Seeking Financial Aid: Don’t Fear The FAFSA

S

aving money to pay for college is a
daunting proposition even if
you’re reasonably well off
ﬁnancially. With tuition increases
continuing to outpace the overall inﬂation
rate year after year, parents may be hard
pressed to come up with all of the funds
needed to ﬁnance a child’s higher
education. But ﬁnancial aid could help ﬁll
the gap.
Each year, more than 13 million
undergraduate and graduate students get
some form of ﬁnancial assistance. But the
federal government and universities
won’t simply hand you the money. To
determine whether you qualify for
ﬁnancial aid, you must complete and ﬁle
the Free Application for Federal Student
Aid (FAFSA).
Who should ﬁll out a FAFSA?
Practically everyone. Even if you don’t
think you’ll qualify for ﬁnancial aid,
there’s no harm in trying because the ﬁling
is free. And even students from the
wealthiest families may need to submit a
FAFSA if they’re going to be in a workstudy program.
But just because you should ﬁle a
FAFSA doesn’t mean you won’t be
intimidated by the process itself. Although
the form has been simpliﬁed somewhat in
recent years, it still can be challenging.
Don’t hesitate to seek our assistance.
Starting the Process
Virtually every college admission

program requires a FAFSA for ﬁnancial
aid purposes. While a school may ask for
other ﬁnancial information in addition to
that sought in the FAFSA, the basis form is
pretty much mandatory.
And so you’ll have to come up with
answers to about 130 questions about your
family assets and income. Based on the
information you provide, the FAFSA
administrators will calculate the “expected
family contribution” (EFC) for your
family. How many people are in your
household, your family income, the
number of students in college, and most
assets (but not retirement funds) will be
factored in.
Where can you ﬁnd the FAFSA? It’s
available online all year long at
www.fafsa.ed.gov. But you can’t ﬁle it
until January 1 of the year in which a
student plans to start college (for example,
January 1, 2016, for someone starting
school on September 1, 2016). But be sure
to ﬁle the form as early as possible because
ﬁnancial aid often is awarded on a ﬁrstcome, ﬁrst-served basis. Late ﬁlers may
miss the bus and receive nothing.
To ﬁll out the form, you’ll need
income and expense data from the prior
year, including:
●
Taxable income for both the parents
and the student, including wages, pensions,
capital gains, interest, dividends, annuities,
unemployment compensation, alimony,
rents, and business income

uproot them. In addition, they may
not be allowed to live full time in an
age-restricted community.
●
Even if you don’t
have youngsters living
with you, you may
enjoy being around
younger people. The age
mix in your
neighborhood may suit
you just ﬁne.
●
One frequent
complaint of young
retirees is that they
don’t want to live with
“old” people. They see
themselves as being
young or at least acting as if they were.
And some people view living in a

retirement community as a stigma to be
avoided at all costs.
●
The association fees for
maintaining the
community grounds
—often including
swank clubhouses, golf
courses, and other
amenities—can be
pricey. If you’re not a
golfer, or shun the
swimming pool, the
extra costs might not be
worth it to you.
In any event, get all
the information you
need to make the best
choice for your situation. Your advisers
can help. ●

Non-taxable income for both the
parents and the student, including
workers’ compensation, welfare beneﬁts
(but not food stamps), housing and food
allowances, child support, untaxed Social
Security beneﬁts, untaxed income from
pensions and annuities, veterans’
beneﬁts, tax-exempt interest income,
deductible payments made to a retirement
plan, and earned income tax credit
●
Expenses such as income taxes
and child support
●
The value of cash, savings, and
checking accounts of the parents and
the student
●
The net worth of all investments of
parents and student (except for retirement
plans), including stocks, bonds, CDs,
money market funds, mutual funds,
commodities, trust funds, education
IRAs, and state-based college savings
plans (excluding pre-paid tuition plans)
●
The value of estate holdings (e.g.,
rental property and second homes), but
you don’t have to count the equity in your
principal residence
●
The net worth of a family business
or farm (excluding farms that are
principal residences)
The Expected Family
Contribution (EFC)
The EFC is the amount your family
is expected to contribute to your
student’s college education for one year.
The lower the EFC, the larger the
ﬁnancial aid award that your student
may receive.
Sometimes the EFC rules can work
in your favor. If your student is
admitted to a school that agrees to meet
students’ full ﬁnancial needs, the EFC
lets you know the most you’ll have to
pay regardless of how much that
college costs.
Suppose that a family’s EFC is
$25,000 and the student is applying to a
school with a total cost of $35,000 a year.
That family might expect to receive up to
$10,000 in ﬁnancial aid. What if the
college costs $50,000? The ﬁnancial aid
award could be as high as $25,000. The
basic equation to remember is: Cost EFC = Need.
Filing a FAFSA is a necessary evil
for those seeking ﬁnancial aid for college.
We can help you position your family for
the best possible result. ●
●

