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Introduction


Most students report that their number one concern regarding college is affordability. They have good reason for concern, considering that the cost of college continues to increase at twice the rate of inflation. This annual cost spiral has many families and individuals wondering if they will be able to pay for a college education.

College costs are a much larger percent of family income than they were just ten years ago. During the 1990s, median family income rose 38 percent while college tuition went up nearly 60 percent and 80 percent at private and public colleges respectively. For high school graduates and adults going to college, these tuition increases have made attaining a degree a very expensive proposition. Cost is the number one reason that less than half of all college students graduate. But cost need not keep you from earning a degree. As you select a college, remember that you can find quality in every price range. You can spend $200,000 for a college education or $11,000, and often get the same return on your investment as measured by lifetime earnings or more qualitatively by things such as lifestyle, friendships made, and personal development. The trick is to find the right fit for you.

Tuition prices offer just one measure of the cost of higher education. Actual cost is impacted by the amount of financial help you receive, the number of terms you are enrolled, the educational value you receive, and the overall return on your investment. After considering tuition and fees, the largest variable in college cost is the amount of financial aid that you receive from outside sources and the financial aid (discount) offered to you by the college or university. In a college class of twenty students, every one of them may pay a different tuition rate after including scholarships and grants (discounts). Tuition rates often have little to do with the underlying cost of delivering the education. In this way, they work similar to the price tag on perfume, where the basic ingredients are the same in all perfumes but prices vary greatly based upon the status position of the product. The “price” of a college is often set to align the college with other schools in a certain class. Colleges have a perceived value that may or may not reflect the true quality of the education. Other variances in tuition can hinge on the amount of tax support a college receives, the size of the college’s endowment fund (savings), its location, the amount of research conducted at the college, faculty teaching load and a number of other factors.

Financial assistance comes from a large number of sources, and for many students, this aid determines where they can go to college. About three-fourths of all students receive financial aid. Most, about 80 percent of the aid, comes from government sources, while most of the remainder comes from the schools themselves. For the average student, aid covers about 40 percent of college costs. This aid is broken into 40 percent grants and 60 percent loans. The loans will have to be paid back with interest. The grants are not paid back.

Even with financial aid, most families will be stretched to meet college costs. As with anything else of value in life, you will have to make sacrifices to earn your degree. You need to decide in advance what trade-offs you are willing to make in your quest to keep college affordable. Which of your “important” college selection criteria are you willing to give up?

As the cost of an education increases, you are forced to look at college as an investment. When you consider that even after discounts and other sources of help, the average student graduates with $18,000 in debt, it is no wonder that students want to get the most out of every dollar.

You can achieve the “softer” college results—maturing, friendship development, group activities, special-interest development, value creation, etc.—at just about any college. For most students, the “right fit” is the college that provides for most of their education and experience wants, yields solid career results, and is affordable.

You can succeed in life without a college education—it is just a lot harder to do. College is available and affordable for just about everyone. Take the time to find the college that best fits your needs and you will have made an affordable choice. I hope this book will help you do that.



CHAPTER 1


The Three Elements of College Affordability

It is true that there is more to selecting a college than dollars and cents, but affordability is the most critical concern for most college students. The 100 cost-saving strategies in this book will help you make the most of your “college dollar.” The strategies fall into three basic categories: lowering the price of tuition and fees, maximizing the value received for your investment, and increasing the amount of money you receive from other sources. Before you begin to investigate the 100 tips, spend a little time learning how the three categories work together to impact affordability. It will help you in your planning to understand why there is such great variability in the cost of an education.

College Costs

The cost of a college education represents both your immediate out-of-pocket expenses for things such as tuition, fees, books, and supplies, and the number of terms of study you need to earn your degree. It is much easier to control for terms of study needed to graduate then it is to control price. Time to graduation varies greatly from student to student, even at the same college. It is both the difference in time and price that results in the wide range of total student costs.

LIST PRICE - Tuition, fees, books, and living costs.

In the 2002-2003 school year annual tuition will average $2000 at community colleges, $4,000 at public universities, and $18,000 at private colleges/universities. The price of tuition and fees at a college depends on a mix of pricing strategies that the college employs. Sometimes schools will use just one of these strategies to set tuition, while at other times they’ll rely on a combination of factors. Colleges often set their tuition rate based on what people are willing to pay. Schools in a particular group of similar institutions compete with each other for students, and these students set the price, so to speak, through their selection process. Colleges that have many more applicants than seats available will often begin raising tuition rates.

