WHAT IS FINANCIAL AID?

Student Financial Aid emerged as a vital force in financing American higher education during the 1970’s, when the Education Amendments of 1972 authorized a massive expansion of funding and also established a program to encourage states to become involved or to do more in assisting their students with their educational costs.  Today, over half of all students in higher education rely on one or more forms of financial aid during their academic careers.  Financial aid is usually based on need but some is merit-based such as academics, athletics, artistic ability, etc.

Forms of Financial Aid

Financial Aid is designed to help individuals meet their educational expenses when their own resources are not sufficient.  A student who believes that his/her own family resources are not sufficient to pay for all costs of attendance (tuition, room and board, books, transportation, etc.) should apply for financial aid through the Financial Aid Office of the college he/she plans to attend.  There are three types of aid available:

1. Grants – gifts or scholarships which do not have to be repaid.

2. Loans – money borrowed to cover school costs, which must be repaid (usually with interest) over a specified period of time (usually after the student graduates from college).

3. Work – employment that enables a student to earn a portion of school costs.

What is Family Contribution?

The family contribution is the amount of money the family of a student is expected to contribute toward college expenses.  The family includes the student and the student’s parents.  The amount of money that is expected to be contributed by the family is calculated by a standardized formula that takes into account the following:

· Family’s financial resources (income and assets)

· Size of family, and

· Basic living expenses of the family

The calculation of family contribution is based on information provided by the student’s family on a standardized need analysis form.  All students who apply for Federal financial assistance are required to complete the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).  There is no charge to the student or the student’s family for the processing of this form or for determining the student’s eligibility for federal financial assistance.   You can receive the FAFSA form by calling 1-800-433-3243, through your high school guidance counselor, or online at www.fafsa.ed.gov.  Results will be mailed to you in about four weeks.
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All financial aid forms must be




as possible (never before January 1

resubmitted each year





of the year you want to enroll).

What is Financial Need?

Financial need of a student is the difference between the student’s educational expenses and the amount of money the family is expected to contribute.  In general terms, the formula to determine financial need is:

Cost of Attendance minus Expected Family Contribution = Financial Need.

The Cost of Attendance is tuition, fees, room and board, books and supplies, travel, incidental expenses.  Expected Family Contribution is the amount of money your parents can be expected to contribute and Financial Need is the amount you will need from your college.

How do I know if I am eligible for aid?

Federal Student Aid is determined on the basis of financial need and on several other factors.  The financial aid administrator at the college or university you plan to attend will determine what you are eligible for.

Basically, to receive aid, you must:

· Have financial need

· Have a high school diploma or a GED certificate or pass an approved test Be enrolled in an eligible program

· Be a U.S. Citizen or eligible noncitizen

When your FAFSA is processed, a formula is applied to the information you provide.  The formula takes into account your family’s income, assets, and certain expenses that you required (like taxes) necessary living expenses, and information relating your employment-related expenses.

The formula result is the EFC, which is the amount of money you and your family is expected to contribute toward the cost of your education.  If your EFC is below a certain amount, you will be eligible for a Federal Pell Grant and the amount of this grant depends on your EFC, the cost of attendance at the college or university you choose and your enrollment status (full or part-time).  

What is a Financial Aid Package?

A financial aid package is a combination of financial aid resources (grants, loans, etc.) put together by the college financial aid administrator and designed to meet, as closely as possible, the student’s individual financial need.  The amount and types of assistance in a package depend on the cost of attendance at a particular college, the need of the student, availability of funding at the college, and outside funds available to the student.  Thus, if a student applies to two different colleges, the student may be offered two different financial aid packages.

The amount of your financial aid award depends on whether you are a full-time or part-time student and whether you attend school for a full academic year or less.

Your college should notify you of your aid package by sending you an award letter.  Your aid awards will likely be disbursed each semester.

Applying for Financial Aid

Financial Aid Applications

You should apply for aid every year, even if you think you do not qualify.  There are many factors affecting eligibility for financial need.  To apply for student financial aid from the federal government you will need to submit the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and there is no charge for submitting this form.  The FAFSA is also required by all state and many school student assistance programs and is used to apply for federal student and financial aid, including grants, loans and work-study.

Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA)

It is imperative that a student completes the proper application forms in order to secure a financial aid package.  For most of the federal student aid programs, the FAFSA is the only form you need to file and is the first step in the financial aid process.  As mentioned earlier, you can receive this form through your high school guidance counselor, call 1-800-433-3243 or visit their website at www.fafsa.ed.gov.  The FAFSA is available in paper and electronic formats. Read the instructions carefully when you complete the FAFSA and pay close attention to questions relating to income.

When you apply for aid, you should have certain records on hand, which are listed on the application.  You should save all records and all other materials used in completing the application because you may need them later to prove that the information reported is accurate.  This process is called “verification”.  Your application may be selected for the “verification” process.  If this happens, you may need to go to the financial aid office and provide documentation that all of the information in your FAFSA is correct.

