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Paying for College Book

Dear Reader:

You may be dreaming of a college education. But if your situation is anything like ours was, the high cost is making you wonder if you can possibly afford it. Through our experience and careers in higher education, we have learned that students can pay for college in many ways. All students’ abilities and situations are different; however, there is a way for every student to find the money to pay for college.

Besides students, parents will also find plenty of useful information in this book. Whether you are the parent of a very young child or you already have a child in college, you can take steps now to help pay for your student’s college education. Investigating the myriad financial aid options in this book is a great start.

We hope you discover the particular combination of resources to make your dream of a college education a reality. Remember that there is always a path leading in the direction you want to travel. The only thing that matters is that you keep searching. It may require time and hard work on your part, but the doors of opportunity a college degree opens will make the work worthwhile!
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Top Ten Things You Should Know About Paying for College



	If you know where to look and how to apply, you are likely to find money that you won’t have to repay!


	It’s best to think of paying for college as a team endeavor, with students, parents, and financial aid administrators working together to find the most effective combination of resources.


	Working doesn’t necessarily detract from a student’s education. Many employment opportunities accommodate academic obligations—and may even enhance the student’s academic interests.


	Start a microinvesting program when your child is young to accumulate substantial resources to put toward college.


	Don’t rule out any college or university because of cost. What really matters is the net cost you will have to pay, not the “sticker price” of the institution.


	Students should take part in activities that are important to them, not that they think will be important to administrators.


	Some students have to include loans when they pay for college costs. The future opportunities created by the education will pay for the loan many times over.


	Financial aid opportunities continue to become available throughout the time students are in college. Don’t stop looking for them.


	To maximize your potential for admission and financial aid, there are things you should (and shouldn’t) say when completing applications.


	Anyone who wants a college education can afford one.





Introduction

[image: ] There are dozens of reasons for choosing to pursue a college education. Parents also have a number of reasons to want their children to earn a degree. As a prospective student, your reasons may be as personal as broadening your horizons or as sensible as acquiring the vocational skills needed in order to enter (or return to) the workforce after receiving your degree. Regardless of your reasons for going to college, whether you plan to seek admission to an Ivy League school, a state university, or the local community college, you will have no choice but to face up to one cold, hard fact. Someone, somehow, will have to pay for your higher education! Unless you are fortunate enough to already have a trust fund, a college fund, or a parent (or other rich relative) who is willing and able to pay your way, that “someone” is probably going to be you. (Parents, if you’re trying to plan ahead so you can be the willing-and-able one, don’t worry—this book has plenty of advice for you, too!)

Though it is a somewhat safer environment than the “real world,” college should be seen as a four-year crash-course introduction to understanding how the world operates. A higher education will provide you with much more than just a piece of paper proving you earned a degree. If you are entering college straight out of high school, it will give you your first experiences of how life will work without mom and dad. No one will be able to write you a note if you forget (or just fail) to do an assignment or meet a responsibility. The ball will be in your hands, more so than it has ever been before. With the stress of classes, reading assignments, midterms, final exams, and term papers on your mind, the last thing you (or any college student, for that matter) need are financial worries stacked on top of the academic ones.

To be accepted to the schools of their choice, it is important for today’s prospective college students to earn more than the minimum required GPA. Similarly, if they plan to meet the financial obligations of rising tuition and inflated living expenses, along with high-priced course textbooks and required supplies, college students must also be equipped with a working understanding of how money comes and goes out in the big, bad world.

Financially speaking, we live in a very difficult time for college students. As government funding is increasingly cut from colleges and universities, more and more academic institutions are finding themselves with no alternative but to hike the cost of tuition. Unfortunately, this translates into a heavier monetary burden for both current and prospective college students.

But please don’t let that discourage you. No matter how grim you may think your chances are for paying for college, things are not as bad as they seem. There is still hope, and it starts right here between the covers of this book! With The Everything® Paying for College Book, you will take a guided tour through a vast arsenal of possible weapons to help you (and/or your parents) battle your way toward paying for college, from methods as solid as finding ways to capitalize on your academic and other merit-based strengths, to tactics as creative as microinvesting or even starting your own business. As we cover these potential strategies, we also provide you with the know-how that will empower you to make your own decision on the avenue of attack most appropriate for your own unique situation.

