pre-
tend-and-loan over honest resolution looks like at scale.

7. What the System Reveals

A needs-based aid system that can be optimized is no longer needs-based. It is lit-
eracy-based. The Literacy Premium is the direct consequence of the ASA
Assumption: aid flows to those who know how to minimize the formula’s assess-
ment of the adult-subsidizing-adult gap, not those who need it most. A test not of
financial need but of whether you knew the formula before you filed.

7.1 The Contradictions

The United States is the country of self-reliance. Of pulling yourself up. Of per-
sonal responsibility. The argument is always the same: people should take care of
themselves. As established in Section 1.7.1, the Dependency Paradox simultane-
ously classifies the same person as adult for loan obligation and dependent for aid
eligibility — for six years after the state declared them a legal adult. The country
that tells its citizens to stand on their own two feet built a higher education
finance architecture that requires one adult to stand on another adult’s for six
years first, with no legal basis for the requirement. No one says this out loud.

The Proximity Fallacy established in Section 1.7.1 exposes a second contradiction:
the formula assumes that parental income translates to student access without ver-
ifying this. A parent’s income is not a student’s income. A student whose wealthy
parent is estranged receives the same SAI as a student whose wealthy parent is
present and willing. The formula collapsed the entire spectrum of human family
dynamics into a single income figure and called it Expected Family Contribution.
The expectation is the formula’s. The family may have reached a different under-
standing. The compiler did not ask what it cost to ask.

As Section 1.5 established, if you need a loan to pay for something you cannot
afford it. The EFC is a fiction backed by a debt instrument. There is no law
requiring a parent to fund an adult child’s college education. When the fiction
fails, the 18-year-old signs for the amount no one was ever legally required to pro-
vide. The bootstrap appears exactly once: at the bottom of a loan application. The
compiler finds this sufficient.

7.2 The Mandatory Membership Fee

Society has reached a consensus: the bachelor’s degree is the functional credential
for professional participation across a significant and growing portion of the econ-
omy. Not optional enrichment. The legal permission to practice nursing, teach in a
classroom, sit for the CPA exam, or access the majority of knowledge-economy
roles that constitute middle-class professional life.
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There is no comparable domain where society has collectively mandated a creden-
tial, attached a $100,000+ price tag to that credential, and then responded to the
inability to fund it with a credit line (College Board, 2022). A driver’s license costs
$50. Citizenship is conferred by birth. The right to vote is free. The Compliance
Window is where this mandatory fee is collected — at 18, at maximum social pres-
sure, from the person who just wants to attend like everyone else. For thirteen
years the system built demand for the credential. At the moment of maximum
leverage it attached the price tag.

7.3 The Uninformed Majority

The rational optimizer described in this paper is a hypothetical construct. Most
middle-class families are not running optimization protocols. The Literacy
Premium’s primary casualty is the household that filed honestly into a system that
rewarded information they never had. For the family that worked two jobs, saved
responsibly in a liquid account, filed honestly at 18, and trusted the process — the
outcome is not the result of bad decisions. It is the result of a system that created
a fine line between receiving grants and receiving a decade of loan payments, then
declined to tell anyone where the line was. They didn’t lose because they played
wrong. They lost because they didn’t know they were playing. The credit market

was waiting.

7.4 The Student

Somewhere in this analysis there is a person paying $448 a month. They are the
Compliance Window’s output — the person the mechanism identified as the opti-
mal collection point and issued the instrument to. They were not naive. They were
18. They signed the form placed in front of them at the moment when the social
pressure to say yes was at its maximum and their understanding of what they were

signing was at its minimum.

They are now in their late twenties or early thirties. They are working. They are
not in default. They pay $448 a month until age 32. They will pay $14,306 in inter-
est that funds no one’s education, builds no one’s future, and represents nothing
except the cost of being middle class at 18 in a system that had a different answer
for everyone else. There are nearly 43 million of them — one in six adult
Americans (Congressional Research Service, 2025). The debt balance keeps growing
not because new people are borrowing but because the existing borrowers are
watching their balances compound faster than their payments reduce them. The
system that created the gap declined to disclose which game was being played.