In an attempt to create a certain image, tuition is often set merely to align a college with other similar schools. These schools base their pricing on the idea that students will judge a college based on the company it keeps. There thinking is, “If it’s expensive, it must be good.”

The most basic form of tuition pricing is to simply pass on the real cost of educating a student. This strategy is more likely found at institutions with high fees that differ for each program offered. In other words, an engineering student may pay more than a student in the sociology department. This practice is similar to pricing found in construction; the customer is billed for time and materials, plus an increment for profit, or in the case of colleges—surplus funds.

Some colleges will adjust their tuition to capture any increase in financial aid announced by government sources. If federal or state aid increases, these schools raise tuition by a similar amount. This allows colleges to keep students’ out-of-pocket expenses constant while increasing the college’s revenue.

Whatever strategy a college uses to set its tuition rate, you should know that some rates are justified and others are not. The strategies presented in this book will help you find a college that will provide you with a quality education at a price you can afford.

TIME TO GRADUATION - The number of semesters/quarters needed to earn a degree.

Colleges don’t design ways to keep you in school longer. However, they do promote policies and practices that, in effect, hinder you from graduating in a timely way. These practices include everything from poor academic planning to indifference to your needs.

For some faculty, advising students is a distraction. These instructors may be less than helpful in the course planning process. Full-time staff counselors often have caseloads too large to manage, making it impossible for them to spend quality time with students. Good faculty advising can help students plan their optimum schedule, while a lack of good advice can result in miscues that cause longer than desired college stays. Conflicting job responsibilities can compromise the quality of advising. At many colleges faculty concentrate on research rather than students. Some of these professors will see students, particularly undergraduates, as interfering with their research and writing.

The higher-level courses upperclassmen need to meet graduation requirements fill up fast. These courses are often taught by top faculty in the department who can only handle so many classes, limiting the number of students who can take the course in a given term. Some schools have little concern for getting more sections added to meet student demand. This lack of course availability contributes to scheduling problems.

Federal financial-aid programs, as well as most state and college-based grant programs, do not provide aid on a year-round basis. They simply run out of available aid and must wait for a new year to begin to replenish the scholarship and grant budgets. These arbitrary rules penalize diligent students who want to go to school year-round. Most aid practices are not designed for timely graduation.

By following the tips presented in this book, you can dramatically cut your time to degree and hence, the total cost of your degree. You have more control over this cost variable, time to degree, than any other.

Money from Others

You and your family should expect to pay for your college education, but a big share of most students’ educational expenses actually comes from other sources. These sources include government agencies, employers, sponsors, and the colleges themselves. These funds take the form of scholarships, grants, loans, tax-breaks, pay for service, and investment returns. Most importantly, they also include the aid a college will give you in the form of a discount to tuition, commonly referred to as a grant or scholarship.


SCHOLARSHIPS, GRANTS, AND OTHER FINANCIAL AID


Tuition discounts create the greatest difference in what one student pays over another for college. Schools use discounts to achieve a number of different goals, usually related to attracting a certain type of student. There are many reasons for discounting tuition (offering scholarships/grants); a basic understanding of some of them will help in your college selection process.

Many colleges simply offer certain discounts because they have done so in the past. Often, these programs were established by an outside gift and must remain in place for long periods of time. These scholarships or grants are usually well publicized and easy for you to identify.

Colleges increasingly follow the model of airlines and fill seats in incoming classes by offering differing aid packages. They will develop different discounts (grants) based on the students’ time of application and desired academic program. Some schools will offer steep discounts in some majors while offering none in other subject areas.

Most colleges will give a larger discount to students who match an institutionally attractive profile. Students with special talents and academic abilities will benefit from these awards. In turn, these students enhance the college’s image.

The more you understand about a particular college’s “discounting” policy, the better your chances are of getting institutional financial aid. Scholarships and grants awarded directly from the college are just one small part of the total financial aid available. The majority of aid packages include grants and loans from both federal and state government agencies. Knowing how to get all of the aid you are entitled to will go a long way toward making college affordable.

SAVINGS AND TAX BREAKS

An educated citizenry is a great benefit to a country. This is one reason that local, state, and national programs have been established to assist you in paying for your college education. These assistance programs take the form of educational saving/investment incentives and tax breaks.

The combination of incentives and tax breaks offered can seem complicated and at times redundant. By carefully planning for a college education, you and your family can find huge savings through these programs.