Whether you are a returning, nontraditional prospective student without a dime to spare to pay for grad school, a recent or soon-to-be high school graduate without enough money to go to the college of your dreams, or a parent planning to support a student through school—in two years or in twenty—this book is your guide on the path to a better education, which will then lead on toward a brighter future and an enriched quality of life.



[image: ] Chapter 1
Prepare Yourself for College Costs

Have you ever heard the saying, “When you fail to plan, you should plan to fail”? This home wisdom holds especially true when you’re choosing ways to pay for college. If you want to be ready for the elevated costs of college, then you’d better know what you’re in for and be prepared. Taking action before you go to college is the way to avoid what could otherwise become a serious cash strain. College is a time when your focus should be on academics, not on how to pay for your education.


Get Ready in Advance


It’s true. If you’re a student, those hard-earned dollars from your part-time job at the local drive-through would be a heck of a lot more fun to spend now, while you’re still in high school, on your growing CD collection, movie library, or new and stylish designer labels. If you are a parent, however, you likely find yourself wishing that your student would save some of that cash for college. Don’t worry! Your student will realize the importance of saving—the realization might just happen a little later than you would like.

Whether you have many years ahead to build a savings account or only a few, it’s worth putting something away. Even a modest amount of savings can be helpful, and not just for paying tuition. A little smart saving can prepare students to pay for some of the more costly items they will need in college, such as a personal computer and pricey textbooks. As little as a few years of sensible saving can also help in paying for tuition (at least for the first year) or could reduce the amount the student or parents have to take out in educational loans.
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 The federal government makes the assumption that parents will contribute to a student’s education. However, prospective students should never assume parents already have a solid plan to pay for college. Corporations are laying off workers and trimming salaries. Money saved for college may end up going to pay the bills, leaving it up to the student to pay his or her way through school.



How Much Can Your Parents Contribute?

This section is primarily for high school grads, soon-to-be grads, and recently enrolled college students in their early twenties. If you are a parent or a nontraditional student (that is, one without family members to help support your further education), you may want to skip to the next section. If you are a younger student hoping to get some financial support from your parents or other relatives, please read on.


Approaching a Parent About Paying for College


A little common-sense preparation can go a long way with your parents, especially if you hope to convince them that it’s a good idea to help out with your college tuition. Your parents will be much more inclined to help if you can demonstrate that you are serious—that is, if you’re willing to invest some of your own money into your education. (By the way, putting half of last week’s paycheck into a savings account is not going to cut it.)

These days, many parents are unwilling to risk wasting thousands of dollars in tuition when so many students are partying their way through their college years, finally getting expelled, flunking out, or just plain dropping out when they run out of functional brain cells. By diligently saving your own money with the goal of putting the funds toward college, you will help put your parents’ minds at ease. You will let them know that you have the drive to succeed, and you want to go to college so that you can fight to achieve—not just fight for your right to party.

Become a Savings Account Advocate

One or both of your parents might be inclined to open an educational savings account for you, or they may have done so already. If you know for a fact that they have not started saving, now is the time to approach them about opening a college savings account. However, you will have better luck in persuading them to do so if you have a little firepower—in other words, knowledge. Shock them by showing your familiarity with college expenses, rising tuition, and the value of saving. This means your best bet is to keep on reading before you go running into the other room and beg them to start a savings account like you’re a two-year-old in a toy store.

Ways for Parents to Save

There are many different types of educational savings accounts to choose from. Some even come with tax benefits and incentives, such as the Coverdell education savings account (ESA) or a qualified tuition program (QTP, also known as a Section 529 plan). Coverdell ESAs used to be called education IRAs. This is an attractive savings plan for families in higher tax brackets. Section 529 plans are somewhat similar to the 401(k) retirement plans so common in business today. The only difference between the two is their goals. Rather than a means of funding retirement, a Section 529 plan is meant to fund a college education. You’ll find more information on the Section 529 plan, or the QTP, in the next section; both the Coverdell ESA and the Section 529 plan are discussed in more detail in Chapter 10.