7.5 The Diverging Paths

The traditional four-year residential college experience is now, functionally, a
luxury good. Available to those with sufficient liquid capital. Available to those
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with sufficiently low income for need-based grants. Not reliably available to the
household in between — without a debt instrument that restructures the next
decade of the student’s financial life. The student who saw $27,146 a year (College
Board, 2022), zero meaningful aid, and a decade of payments and decided the
math didn’t work made a rational response to the Coherence Failure. The
Hechinger Report documented an 8% decline in college enrollment among recent
high school graduates between 2019 and 2022, described as the steepest slide on
record (Marcus, 2022). Those students understood the price of the debt. The
diploma, for those who get it, looks the same. The SAI was the same either way.

7.6 The Private Correction

The federal Pell Grant is institution-agnostic. A qualifying student receives the
same $7,395 whether they attend a community college or Harvard. At a public in-
state institution with a $27,146 annual COA (College Board, 2022), that grant
covers approximately 27% of costs. At Harvard with an $86,926 COA, that same
$7,395 covers 8.5% — symbolic. The federal system allocates the same grant and
calls this equal access.

The entire elite tier of American higher education has independently reached a dif-
ferent conclusion. Harvard, MIT, Yale, Princeton, Penn, Stanford, Columbia,
Dartmouth, and Brown have all expanded institutional aid to cover middle-income
families — free tuition at income thresholds ranging from $125,000 to $250,000,
funded by endowments ranging from $10 billion to $53.2 billion (Harvard
University, 2025; Princeton University, 2025; Newsweek, 2025; CBS News, 2026).
The Private Correction is proof that the first four mechanisms are structural not
incidental — well-endowed private institutions have been correcting for the ASA
Assumption’s failure because the federal system has declined to.

The result is a structural inversion the compiler did not model. At $145,000 house-
hold income, a student admitted to both UCSD and Claremont McKenna College
should seriously consider CMC first on affordability grounds — CMC meets 100%
of demonstrated need with an average net price of $25,327 for aid recipients
(Claremont McKenna College, 2024), against UCSD’s $41,932 full in-state COA
(University of California San Diego, 2024). Annual savings: $16,605. Four-year sav-
ings: $66,420. In Texas: at $130,000 household income, Rice University covers full
tuition under its Rice Investment program (Rice University, 2024), while the
University of Texas at Austin charges full in-state COA of $32,446 with zero insti-
tutional aid at that income level (University of Texas at Austin, 2024). In
Michigan: Harvard is free for families earning under $200,000 while the University
of Michigan charges near-full in-state COA at the same income level.
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EVIDENCE

At comparable middle incomes, CMC’s average net price for aid recipients is
$25,327 against UCSD’s $41,932 in-state COA (Claremont McKenna College,
2024; University of California San Diego, 2024). The private campus can be the

cheaper path.

The question a rational middle-class parent now asks first is not which school is
best. It is which school will actually let my child attend without a decade of debt.
Princeton accepts approximately 4% of applicants (Princeton University, 2025).
The fix exists. The admissions rate does not.

7.7 The Three Options

Remove the ASA Assumption — acknowledge that there is no legal obligation
backing the Expected Family Contribution — and the system is forced into one of
three structurally honest models. The Mass Subsidy Model: the government funds
a substantial portion for all students, since without the parental assumption
almost every student would qualify as independently needy. The Price-Cap Model:
tuition is capped at a level an independent adult can actually pay from part-time
work or savings — the community college model at approximately $4,000 annually.
The Pretend-and-Loan Model: the system pretends the parental contribution
exists, issues a loan when it doesn’t materialize, and lets colleges price to the loan
ceiling.

The Bennett Hypothesis confirms what happened when the government chose the
third option: colleges raised tuition to match the size of the loans students were
allowed to take out (Bennett, 1987; Lucca et al., 2019). The system did not price
college. The system priced the loan. Every mechanism, every protocol, and every
human consequence documented in this paper flows from that choice. The govern-
ment chose pretend-and-loan. The middle class absorbed the cost. The compiler
does not know it made a choice. The compiler executes the rules.

