
Financial Aid:  
The Basics
A college education is  
a necessity for success in 
today’s world, but the  
sticker price of 4 years of 
higher education can be 
anywhere from $30,000 to 
$200,000. You might think that 
cost may be a limiting factor 
to where a student goes to 
college. But it doesn’t have 
to be this way. 

There are many programs out 
there to help students pay for 
college, and many colleges 
themselves, especially the 
most expensive schools, give 

on need and merit. 

So how do you get access 
to these grants, loans and 
awards?  Let’s take a  
closer look. 

There are two different types 
of aid available through  
colleges: need based and 
merit based. 

Need Based Aid 

No! This is the most common 
type of aid available through 
colleges themselves and it 
is based on demonstrated 
need and your expected 
family contribution. There are 
two types of need-based aid 
as well. 

There is a difference 
between needing aid and 
wanting aid. While all families 
would like some help, colleg-
es will only give aid to those 
families who have a demon-
strated need for aid. 

How Colleges  
Determine Need
Colleges give aid based on 
the family’s ability to pay. 
This is assessed via the Ex-
pected Family Contribution 
and includes can include a 
number of factors like your 
families’ income, assets, and 
number of kids in college. 
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college thinks the family  
can pay. 

Then, to calculate your 
need, the EFC is then 
subtracted from the col-
lege’s Cost of Attendance 
(COA), the average cost 
for a student to attend the 
college for a full academic 
year. The result is considered 
your need. 

For example, if your EFC is 
$10,000 and your college’s 
COA is $20,000, your need 
would be $10,000. 

Some colleges have a EFC 
calculator online for you  
to estimate your EFC or  
you can go to the College 
Board’s version:  Financial 
Aid: The Basics

A college education is a  
necessity for success in 
today’s world, but the sticker 
price of 4 years of higher 
education can be anywhere 
from $30,000 to $200,000.  
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You might think that cost 
may be a limiting factor to 
where a student goes to 
college. But it doesn’t have 
to be this way. 

There are many programs out 
there to help students pay for 
college, and many colleges 
themselves, especially the 
most expensive schools, give 

on need and merit. 

So how do you get access 
to these grants, loans and 
awards?  Let’s take a  
closer look. 

There are two different types 
of aid available through  
colleges: need based  
and merit based. 

Need Based Aid
This is the most common type 
of aid available through 
colleges themselves and it 
is based on demonstrated 
need and your expected 
family contribution. There  
are several types of need-
based aid as well:

Government subsidized loans

Unsubsidized loans (for  
students and for parents)

Work-study

Merit Based Aid
More and more schools are 
using academic scholarships 
to lure attractive students to 
their campus. These awards 

range from a few hundred 
dollars to full-tuition  
scholarships.

The Financial Aid 
Package

package will often include 
aid from three sources: 
scholarship/grants, loans and 

aid package can also meet 
a student’s full need, but 
given this economic climate, 
more and more packages 
are leaving a gap in aid, 
meaning that the family  
will need to come up with 
more than the EFC to cover 
their portion of the cost of  
attendance. 

Scholarship and Grants
Scholarships and grants are 
the most desirable type of 

not need to be repaid. This 
is, in effect, a discount off of 
the your cost of attendance 
and it’s usually renewable 
from year to year, provided 
that the student maintains 
passing grades. When com-

packages, you should look 
closely at the grant amounts 
offered. For example, 
compare a package with 
$5000 in grants and $5000 
in loans to a package with 
$3000 in grants and $7000 in 
loans. Even though both of 
them offer a total of $10,000 

better offer. 

Financial Aid Facts of Life
“We just heard that Abby got a hockey  scholarship to  
Dartmouth. Isn’t that great?”

Don’t believe it: neither Abby nor anyone else got a hockey 
-- or any other type of athletic -- scholarship to Dartmouth  
or any other Ivy League college. They simply do not exist!

Did Abby get a “scholarship”? Quite possibly, but it was 

The 8 Ivy League universities have an agreement with  
each other not to award athletic scholarships -- and they 
stick by it! Similarly, NCAA Division 3 colleges aren’t allowed 
to award athletic scholarships. 

They do award need-based 

So when you hear stories of an athletic scholarship being 
awarded to someone at an Ivy or a place like Williams or 
Middlebury, known it isn’t so. The student’s sports prowess 
may have helped get her in, but money is based on need.



Loans
Loans and work-study jobs 
are considered to be “self 

aid package will include a 
self help component. When 
reviewing the loan compo-
nent, make sure to review to 
see if the loan is subsidized 
or unsubsidized. A subsidized 
loan have deferred pay-
ments and usually come with 
a very good interest rate, 
while unsubsidized loans are 
like any other loan you can 
get from a bank and pay-
ments will start immediately. 
In the last few years, unsub-
sidized loans have become 
more and more common in 
aid packages.  

Work Study Jobs
Work study jobs are federally 
subsidized part-time jobs for 
college students meant to 
help them earn some money 
to cover their living expens-
es. Generally students don’t 
work more than 10-15 hours 
a week. 

Methods for  
Calculating Need
Most colleges and use two 
methods that to calculate 
a family’s EFC and need: 
Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid (FAFSA) or the 
College Scholarship Service 
PROFILE (CSS PROFILE). 

 Each of these methods 
requires its own set of paper-
work, and some school will 

form as well. Don’t be sur-

all three forms. 

FAFSA uses the Federal Need 
Analysis Methodology and 
is used to determine a po-
tential student’s eligibility 

methodology is common at 
state school as well as any 
private college that gives 
out federal grants, loans or 
work-study jobs. 

The CSS PROFILE is used but 
colleges and universities that 
use their own “institutional 
methodology” to determine 
how colleges give out their 

It requires more detailed 
information including home 
equity, trust funds, and 
student earnings. 

Once these forms have 
been submitted and pro-
cessed, the colleges can 
start to decide to whom they 
will allocate their resources. 

Needing Aid vs. 
Wanting Aid
There is a difference 
between needing aid and 
wanting aid. While all families 
would like some help, colleg-
es will only give aid to those 
families who have a demon-
strated need for aid. 
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Contact us at 
gettingin@zinch.com
or visit for more information: 
www.zinch.com/parents
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