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Is a Private College Education Affordable?

By David E. Stoffer, Educational Consultant

During the 1980s, the definition of who was financially needy for college aid changed. It presently includes not only the economically disadvantaged, but also middle‑ to upper middle‑income families. At the same time, few par​ents know how to handle the rising college costs. The average financial aid award at many Ivy and other elite institutions goes to families that have Adjusted Gross Incomes in excess of $100,000.

I find many parents, who would prefer to send their children to private colleges or universities are not doing so because they believe that private colleges and universities are unaffordable. They limit their children's choices to those schools that have low costs. 

It is my contention that the lack of understanding of the financial aid system is the primary reason only 21 percent of our college students attend private schools today. Some students do belong in large school envi​ronments, but applications for freshman slots at public universities are far higher than need be. Too often students develop a list of expensive college possibilities and then are told by their parents, after looking at the “sticker price,” that they are not able to afford those schools.

I find that many parents hold ideas about financial aid that are out‑of‑date. What these families do not realize is that, regardless of the tuition levels, the college’s financial aid officer will decide how much the family must pay. This Expected Family Contribution (EFC) comes form the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), and at some elite institutions, the additional form named the CSS Financial Aid Profile. The family’s expenses may not be as out of reach as parents assume. Families with incomes in excess of $100,000 qualify for financial aid at expensive elite institutions. As a matter of fact, the average Adjusted Gross Income of a “needy” family at such institutions is in six figures.  


 Therefore, students should only rule out expensive colleges after the family’s EFC has been determined. I encourage parents of college‑bound students to consult with us early in the process so we can do an estimated financial aid “needs analysis.” In this consultation we establish their eligibility for financial aid.

FOUR STEPS
I have a four‑step approach to assisting the family with anxiety about college matriculation. These steps are:

Determine the Expected Family Contribution (EFC). I encourage parents to consult before beginning the college selection process and well before January 1 of the student's junior or year of high school. Once the EFC is determined, I place the family in one of the following four categories before the final list of colleges and/or universities has been determined. If the expected family contribution is:

· Less than the cost of a public university. This family should concentrate on private institutions that attempt to consult 100 % of the family’s financial aid eligibility. 

· More than the cost of a public university and the caliber of education is their primary concern. This family should focus on private institutions for their college choices. 

· More than the cost of a public university and the cost of education is their primary concern. This family should center on in-state public universities.
· Almost equal to the cost of the most expensive schools considered. Families that find themselves in the latter two categories may be able to significantly reduce the cost of their child’s private or public education if the student can consult the varying standards for merit scholarships (non-need based). These students do not have to qualify need-based aid to receive these awards. It is important to note that elite colleges and universities do not offer such non-need-based scholarships. (The A's and Bs of Academic Scholarships by Anna Leider, Octameron Press, is an excellent source of merit​ aid to receive these awards. 

Consult with us to discuss possible colleges and universities. In our second session, preferably in the second semester of the junior year, both the student and parents It is then we determine a list of colleges that will most likely meet the student’s academic and personal needs.

Complete and mail, by February 15th, all necessary financial aid forms. The third step is to encourage students and parents to complete and file electronically, the FAFSA by the college’s mandatory filing date. This is commonly February 1 or February 15. We consult with parents in November and December to assist parents in filling out the necessary forms. An on line PowerPoint presentation on the process is available on our web page. People with unique or unusual circumstances are encouraged to consult with us online. 

Consult with us to evaluate your financial aid awards. Upon receipt of the student's financial aid award letters in March and early April; we assist you in determining which are your student's best offers. This is achieved through the use of our Financial Aid Comparison software. What is being offered may not be obvious​ to them. In addition, financial aid awards will vary from school to school. Many of the financial aid terms (such as Stafford Loan, Work‑Study Grants) are new to parents, particularly those whose children are entering college for the first time. The student should not make the final decision regarding college choice until this evaluation has been performed.

 With our online counseling, families and students often find that private colleges they once thought unattainable are very much within their reach. Specifically, 81% of our “needy” students attend private colleges less expensively than they could public universities. Fifty-seven percent of our families that do not have “demonstrated financial need,” attend private schools less expensively.  