IMPLICATION

The government chose the Pretend-and-Loan model. Colleges priced the loan,
not the education. Every mechanism in this paper follows from that choice
(Bennett, 1987; Lucca et al., 2019).
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8. Terminal Output

Subtitle: Executing the Corrupted Source Code

8.1 The Compiler Defense (Moral Neutrality in Execution)

A taxpayer who maximizes their 401(k) contribution is not gaming the system. A
parent who reduces hours because the income would cost their child more in loans
than it earns the household is not cheating. They are responding rationally to
incentives a public policy created. People are entitled to make lawful decisions in
response to the incentives a policy creates. That is the foundational premise of
every tax deduction, retirement vehicle, and asset exemption in the federal code.
The FAFSA OS operates on the same premise and then appears surprised when
households respond to it. The compiler created the incentive. The compiler accepts
no liability for the behavior it produced.

8.2 The Corrupted Objective Function

The FAFSA OS was written to measure SAI, not household welfare. These are not
the same variable. The architects conflated them. The households paid for it. The
architecture actively penalizes macroeconomic productivity while heavily subsidiz-
ing systemic lethargy and asset-cloaking. It requires Parent Nodes to execute an
unquantifiable Biological Override to intentionally sabotage their own terminal
retirement states. It processes traditional family support mechanisms as system
vulnerabilities. It chose pretend-and-loan. It is an operating system that punishes
reality.

8.3 Terminal Directive: Out-Compute or Perish

Until the central federal server pushes a total architecture rebuild, the U.S. higher
education pricing matrix remains a zero-sum, hostile environment for the middle

class.

The Legacy Human is not a villain. He is a tragic figure — running deprecated
20th-century emotional software (pride, guilt, work ethic, traditional savings)
against a 21st-century compiler that was never designed to read those variables. He
is trying to win a modern game with a broken, unplugged controller. The con-
troller once worked. The game has changed. Nobody sent him the patch notes. His
failure was not laziness or ignorance. It was a reasonable assumption: that the
system was designed to reward good-faith participation. It was not. The FAFSA
OS presents itself as a simple government form. It runs as a sophisticated five-
dimensional optimization problem requiring 18-to-24-month advance planning.
Filing taxes requires a CPA. Investing requires a financial advisor. Estate planning
requires an attorney. The FAFSA OS requires the same strategic rigor — but
presents itself as something a family can complete in an afternoon. That presenta-
tion is not a simplification. That is the architecture.
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Legacy Human Optimized Node

Works 40hr/wk (72% effective marginal tax) Executes Standby Protocol
(+5,027% ROI)

Maintains liquid savings (penalized as buffer Cloaks capital in retirement

overflow) partitions (scanner-exempt)

Subsidizes dependent via Biological Override Throttles support to 49.9% (anti-

($300K-$600K terminal retirement cost) support penalty avoided)

Trusts the system to reward compliance Executes the system to extract

maximum yield

To act as a “good citizen” under the legacy definitions of the 20th century —
working dual incomes, saving cash in a liquid bank account, subsidizing an autono-
mous adult dependent — is to willingly accept a $100,000 algorithmic wealth
seizure. The system does not reward compliance; it only rewards optimization.

The compiler does not reward legacy behavior. The compiler rewards optimized

inputs.
In summary: get rich, stay poor, or get out. The compiler finds all three optimal.

Do not fight the machine. Starve its inputs, force the underflow errors, and let the
compiler pay the tuition.

SYSTEM HALT

ERROR CODE: OxOOHUMAN

OBJECTIVE FUNCTION: CORRUPTED

HUMAN VARIABLES: INCOMPATIBLE WITH COMPILER LOGIC
RECOMMENDATION: FULL ARCHITECTURE REBUILD

PENDING CONGRESSIONAL ACTION: oo
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Appendix A: The Causal Chain — A Sixty-Year Timeline

The following timeline documents the legislative events, court cases, and market
responses that produced the five mechanisms described in this paper. Each event is
causally linked to the next. The ASA Assumption — the Adult Subsidizes Adult
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https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/dear-colleague-letters/2026-01-30/2026-27-federal-pell-grant-maximum-and-minimum-award-amounts
https://www.gao.gov/assets/a247540.html
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Every entry below is a consequence of that unresolved question.

Era 1: The Build-Up (1944-1978) — The ASA Assumption Is Installed
Year Event Consequence / Mechanism Created
1944  GI Bill — federal government funds First large-scale federal college subsidy.

1965

1971

1973

1975

1978

1978

veterans’ college. No ASA
Assumption. Student is the economic
unit.