OTHER SOURCES OF COLLEGE FUNDS

There are many organizations that will help with your college expenses if you are wiling to give something in return. The trick is to find a service function that is of interest to you and that pays for college. You may decide to work, volunteer, or even join the armed forces to fund your education. It is best if you do these things for other reasons and secondarily enjoy the tuition assistance benefits. Self-help has always been the best way to get ahead. You can gain experience and college funds.

Total Return

The return on investment section is the least tangible but probably the most important component of college planning. It is simply a measure of what you get in exchange for your money, time, and effort. Your return on investment relates both to the immediate quality of education and the long-term benefits that you realize over a lifetime. Viewed from this vantage point, college is like any other purchase you make—if you are not careful you may not get a good value.

A college education represents a huge investment; often one of the largest you will make in your lifetime. You need to measure the return your education pays over time, in comparison to alternate investments that you could be making.

QUALITY OF EDUCATION - Are you getting what you pay for?

You will probably find educational value fairly subjective. Even the experts have trouble quantitatively evaluating it. A recent national study evaluated higher education in each state and could not compare states on educational value because educators across the country could not agree on what should be taught in college. Some institutions use this lack of consensus on indicators of quality to their advantage and do whatever they want. Others look for what students want and attempt to deliver that. In the end, the marketplace of employers, graduate schools, and community members will decide the true value of a particular college degree.

There are some basics that most can agree upon. The majority of students and most employers want degrees to lead to a career, or at least offer some sort of practical application. At a certain level, all education is applied to something. But not all schooling is applied to a related job, profession, or graduate program.

If the quality of your education is poor, then you wasted your money, no matter how high or low the price of tuition. This book will give you ways to identify strong academic programs and point out potential pitfalls you may find in your search for educational value.

LONG-TERM BENEFITS—What are you prepared to do at graduation?

College does more than prepare students for careers, and careers are selected for reasons other than what your college major was. However the majority of students consider career development the number one reason why they enrolled in college. Unfortunately, all degrees do not provide the desired career launching pad. Many majors do little to prepare you for today’s world of work. Some college majors should come with a surgeon general type of warning—“THIS PROGRAM MAY NOT LEAD TO A JOB AT GRADUATION.”

Students and parents often are surprised when graduates encounter a tough job market in their major field. They report that college did little to help them prepare for work in their field of study. Surprisingly, many graduates are shocked to learn that they need additional education just to land a job. It is our experience that more than 80 percent of the job offers go to college graduates in just 20 percent of the fields of study.

If you get nothing else from college, at least ensure that you learn the skills you need to pursue your career dreams.



CHAPTER 2


Making Trade-Offs

What Is Most Important to You in College Planning?

Like all of life’s major endeavors, college planning requires tradeoffs. While we all would like to find our ideal situation, we usually settle for something less. It is important to concentrate on getting what you consider truly essential or critical in college planning and to give up on things that you view as being less important. For instance, some students want to attend a top-name college. They want to wear the name of the school on T-shirts and display it on their car window. Other students don’t care about national reputation and simply want good results at an affordable price.

The items listed below represent outcomes that you can expect to achieve by using this book. Review them and rank the item most critical in your college planning process as a 10. The second most important one gets a 9, the third 8, and so on. When you finish, go on to the next page for an explanation of how to use these results.




	Getting The Most Reputation You Can
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	Finding Affordable Tuition
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	Balancing College With Current Commitments
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	Training For A Job
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	Building Career Potential
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	Earning A Degree As Fast As Possible
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	Finding Ways To Keep College-Related Costs Down

	[image: image]




	Maximizing Available Financial Aid

	[image: image]




	Saving For College Attendance In The Future
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	Getting The Best Education You Can
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Which of the 100 Strategies Will Best Serve You?

The table on the next page will help you determine which of the 100 strategies presented in this book will provide you with the best opportunities for managing your college costs. Place your ranked scores from the above in the boxes on the next page for each of the corresponding items.

Then begin by reviewing your highest-ranking criteria. Review the tips that correspond to that item. These are the strategies that present the best use of your educational dollar. You can then work your way down your list from those ranked 10, 9, etc. The lower your rank score, the less you are gaining by following the corresponding tips. These lower ranked outcomes are the ones that are best given up as a compromise in your college planning.




