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Earning a college degree is  
a life-changing opportunity  
and a significant family expense. 
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The best time to start the conversation about 
finances and affordability is now, way before the 
admissions decisions and financial aid offers 
arrive in the spring. 

Colleges need very detailed information about 
your family’s financial circumstances before 
offering you aid. While it might feel daunting at 
first, filling out the required forms is doable. 

Guidance/Actions

Spend time talking together as a family 
about the financial fit of the colleges on 
your list. 

Colleges have different approaches 
to financial aid; some can cover a 
student’s full financial need without 
loans, but most cannot. Affordability 
matters to most families, so understand 
what the colleges on your list say about 
how they handle financial aid.  Attend 
their information sessions and carefully 
read their web sites, especially the 
financial aid pages.

Start by completing the FAFSA,  
(Free Application for Federal Student Aid): 
This form is the gateway to financial aid 
and will be required by every college where 
you seek financial aid. 

Actions 

Guidance 

Actions 

Guidance

The FAFSA is based on your income from 
the prior year. However, if your family’s 
financial circumstances have changed this 
year because of the pandemic, colleges will 
give you an opportunity to document this 
elsewhere in the financial aid application.

Review the cost to attend and include 
a variety of schools with different 
price points on your list. Price is mainly 
driven by type of institution (public 
versus private) and location (in-state 
versus out-of state).

Accept the reality that a college’s 
financial aid offer is based on the 
ability of parents to pay for college, 
not their willingness to do so.

Each year, the FAFSA opens on Oct. 1 Submit 
this form as soon as possible. Check with the 
colleges on your list and submit the FAFSA to 
them no later than their deadlines.

Find out if any schools on your list require 
additional forms, such as the CSS Profile. 
This is the form that several hundred private 
colleges and universities use to award non-
federal aid in the form of grants, loans, and 
scholarships. 

Individual support and advice is available 
to help you complete all the forms and 
navigate the whole process. Contact your 
school counselor or visit uAspire.

http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
https://studentaid.gov/h/apply-for-aid/fafsa
http://cssprofile.org
https://www.uaspire.org/Our-Work/Student-Advising.aspx
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Guidance 

Guidance/Actions

Students of all income levels can find a college 
that is a good academic and financial fit.  
 

Be persistent about applying to the 
college(s) you are excited about. Despite 
the high “sticker-price” of college, low-
income students should know that 
institutional aid can significantly reduce 
costs and, in some cases, make college 
completely free. 

There are many ways to finance college, 
so be sure to explore them all. Most 
families cover the cost of attending college 
with a combination of institutional aid, 
family savings, work-study, and loan(s).

Actions 

Apply for all scholarships for which 
you are eligible. Some scholarships 
come directly from colleges but many 
come from outside agencies and 
groups, including state and federal 
government, military, and private 
companies or organizations. Read 
scholarship directions very carefully 
and submit all forms on time. Staying 
organized helps you to avoid missing 
opportunities. See below for resources.

Financial aid is a continuing process. Even after 
you are admitted, you must reapply every school 
year in order to qualify for aid. 

Once you are admitted and enrolled at a 
college, you will continue to have contact 
with your school’s financial aid office. A 
financial aid officer will work with you 
every year as your award gets renewed. 

Submitting paperwork according to your 
college’s deadline is critical to keeping 
your financial aid award. Stay organized 
by knowing how to find tax filings, 
employment records, and information 
about your family’s savings and assets.

Actions 

Guidance

Be aware that your financial aid award 
may change, especially if your family’s 
circumstances change. Examples of 
changes in circumstances that could alter 
your aid package include illness, job loss, 
and additional siblings attending college.

http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com


©2021 College Guidance Network. All rights reserved   |   collegeguidancenetwork.com 5

Appeal: 
If your circumstances have changed or your financial award is less 
than you had hoped, you can ask the college to review your award 
through an appeal. The process starts with a phone call or email to the 
financial aid office, and often additional forms and documents will be 
requested.

Cost of attendance: 
Represents every educational expense, including tuition, room, board, 
and other fees. All schools that receive federal funds must list the cost 
of attendance.

CSS Profile: 
An online application that collects information used by several hundred 
private colleges and universities to award non-federal aid in the form 
of grants, loans, and scholarships. Check your colleges’ information 
to determine whether they require the CSS Profile. There is a fee 
associated with filing a CSS Profile. In case of divorce or separation, 
both the custodial and noncustodial parent must complete the CSS 
Profile. 

Demonstrated Need: 
Your “demonstrated need” is determined by looking at the cost of 
attendance and subtracting your Expected Family Contribution (EFC). 
Demonstrated need can change every year, based on variables such 
as changes to your income or whether you have other siblings going to 
college. The most well-endowed schools in the country can meet 100% 
of demonstrated financial need. Most schools do not. 

Expected Family Contribution (EFC): 
A number used by your school to calculate the amount of federal 
student aid you are eligible to receive. Your EFC is not the amount 
of money your family will have to pay for college, and it is not the 
amount of federal student aid you will receive. Instead, it is a measure 
of your family’s financial strength and is calculated according to a 
formula established by law. Your family’s taxed and untaxed income, 
assets, and benefits (such as Unemployment or Social Security) are all 
factored into the formula. Also considered is your family size and the 
number of family members who will attend college during the year.  