Higher Education Act signed. Federal
grants and loans opened to all
students. Original text does not
reference parents.

26th Amendment: voting age lowered
to 18. Government officially
recognizes 18-year-olds as full legal
adults.

Viandis v. Kline, 412 U.S. 441.
Supreme Court strikes down
irrebuttable presumption of student
non-residency.

Weinberger v. Salfi, 422 U.S. 749.
Supreme Court ends irrebuttable
presumption doctrine for social
benefit programs.

Middle Income Student Assistance
Act: federal aid expanded to middle-
income families. ASA Assumption
begins mattering more.

O’Brien v. Weinberger, 453 F. Supp.
85. Court acknowledges FAFSA
dependency rule produces false
results. Upholds it anyway.

Works as designed. No middle-class
squeeze.

Student is the unit of analysis. ASA
Assumption not yet encoded. The
architecture starts clean.

Government accepts the draft/vote
logic: old enough to serve, old enough
to vote. Adult at 18 for all civic
purposes.

Students appear to have legal tools to
challenge dependency classification on
due process grounds.

Congress can apply generalized
presumptions when administrative
convenience justifies imprecision. Legal
door closes.

Middle-class families now qualify for
loans. Parental income counting
becomes significant.

The rule survived not because it was
just, but because justice was not the
applicable standard. ASA Assumption
is judicially protected.
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Era 2: The Lock-In (1979-2020) — The Assumption Is Tightened;
Consequences Compound

Consequence / Mechanism

Year Event Created

1979  Wage decoupling begins. Middle-wage Middle class squeezed from both
workers’ real wages begin decades of sides: flat wages, rising tuition.
stagnation relative to productivity. Economic pressure to optimize the

formula grows.

1980  Tuition inflation begins. College Bennett Hypothesis activates.
tuitions start rising faster than inflation  Colleges price to the loan ceiling.
annually. Middle-class gap widens each year.

1986 HEA Amendments: dependency rules Government’s first anti-gaming patch.
tightened. Families had been using tax ASA Assumption hardened in statute.
returns to minimize parental income
counting.

1987  Bennett Hypothesis: Secretary Bennett =~ Warning issued 39 years before NY
publishes “Our Greedy Colleges.” Fed confirmation. Tuition continues
Names the tuition-loan feedback loop. rising.

1993  Age-24 dependency rule codified under Dependency Paradox encoded in
Section 480(d)(1) HEA. Hard cutoff federal statute. Adult at 18 for loans.
formally established. Dependent until 24 for aid.

2015  Prior-Prior Year (PPY): FAFSA moves  18-to-24-month lookback latency
to prior-prior year income reporting. embedded. Protocol 10-b optimization

window created.

2019 NY Fed Staff Report SR-733: Federal Forty years of evidence confirmed.
Reserve confirms Bennett Hypothesis. Still no legislative response. 43 million
$0.60 tuition rise per $1.00 loan borrowers.
increase.

Era 3: The Correction (2021-2026) — Private Market Responds;

Federal System Doesn’t

Consequence / Mechanism

Year Event Created

2021 FAFSA Simplification Act: closes CU- Geographic arbitrage patched.
183 custodial exploit. Support-based Protocol 40-d opens. The patches
parental determination replaces continue.
residency.

2023-  Harvard, MIT, Yale, Princeton, Penn, Private Correction begins. Well-

25 Stanford, Columbia, Dartmouth, Brown endowed private institutions cheaper

all expand institutional aid to middle-
income families.
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Consequence / Mechanism

Year Event Created

2024 CMC average net price $25,327 vs Private Correction confirmed across
UCSD in-state COA $41,932. Rice multiple states. Middle-class families
cheaper than UT Austin for families rationally screen aid policy before
under $130K. prestige.

2026 $1.7 trillion in student loan debt. 43 The accumulated consequence of
million borrowers. One in six adult choosing pretend-and-loan over
Americans. honest resolution of the ASA

Assumption.

Legend: Era 1 = The ASA Assumption is installed. Era 2 = Lock-in and conse-
quence. Era 8 = Market correction. The root dispute — who bears the cost of adult
college when the ASA Assumption fails — was never resolved. Every row above is a

consequence of that unresolved question.
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