How to Apply for Financial Aid
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There are two kinds of financial assistance available from colleges and universities and the federal and state governments: need-based aid, and non-need, or merit-based aid. The bulk of financial aid available to most families is need-based aid awarded by the federal government in the form of grants and loans. States and individual institutions then supplement this aid with additional need-based or merit-based assistance. There is only one way to receive need-based financial aid from any source: you must apply for it!

If you are a family with a senior in high school, or a current college student, who needs or may need financial aid to help pay for college then you should apply for financial aid as soon after January 1 as possible to receive aid for the following fall. We are adamant in our belief that those who might need financial aid should apply for it. This will not hurt your chances for college admission, and the worst that can happen is a college will say you do not qualify for need-based financial aid.

The most important form you need to fill out to qualify for need-based aid is the federal government’s Free Application for Federal Student Aid (www.fafsa.ed.gov). This will put you in the loop to qualify for the more than $105 billion of financial aid available to help you pay for college. If you already receive financial aid, you must file a FAFSA Renewal form every year you are requesting aid. The FAFSA requires your tax information, for students and parents of dependent students, so be sure to have that available when you visit the FAFSA Web site. The quickest way to file the FAFSA is on-line. Once you have submitted your FAFSA, you will receive notification of your Expected Family Contribution (EFC), which is the amount you as a family will be expected to contribute toward a college education. If your EFC is lower than the total cost of a particular college you attend, then you will have a set amount of Financial Need. That need is the amount the government and colleges and universities will try to fund through grants and loans. 

The second form you should consider is the CSS/Financial Aid PROFILE from the College Board (www.collegeboard.com). Many selective private colleges and universities, graduate schools, independent scholarship programs, and high school foundations require the PROFILE to qualify for additional need- and merit-based financial aid funds. You should also file the PROFILE as close to January 1 as possible. 

Colleges and universities may have their own financial aid forms you will also need to fill out, so check college Web sites for information on applying for their financial aid. Many institutions offer significant grants and scholarships (you do not need to repay either form of assistance) funded by their own endowments and tuition. Most students don’t pay full price for their college education, and most receive some form of financial aid. Many of the most expensive schools offer the most financial aid, and merit-based awards are increasing as a proportion of awarded financial aid. Some of those awards are made to students without students applying for them, while others require additional applications or essays. State merit programs, which reward students with good grades and/or standardized test scores, also provide a great deal of financial assistance for students, so visit your state department of education’s Web site to learn more about your state’s aid programs.

The first step in qualifying for financial aid is to apply for it. If you think you might need help paying for college, make sure to get your tax and asset information together and file the FAFSA and PROFILE forms as soon as possible.

