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Report: 4 Places to Save Money on College

There are four places that every family has an opportunity for saving money when
preparing to pay for college: lower your expected family contribution; identify those
schools with the most generous track records; utilize smart money management skills;
negotiate with the financial aid office.

Lower your expected family contribution (EFC): Your EFC is what the FAFSA form

and CSS Profile determine through asking you everything you could possibly imagine
about your family and your finances. It is calculated by the approximately 120 pieces of
financial and demographic information you provide on the FAFSA (free application for
federal student aid) form. EFC is the baseline upon which colleges determine how much
monetary help you will qualify for. Lower your baseline, and you will save money.

Many families, counselors, and financial advisors are under the impression that this is a
static number. This impression is incorrect. Your EFC can be adjusted if you know the
proper techniques to do so. Very often you can make changes of thousands of dollars
every year.

Identify schools with generous track records: Colleges do not treat the financial aid
process equally. This is represented by numbers called the financial aid track records.
These track records include the percentage of family need met, the percentage of gift aid
the school distributes, and the percentage of self-help distributed. There are many
colleges across the country with very generous track records of giving out a lot of money.
These schools are the best bargains in higher education. Likewise, there are many
colleges across the country that frankly have lousy financial track records. These schools
will expect you to pay through the nose. These track records are the defining criteria that
determine whether you will pay $7,000 per year to go to a $35,000 price-tag school, or
pay $16,000 per year to go to a cheaper, state college. If you identify those schools with
the most generous financial track-records, you will have a far better opportunity for the
money available.

Utilize smart money management skills: This is a pretty nebulous topic. But we have
seen many cases where by rearranging families' cash-flows and debt structures; we were
able to eliminate their consumer debt, pay for their children's college, put them on a
schedule to pay off their home early, and do it all for maybe only $200 to $300 more per
month in their family budget. Believe it or not, sometimes we didn't need any more
money at all from their family budget. This often entails a restructuring of consumer and
mortgage debt to maximize cash flow. This tactic isn’t appropriate for everyone, but it
should always be investigated for its potential impact.
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Negotiate your award: The financial aid award letters are sent to students after they
have filled out the financial application paperwork. This is normally in the March or
April time frame of their senior year in high school. These are not to be confused with
preliminary financial award letters which often come with the acceptance letters in the
fall. The financial aid award letters describe in detail what they school is offering you,
and consequently, what the real out of pocket cost will be at that school. Most people
believe the financial award letter is set in stone and is a take it or leave it offer from the
school. This is not so. You do not have to accept an award offer outright. Now there are
some colleges out there that will tell you take it or leave it, but these are in the minority.
If you know how to speak the language of the financial aid office and know what sways
them, you can make a significant impact on your financial aid award. Over the past two
years, our office had an 80% success rate of improving our clients' awards by at least
$2,000 per year in free money.
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