	 

	Tips




	[image: image]   Getting the Most Reputation You Can

	84-89




	[image: image]   Finding Affordable Tuition

	1-9, 30-45




	[image: image]   Balancing College with Other Commitments

	55-67




	[image: image]   Training for a Job

	90-95




	[image: image]   Building Career Potential

	96-100




	[image: image]   Earning a Degree as Fast as Possible

	18-29




	[image: image]   Finding Ways to Keep College Related Costs Down

	10-18




	[image: image]   Maximizing Available Financial Aid

	18-29, 30-45




	[image: image]   Saving for College Attendance in the Future

	46-54




	[image: image]   Getting the Best Education You Can

	68-89









CHAPTER 3


Look for Lowest List Prices

The strategies in this section will help you save on basic college expenses. They offer saving tips on items such as tuition, fees, books, and living expenses. You will find that you need not sacrifice value to gain affordability.


1. Attend a Community College


Community Colleges are not for losers. One of the best ways to save on a college education is to use the community college as a starting point. Many students begin their education at a community college and then transfer to a four-year institution (senior college) after one or two years of study. Next year, over 50 percent of all college students will be enrolled at a community college. No other education option delivers such a strong combination of quality instruction and reasonable costs.


Stat-to-Know

You can save $30,000–$50,000 in college costs by beginning your education at the local community college.



In fact, for your first two years of study, a community college can provide a better education than you might receive at a large university. Faculty members at community colleges are well educated, have appropriate credentials, and focus on teaching rather than research. By comparison, at a large public university, students may find that up to half of their courses during the first two years are taught by graduate teaching assistants. These assistants are typically not career educators.

When doing your course planning, don’t feel that you must work toward an associate’s degree at a community college. If you plan to continue on at a four-year school, take courses that will fit your intended baccalaureate field of study (Cost-Saving Strategy 20). After you transfer and finish your degree, few people will care where you spent your first year or two of college, they will be more concerned about where you earned your bachelor’s degree. If they ask about your years at a community college, they will likely be impressed with your strategy and its related savings. Even when compared with a public university, the cost of attending a community college will be 50 to 70 percent less.

Remember that a community college is not a college of last resort. Don’t be pressured by classmates that put down community colleges. Investigate them for yourself. They are conveniently located and charge very low tuition. Many students find community colleges an excellent choice for their freshman and sophomore years. Beginning a four-year degree at a community college will become the preferred choice for the majority of students in the near future.
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WHAT SHOULD YOU TAKE ATTHE COMMUTER COLLEGE?



	LOAD UP ON

	AVOID




	[image: image]   Math

	[image: image]   Vocational course work, i.e., horticulture, radiology, etc.




	[image: image]   English – composition, research, analysis

	 




	[image: image]   Introductory courses - in the sciences and social sciences

	[image: image]   Advanced-level course work, i.e., intermediate accounting, operations management




	[image: image]   Courses in areas you will need some special assistance

	[image: image]   Specialized electives - photography, animation




	[image: image]   General electives - art, music

	[image: image]   More than three courses in any field




	[image: image]   Basic computer technology

	[image: image]   Pursuing a degree at the community college




	[image: image]   Courses identified as transferable by your choice of senior institutions

	[image: image]   Non-credit courses




	[image: image]   A foreign language sequence

	[image: image]   Independent study




	

	[image: image]   Life experience credit




	

	[image: image]   Distance learning courses




	

	[image: image]   Shortened time frame courses




	 

	[image: image]   Interdisciplinary courses






2. Study Tuition Increase Patterns


Avoid colleges that have had unusually large tuition increases in recent years. The old rule that the best way to predict future performance is by reviewing past performance holds true when evaluating colleges. It is difficult enough to pay this year’s tuition without playing the guessing game of what next year’s tuition increase might be. In recent years, colleges have done everything from decreasing tuition to increasing it by more than 18 percent. This can make it difficult for students and their families to plan for the resources they will need to meet next year’s tuition.



[image: image]   Key Forecast

Tuition rates will increase at twice the rate of personal income over the next 10 years.



When evaluating a college, it is important to review the school’s pattern of tuition increases, since most colleges tend to have similar increases from one year to the next. Admission counselors or recent guide books can give you this information. Be sure to ask about any unusually high increases that seem out of historical character for a college. Sometimes a school increases tuition in one specific year to bring it closer to similar institutions. In that case, it does not mean tuition will continue to be raised at that rate.

You may be pleasantly surprised to find some colleges have had no recent tuition increases because of their commitment to keeping tuition affordable for as many students as possible. Community colleges, in particular, have been leaders in finding ways to hold their tuition down, providing opportunities for everyone to attend college (Cost-Saving Strategy 1).
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