FAFSA: Free Application for Federal Student Aid: 
This is a form completed by current and prospective college students 
in the United States to determine their eligibility for student financial 
aid. To request a free copy of Funding Your Education: The Guide to 
Federal Student Aid, call the Federal Student Aid Information Center at 
1-800-4-FED-AID (1-800-433-3243).

Federal loan, direct loan program:  
The U.S. Department of Education offers a federal student loan 
program for eligible students to help cover the cost of higher 
education. There are two types of federal student loans for students at 
participating schools: Direct Subsidized Loans and Direct Unsubsidized 
Loans. Direct Subsidized Loans are available to undergraduate 
students with financial need. Your chosen college determines the 
amount you can borrow, and the amount may not exceed your 
financial need. The U.S. Department of Education pays the interest on 
a Direct Subsidized Loan while you’re in school at least half-time and 
for the first six months after you leave school.

Federal Pell Grant: 
Government-awarded financial aid for undergraduate students who 
display exceptional need and have not earned a bachelor’s, graduate, 
or professional degree. In order to be eligible a student must fill out the 
FAFSA every year they are in school. The maximum Federal Pell Grant 
award is $6,345 for the 2020–21 academic year. If a student is eligible 
for a Federal Pell Grant, they’ll receive the full amount they qualify for—
each school participating in the program receives enough funds each 
year from the U.S. Department of Education to pay the Federal Pell 
Grant amounts for all of its eligible students. The amount of any other 
student aid for which you might qualify does not affect the amount of 
your Federal Pell Grant.

Financial aid:
Money to pay for college. In order to qualify for financial aid, a student 
must submit a financial aid application and each school has its own 
deadlines and procedures. There are many types of financial aid, 
including scholarships, work-study programs, federal grants, and 
private loans.

Financial aid offer letter: 
A document that a student receives from a college once they have 
been admitted that outlines how much money that college will offer 
the student to help pay for the cost of attendance. The letter describes 
how much money the family is expected to pay and how much money 
the college will offer in the form of grants, scholarships, loans, and 
other awards.

Grant: 
This is a type of aid that doesn’t need to be repaid. Grants are listed in 
the financial aid award letter, and can come from the college itself and 
also from the government. 

Net price: 
The amount a student pays to attend an institution in a single 
academic year AFTER subtracting scholarships and grants received. 
Scholarships and grants are forms of financial aid that a student does 
not have to pay back. Net price calculators are available on college 
websites and allow prospective students to enter information about 
themselves to find out what students like them paid to attend the 
institution in the previous year, after taking grants and scholarship aid 
into account.

Need-based scholarship: 
A type of financial gift that doesn’t need to be repaid. This award 
is based on a student’s financial situation. You must submit the 
Free Application for Federal Student Aid (the FAFSA) to determine 
your family’s eligibility.  A scholarship might cover the entire cost of 
attendance, or it might be a one-time award of a few hundred dollars. 
Either way, it’s worth applying for, because it could help reduce the 
cost of your education.

Merit-based scholarship: 
Another type of financial gift that doesn’t need to be repaid. This 
award is based on a student’s skill or ability. Example: a merit-based 
scholarship might be awarded because of high grades. You earn this 
type of scholarship by meeting or exceeding certain standards.

To be a successful college applicant, it helps to know the lingo.

Helpful Terms

This glossary of terms will come in handy while 
you do your research and communicate with 
financial aid offices. 

http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
http://cssprofile.org
https://studentaid.gov/h/apply-for-aid/fafsa
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How to Talk about College Financing

For many families, conversations about money  
can be challenging. So, where to start? 

The table below offers suggestions for how to broach the 
important topics related to paying for college in a family-friendly 
way—both for parents and students. Scan, pick and choose to get 
the conversation started—and keep it going.

Topic Parent Could Ask… Student Could Ask…

Which colleges can our  
family afford?

• As I’m sure you know, the cost of college varies so greatly, not every college  is 
affordable for us. What questions do you have that would help you understand  
your options?

• We are going to need your help in paying for college. That can mean a lot of things— 
from help applying for financial aid, to you getting a job/living at home, etc.  
When is a good time to talk about all that?

• Can we afford for me to apply to any college I want?  
If so—thank you.

• If not, can you help me understand how I should be thinking about this?

• Should I only be looking at certain types of colleges that we know we can afford?

• What do you need me to do to help with this part of the process?

Does the public vs. private issue  
matter to us financially?

• There is a big difference between the cost of state vs. private colleges. Do you 
understand those differences?

• If appropriate for your family: We want you to be able to go to whatever college you 
want to, but if it’s a private one, we may need your help. Can we talk about what  
that means?

• We will need to take out a loan for your college, do you understand what that means - 
for you and for us?

• Can you help me understand whether I should be thinking about applying to 
mostly - or all - public vs. private colleges?

• If I really, really want to go to one vs. the other, what does that mean for our 
family in terms of what we can afford?

• If we need to borrow the money, how will that get paid back?

What are the different aid  
possibilities for us?

• This is where things get complicated because every college differs in how they award 
aid. Can we come up with a plan for understanding what the options are?

• What do I need to do when applying to make sure I get the aid I need?

• Do I have to pay the loan back myself?

• How can I improve my chances for getting more $$?

Who’s doing what to help? • Going to college is a serious financial commitment and we need to work together for 
the best outcome for you, and for our family. Can we talk about what each of our jobs 
is so we make this work?

• What do I need to do to make sure we get the most $$ possible?

http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com