QTPs: Not for Cleaning Out Your Ears!

Most states now have qualified tuition programs (QTPs, or Section 529 plans). Generally, money saved in any individual state’s plan is available for use nationwide at any accredited institution of higher learning. Section 529 plans are currently a very popular method of paying for college.
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If you are a parent or a nontraditional student, one advantage to the Section 529 plan is that it counts among your assets. You are at little risk of taking a loss with this type of investment, no matter how little you may be able to gain.



What are the benefits to a Section 529 plan? You will learn more about these later, in Chapter 10, but if you are a student, there’s one thing you should know right now. A big benefits of having one of these plans is that they are considered among the assets of the account holder (not as a resource of the student/beneficiary) and the beneficiary can be changed at any time, as is necessary. This means that if your big brother decides not to attend college after all, your parents can assign a different beneficiary to the plan—you!

Why is this important? It’s a great thing for you to point out when presenting this option to your parents, especially if you have a younger sibling. Simply put, this minimizes their risk for taking a loss if you mess up. You can tell them, “Look, if I end up not getting accepted, or if I go to school and just completely drop the ball, you can always just change the beneficiary over to [insert younger sibling name here] and [he/she] can use it when it comes time for [him/her] to go to school.”


The Rising Cost of College Tuition


In the academic year 1999–2000, the average cost for two full-time semesters at a community college, including tuition and fees, was approximately $1,625. At public four-year institutions (which approximately 80 percent of all students attend) the average cost per year was about $3,350—and that was for resident students at in-state schools only. The cost of attending a private institution ran to more than $15,000.

During the 1999–2000 school year, more than half of all undergraduate-level college students attended schools with tuition and fees of less than $4,000 per year. Only 7 percent of undergraduate students that year attended private institutions with fees of $20,000 or more.

Current Tuition Cost Increases

In the 2003–2004 academic year, the collective costs of fees and tuition have gone even further through the roof. Attendance at a four-year public university cost the average college student around $4,700, a jump of more than 14 percent from the previous year. Attending a private institution ran just shy of $20,000, an increase of more than 5 percent.

Not quite a third of all students at four-year colleges in 2003–2004 year paid less than $4,000 for their tuition and fees. About 70 percent of college students at four-year colleges during the same time paid less than $8,000 in academic tuition and fee costs. Only 8 percent of all college students went to institutions where the collective costs totaled a staggering $24,000 or more. This amounts to a substantial financial investment—whether the burden falls on parents who plan to pay their children’s way through college or students who plan to pay their own way.

Don’t Forget About Room and Board

You will find this phrase repeated again and again as you read through the pages of this book—college students do more than just attend classes at college. Most of the time, students live on campus as well. Some schools even require starting freshmen to live in the dorms. Obviously, this means added expenses. In 2004, the average American college student paid between $340 and $370 more (compared to 2003) for on-campus room and board, depending on the type and location of the college they were attending. At public universities in 2003–2004, students from out of state or out of district paid an extra $3,967 for two-year colleges and $7,046 for four-year colleges, on top of tuition and academic fees. That is a lot of money.
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 The cost of college tuition rises every year. When you visit colleges, be sure to ask by what percentage their tuition has increased over the past few years. Keep in mind that costs may increase in future years as well. You may be able to qualify for additional financial aid that will help cover some of these increases, but you should still be prepared to pay, just in case.



Difference in Tuition Increases from State to State

Recent tuition and fee increases differ from state to state. The following list shows the percentage by which college tuition and fees increased from the academic year 2001–2002 to 2002–2003.
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Tuition in your state may have increased a lot or a little. Nevertheless, you will note that we’re all in the same boat: Tuition increased in all fifty states. And it looks like tuition costs are going to get even higher before they start to get better.

Is It Worth the Price of Admission?

