Figuring Out Financial Aid

TAP. Pell Grants. Stafford loans. If you think you’re confused by college financial aid, try being eighteen—and having a large part of your financial future depend on figuring it out.
That was the inspiration behind Karen Gross’s “Making Higher Education Possible.” During her keynote address at FEST 2011, the president of Southern Vermont College detailed the ins and outs of the financial aid maze so her audience could communicate it to young people.

“The bigger challenge now is no longer getting kids to college,” Gross asserted, “but getting them through college. One big piece of the challenge is making higher education affordable.”

Gross kicked off her presentation with some sobering statistics. For students with 800-1000 SAT scores from high-economic-status households, the likelihood of graduating from college is only 52 percent. For low-economic-status households with SAT scores in the same range, that figure drops to 8 percent. 

What can anyone do about this? Amid detailed explanations of state scholarships, federal grants and loans, work study, and other options, Gross made a few suggestions. For one, colleges are more than willing to help students fill out the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA); most aid sources require this document, and yet nearly a million students eligible for financial aid never fill it out. “It’s a difficult form,” Gross said. “College financial aid offices are very important resources for helping children and families understand the FAFSA and paying for college in general.”

More thorough and consistent exposure to financial aid information would also help, Gross claimed. “We tend to miss the teachable moments on this. You hear about college financial aid at orientation and graduation. At orientation, you’re more concerned with finding out where the bathroom is, and who your roommate is, than with how you’re going to pay for college.”