FAFSA Checklist

Don’t’ worry, it is easier than you think to complete the FAFSA form.  But, before you and your parents begin to dig into this process, make sure you have all of the necessary materials:

1. Your social security card and driver’s license

2. Your income tax returns and those of your parents, W-2 forms and 1099 forms for the previous year

3. Records of other untaxed income received such as welfare benefits, social security benefits, veteran’s benefits or military or clergy allowances

4. Current bank statements and records of stocks, bonds, mutual funds and other investment

5. Records of other untaxed income, such as welfare, social security income, AFDC and veteran benefits

6. Business or farm records (if applicable)

7. Records relating to any unusual financial circumstances, such as medical and dental expenses not covered by health insurance, tuition expenses at private elementary or secondary schools, death, divorce, etc.

8. Federal Student Codes for each school you are applying to.  You can get this code from the school, or you can visit the www.fafsa.ed.gov website.

Once you have assembled all this paperwork, you are on your way!

Tips for filling out the FAFSA

Identify Yourself

· Use your legal name as it appears on your social security card.  Nicknames or aliases will cause a processing delay and you don’t want that!

· Read all of the questions CAREFULLY.  The words “you” and “your” always refer to the student, not the parents

· Remember to count yourself, the student, as one of the people who will be attending college during the award year

Your Parents

· If your parents are divorced or separated, the parent with whom you lived the most during the past 12 months is the parent responsible for filling out the FAFSA.  This is not necessarily the parent who has legal custody
· If the parent responsible for completing the FAFSA has remarried, the new spouse must report their income and assets on the FAFSA.
If you were given the option…

· In the question that asks about your interest in different types of aid (work-study, loans, etc.) answer “yes” to each question  Answering “yes” does not obligate you to accept a loan; answering “non” will not get you more grant aid

· Even if you qualify for the simplified needs test, you should still complete the asset information section.  Some states and schools use this information for computing their own financial aid awards

· One of the questions on the FAFSA asks for your permission to release the information on the FAFSA to your state aid agency.  Do not answer “non” to this question if you wish to be considered for state aid

When should you apply?

You cannot apply for financial aid prior to January 1, so apply as soon AFTER January 1 as you possibly can because the need analysis process uses your financial information from the prior tax year when calculating eligibility for the upcoming award year.  It is easier to complete the application when your family’s tax return is done, so parents of college bound students may want to consider filing their taxes as early as possible.  Do not sign, date, or send your application before January 1.  If you apply by mail, send your completed application using the envelope that came with it, as it will ensure that your application reaches the correct address.  The State of Michigan’s deadline for submission of this form is March 1 so you need to pay close attention to deadline dates.  

Your eligibility is determined one award year at a time.  The results from your 2008-2009 application are good only for the 2008-2009 award year (July 1, 2008 to June 30, 2009 and any summer terms that your school considers part of that award year).  

Before you send your FAFSA in, sign the form and get all the other required signatures.  Unsigned forms will not be processed.  Do not include other supporting documents with your form because these items will be destroyed.  Likewise, do not write comments or notes in the margins of the form.  If there are unusual family financial circumstances, you should contact the college or university’s financial aid office to ask for a professional judgment review.  Remember to make a copy of the FAFSA for your records and submit it on time.

Because your circumstances can change greatly from one year to the next, you must  reapply for federal aid every year.  Also, if you change colleges, your aid doesn’t follow you.  Check with your college to find out what steps you must take to continue receiving aid.  After the first time you apply, you might be able to apply easier and faster in subsequent awards years by completing the Renewal FAFSA.  With this form, you only need to complete the information that changed from the previous award year.

What happens after application?

If the application is made by mail, it will be processed in approximately four to six weeks (two to three weeks for FAFSA on the Web).  You will then receive a Student Aid Report (SAR) in the mail.  The SAR will reflect the information from your application and your Expected Family Contribution (EFC), the amount of money your family will be expected to contribute to your education.  Each college you listed on the application may also receive results from your application.  If you haven’t received this information in four weeks, you can check the status of your application by calling 1-319-337-5665 (Monday – Friday 9:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. Eastern Time), or you can write to:  Federal Student Aid Programs, PO Box 4038, Washington, DC  52243-4038.

If you apply electronically, your application will be processed in about three weeks.  The results will be sent electronically to your college and you will also receive the results of the SAR in the mail.  

When you receive the SAR, please review the information carefully.  If changes are necessary, your college may submit the corrections electronically or by mail. Your correct, complete application must be at your school by your last day of enrollment in 2008-2009.

Contacting The U.S. Department of Education

Help is always available to you by The Department of Education.  You can receive information on the following:

· Help in completing the FAFSA.

· Explanation of the federal student aid eligibility requirements.

· Explanation of the process of determining financial need and awarding aid.

· Providing you with the Federal School Codes you may need when you apply.

· Information on whether a school participates in the federal student aid programs.

· Information on a school’s student loan default rate, and

· Publications on federal student aid.

For online assistance on federal student aid and to view this and other student aid publications online, visit their website at www.ed.gov.

If you need assistance completing the FAFSA, help is available online at www.fafsa.ed.gov.  A list of Federal School Codes that you may need to complete the FAFSA is available at www.fafsa.ed.gov.

You can also call the Federal Student Aid Information Center at 1-800-433-3243.  If you are hearing impaired, you may call toll free at 1-800-730-8913 (TDD).

The best time to visit college campuses

is when classes are in session, but anytime

is better than not going.
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offer, contact a financial aid officer from

the college that sent the award package to you.