At this point you may be asking yourself if the high cost of tuition is really worth it. Absolutely! Statistics show that more often than not, money spent for a college education is money well spent. On average, you can expect your annual salary to be about $18,000 greater compared to what you would make if you only had a high school diploma. Over a lifetime, a bachelor’s degree (or a master’s and/or doctorate) is worth more than $1,000,000 more than you could expect to earn if your education stops after high school. This difference grows even bigger if you have earned a degree in a high-tech or computer-related field.


[image: ] How much is a college degree worth to graduates once they get out in the working world?

According to statistics from the U.S. Census Bureau, Americans with a bachelor’s degree earn 60 percent more, on average, than Americans with high school diplomas.



Preparation Is More Than Saving Money

There is more than one way to plan ahead. Whether you’re the one headed off to school yourself or you’re financially supporting someone who is, you should have more than one plan for paying for this education. Scholarships are not always set in stone, and it will behoove you to have a contingency plan if a worst-case scenario suddenly goes from a hypothetical possibility to an actual situation. In the years before they graduate from high school, students can take a number of preparatory actions that will help them take advantage of all kinds of financial aid possibilities.

High school students, this section is for you, so pay close attention. Parents, you might also want to look at the following information for a better understanding of how to encourage your student.

Use High School to Prepare for College

Prospective college students must be ready to convince admissions officers that they are worthy of being granted admission and that they are prepared to handle the rigors of a college education. Aside from an in-person interview, students demonstrate their readiness primarily through their high school transcripts and scores on standardized aptitude tests like the PSAT (usually taken as a kind of practice for the SAT), the SAT, or the ACT. In order to make your transcript as impressive as is possible, you will need to stretch yourself academically.

However, you should also be careful not to stretch yourself too far. Don’t enroll in classes that are so difficult your grade point average suffers as a result. You (and your parents) should be aware of your limitations and set realistic goals. Strive to meet those goals—or even surpass them—but stay within the realm of reason.
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A note to parents: You should also be aware of the difference between realistic expectations and pushing too hard. Avoid letting the need for an excellent transcript cloud your good judgment. While it is important to encourage and support your children, you must also be aware of how far is too far.



Take Appropriate College Preparatory Courses

Many colleges, especially those with high admissions standards, prefer to admit students who have taken courses in particular subject areas. For instance, some colleges prefer their students to have taken challenging science and math courses, extending well beyond general math and algebra, while they are still in high school. Basic computer skills have become crucial. Some schools also prefer that students have at least three years of study in one or more foreign languages.

Your guidance counselor can help you figure out what high school courses are required or preferred by the types of colleges where you want to be accepted. If you are interested in a specific type of higher education (a certain major, geographic location, or size of school), whether at a state university, junior college, or vocational school, you may want to contact some of these schools and ask about their individual admissions requirements.

Advanced Placement Courses

Many high schools offer advanced placement (AP) courses and student entrance/course placement tests (sometimes called “leap” exams). Advanced placement classes are taught at the college level in about fifteen different subjects. Taking these classes during high school or before college is a good way to prepare for college-level work. Students who have taken AP courses have shown themselves to be more prepared for the challenges of college, and admissions administrators have begun to notice this trend.

Besides being good preparation, AP classes can actually earn you college credits. Like any other classes, AP classes are graded. In addition, however, AP students take a standardized AP exam at the end of the year. Exams are scored from 1 to 5, with 5 being a perfect score. At most colleges, an AP score of 3 or higher earns you college credit for the introductory course in that subject. Instead of being required to spend your tuition dollars on the low-level class, you get the credit and are allowed to enroll in a course at the next level. As you can imagine, doing well in your AP classes—and the exams—could mean saving a lot in college costs.

This policy does not hold true at all colleges or for all majors within a given school. Be sure to write to the admissions office at the colleges you’re interested in to find out whether they give credit for an AP exam grade over 3. Request a copy of the colleges’ different AP policies (in writing—not everyone who answers a phone at a college office knows all policies inside and out). If you have a copy of the college’s catalog, check there first to see if it lists the school’s policy on AP credit.

If you are a high school student, you can ask your guidance counselor or principal whether your school offers AP courses. If not, you may want to suggest or ask that they consider offering AP courses in the near future. You may even want to bring this book along with you as supporting evidence for your argument. (Parents, feel free to contact the principal or guidance office yourself if you have questions or concerns about the availability of AP courses at your child’s school.)
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 AP courses won’t always reduce the number of courses required for your major, but they may cut down on the number of general courses you’re required to take. This could help you graduate on time, so you do not have to pay for an extra semester or two. It could also give you more flexibility to take electives for a minor or even a double major.




Courses for the Technically Inclined


If you plan to pursue a technical career at a community, junior, or technical/vocational college, you should supplement or substitute some of your high school fine-arts electives with vocational or technical courses in your field of interest. Many technical fields, such as computer science, require that students have taken advanced math and science courses. Parents should help keep an eye out for more advanced technology courses available during their students’ last two years of high school. If you are lucky, these options are available at your high school. If you cannot find the courses you want through your high school, consider community organizations and colleges. Some organizations offer technology classes at very low costs. Your local community or junior college may even have specific sections of courses that are open to local high school students.

Get Involved

Colleges are not just looking for a high GPA these days. While a 4.0 might grease the wheels a bit when a student’s scholarship application is being considered, today’s colleges also want their students to be well-rounded individuals. Involvement in school activities and in the community can sometimes outweigh even a flawed GPA—and in their absence, even a perfect GPA may fail to shine. For example, a 4.0 student who does nothing but study may lose out on a scholarship (or even admission) to a 3.0 student who is a lacrosse player and avid fencer who volunteers weekends at the local food bank, is a member of the chess club, and holds an officer position in student government.

Advice for Athletes

If you are an athlete, find out when and where the college coaches are going to be seeking out new talent, and try to get yourself to those places. You may be a top-notch athlete, but let’s face it—if the college coaches don’t know you’re out there, let alone know anything about you, you’re not going to be the one they recruit.

Every sport has its own special premier events where young talent is showcased. For example, many college volleyball coaches like to do their scouting at volleyball club tournaments all across the country. Getting involved with a club team that actively competes in tournaments can help get you exposure. Do a little research and learn how, when, and where those events for your sport are being held, then find out what you must do to compete in them. Ask one of your high school coaches, contact players you may know who have already been recruited, or search the Internet for any potential athletic events, conferences, or scholarship opportunities.
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Remember, even if your high school doesn’t offer your favorite sport, the college you hope to attend probably does. For example, few high schools have fencing teams. However, many colleges have them, if not for NCAA competition then at least for recreation. Finding a way to stay involved in your favorite sport may help you get into a college and even win an athletic scholarship.



Alternative Extracurricular Activities

Playing on one of your school’s athletic teams is a good way of getting more involved at school—it’s certainly a popular one. But there are a number of other ways to participate, not only in school but in community activities as well. If you’re a student with no interest in participating on an athletic team, you have plenty of other activity options. Take a look at your strengths, interests, and hobbies. You will probably find a good extracurricular activity—one you can add to your resume—among them.

Parents should actively support and encourage their student to improve and participate in his or her arenas of interest. Keep in mind that any extracurricular activity, regardless of whether it is provided by the student’s school, could be a valuable asset for inclusion on an academic resume.

Here are some possibilities to consider:


	Playing a musical instrument (whether in the school band or on your own)


	Performing in theater productions (with your school drama club, community organizations, or a more individual performance, like reciting your favorite poetry at the local bookstore’s open mike night)


	Participating in the Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, Junior ROTC, Naval Sea Cadet Corps, Campfire, Big Brother/Big Sister, or other constructive youth programs


	Drawing, painting, sculpting, or any other art form


	Dancing, as in ballet, jazz, tap, swing, ballroom competition, native dance, or interpretive dance (does not include spending Friday nights at your local dance club)


	Volunteering (for instance, at a food bank, church, or nonprofit agency)




Participate in any of the above-mentioned activities and you not only increase your chances for acceptance during the admissions application process—you could also tip the odds in favor of being granted extra scholarship opportunities and benefits upon acceptance. Depending on the level and type of your involvement, you can create impressive activities portfolios or even videos of your scholastic achievements and extracurricular performances to accompany your college admissions applications.



[image: ] Chapter 2
What’s This Going to Cost?

In Chapter 1, you learned something about what to expect from tuition costs. When you estimate the total price tag for college expenses, however, it is necessary to understand that tuition costs are only a portion of the total you will actually end up paying. Remember, a college student does not just attend classes. He or she needs a place to live, food to eat, and a way to get around. And that’s just the beginning of expenses beyond tuition. Be sure you know what these costs are and that you’re prepared for them.


More Than Just Tuition


First of all, you must understand the difference between the “comprehensive fees” at the institution in question and the total “cost of attendance.” Comprehensive fees include things that the school will actually include on your bill. Most of the time, these fees include standard college basics such as tuition, mandatory fees (computing access fee, student activities fee, and so on), on-campus housing (residence hall or dormitory), and the dining-hall meal plan. The actual cost of attendance, on the other hand, includes the total for all estimated college costs. Calculating this total cost of attendance sets the limit on what you will be able to receive in financial aid from the school you plan to attend. (You will learn much more about financial aid in Chapter 5.)

Every year, or even every quarter, college financial aid officers consider various elements to estimate the total cost of attendance at their institutions. This could be considered as the average student’s budget. Factors that are considered often include the following:


	Tuition and fees


	Room-and-board expenses


	Textbooks, supplies, and personal expenses


	Transportation (gas, public transit, and so on)


	Dependent-care expenses


	Disability-related expenses


	Study-abroad expenses


	Employment-related expenses related to co-op educational programs


	Student loan fees




Take note that not all schools include the same costs in their calculations. University administrators are often required to set reasonable cost boundaries when determining these budget components. They are not, however, under any obligation to include all the above-mentioned categories when calculating their institution’s official total cost of attendance.
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 You may be able to reduce some of your college expenses, such as meal plans or housing. Lower-cost meal plans are sometimes available, and discounts on housing costs may be a possibility if you volunteer to have an extra roommate or agree to take a smaller-than-average room. If you live close enough to campus, consider commuting as a way to eliminate housing costs entirely.



The important thing to remember is that one institution’s total may include the costs of study-abroad expenses, for instance, while another institution may exclude them. At an institution with very few older or returning students, administrators probably won’t include dependent-care expenses in their total cost of attendance, nor will they likely have any co-op educational programs. Keep in mind that these budget items are calculated for the average student’s cost of attendance. You may spend more or less than the totals determined by the standard budgeted amounts.

Comparing Schools By Cost

Because schools don’t always include the same items in their calculations of total attendance costs, you should be careful to make an “apples-to-apples” comparison when you are ready to evaluate the costs of different institutions. In other words, match them up element for element, not just cost for cost. If you simply compare different schools in terms of their total estimated cost of attendance, you are assuming that textbook prices, supply costs, and personal expenses are the same, regardless of which schools are being compared—and this is not always the case. Some things simply cost more at different schools or in different areas of the country.

You will also need to make your own adjustments to an institution’s budgeted amounts according to your individual situation. If you live on the West Coast and are considering a number of different colleges, some in California and some on the other side of the country, your actual transportation costs will vary greatly depending on the school’s distance from home.


Just an Estimate, Please


For a rough estimate of cost comparison, it is okay to compare totals rather than itemize everything specifically. If you feel that you must compare totals, however, be sure that you’re consistent. Compare one school’s comprehensive fees to the other’s, or examine total costs of attendance, but don’t mix up the two. If you compare comprehensive fees at NYU to the total cost of attendance at Berkeley, for example, you are going to end up with confusing and misleading results.

Don’t Be Scared Off by High Costs!

Neither parents nor students should rule out any institution simply because it has a high cost of attendance. This is very important to keep in mind! Financial aid programs are designed to make the dream of college a reality—even when you dream big. The better prepared for college the student is, and the more the family learns about preparing for and paying the costs, the more opportunities and options will become available at any institution.
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