~SA TODAY.
A GANNETT COMPANY

1 3>

I

I

PLANNIN

•

ths about
co lege costs

111

• •

What you don't know about higher education costs can hurt you
BY ERIN PETERSON FOR USA TODAY
Next to a house, a
college education is
typically the most expensive thing families
pay for. So there's no
question that college
costs can cause very
real anxiety for parents planning to foot
the bill. It doesn't help that there's plenty
of misinformation that gets treated like
fact. Here are some of the top myths when
it comes to the cost of college-and the
reality behind the misconceptions.

MYTH: THE PRICE YOU SEE IS THE PRICE
YOU PAY.

REALITY:The sticker price, which can
easily top $40,000 annually for private
schools, is rarely the amount a family will
end up paying. Thanks to scholarships,
grants, and other need-based aid, College
Board studies suggest that students can
typically see tuition breaks of more than
10 percent for public four-year colleges,
and more than 25 percent for private
four-year schools. "just like buying a car
or an airplane ticket, the vast majority of
families aren't paying the sticker price of
a college," says Mike Muska, co-author
of Getting In: The Final Guide to College
Admissions and Financial Aid In the Digital
Age. "That price doesn't usually reflect
what college is going to cost for you."

MYTH: FINANCIAL AID IS ONLY FOR FAMILIES
MAKING POVERTY-LEVEL WAGES.

REALITY: There are billions of dollars of
federal aid available for families in a w ide
range of income brackets, but many don't
even bother applying for it, says Winnie

Sun, founding partner at Sun Group's
Wealth Partners in Irvine, Calif. "Most
people will qualify for some aid," she says.
"But if you don't try, yo u're automatically not going to qualify." Some top-tier
schools, including Yale and Harvard, even
offer need-based aid for students from
families with annual incomes well above
$100,000.

MYTH: YOU CAN IMPROVE YOUR FINANCIAL
AID OFFER WITH A BRIBE TO AID OFFICERS.
REALITY: A plate of brownies or tickets
to a ballgame won't boost a student's aid
package-but it might make things awkward, says Muska. "Not only is [a bribe)
not going to work, but it's an absolute
turnoff to a financial aid person trying to
do their job," he says. "It's far better to
develop a professional relationship with
a financial aid officers if you need to get
your aid package reconsidered."

MYTH: SCHOLARSHIPS ONLY GO TO
GENIUSES AND STAR ATHLETES.
REALITY: Perfect SAT scores and
quarterback cred can't hurt, but scholarships are out there for just about every
kind of student imaginable. Beyond
federal aid and school offerings, you'll
find thousands of scholarships available
if you look locally or page through books
of scholarship opportunities, says Sun.
"There are scholarships that come from
churches, employers, and Rotary, for
example," she says. If that isn't enough,
you might look for scholarships that
fit your quirks. There's college money
available for vegetarians, southpaws, and
people who are exceptionally tall.
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MYTH: FINANCIAL AID OFFICERS SHOULD
BE TREATED AS ADVERSARIES, JUST LIKE
USED CAR SALESPEOPLE.
REALITY: The golden rule applies in this
situation, says George Rolleston, director
of financial aid at Baldwin-Wallace
College in Berea, Ohio. "We understand
that there's a lot of stress for parents, but
an adversarial approach-both here and
at most other colleges-doesn't tend to
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serve a family very well," he says. Instead,
be polite, be honest, and clearly identify
any changes in family circumstances like
job losses or additional expenses that
could help convince an aid officer to boost
a financial aid award.

MYTH: YOU ONLY NEED TO SAVE FOR FOUR
YEARS OF TUITION.

REALITY: College prices are rising, but
unfortunately, graduation rates aren't
rising with them, says Cass Grange, a
financial advisor at Lucien, Stirling &
Gray Advisory Group in Austin. "The
four-year plan has turned into a five-year
plan, or even a six-year plan," she says.
Studies suggest the reality might be
grimmer than that: A 2009 report found
that just over half of students attending
four-year colleges had graduated within
six years. While some drop out or transfer,
thousands take an extra year or two
to graduate and can rack up additional
five-figure loans as a result of the delay.

MYTH: COMMUNITY COLLEGE IS A SURE
PATHWAY TO YOUR DREAM COLLEGE.

REALITY: Pundits often encourage
cash-strapped students to spend a couple
of years at a community college, then
transfer the credits to a higher-prestige

college to finish degree requirements.
It's a great idea, but unless you've done
your due diligence, you may find that
credits don't transfer seamlessly-or at all.
Even if they do, students may find that
courses at the new college aren't what
they expected, says Sun. "Some students
find that the level of difficulty between a
community college and a four-year college
is significantly different," she says. "For
many students, it makes sense to try to
get into a four-year university and really
focus on getting additional aid."

MYTH: PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES ARE ALWAYS
come with steep price tags, they may
also have deep pockets to offer up
generous financial aid packages to the
right students. In addition, many public
universities are facing serious budget
crunches as funding dries up. Many are
dramatically raising tuition to fill the
gap. While that might not close the gap
between public and private costs, it's
getting closer, and there are dozens of
private colleges-from Stanford University
to New York's Vassar College-that meet
100 percent of demonstrated financial
need for domestic students.
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REALITY: Financial aid officers bristle
at the idea of negotiating financial aid
awards, but that doesn't mean they're
inflexible, says Rolleston. "The FAFSA
reflects last year's income and assets,
but the school year doesn't start until
August or September, which means
there's a nine-month window in which
family circumstances can change," he
says. "[Financial aid officers) typically do a
number of revisions to awards afterwards,
because we want to work with families to
the extent that we can."

CHEAPER THAN PRIVATE COLLEGES.

REALITY: Though private colleges often
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MYTH: FINANCIAL AID AWARDS ARE
SET IN STONE.

MYTH: TUITION IS THE MAIN EXPENSE
YOU NEED TO WORRY ABOUT.

REALITY: Those five-figure tuition
bills can be breathtaking-but just wait
until you see the prices for room and
board. Costs at all schools averaged
more than $8,000 annually, but a recent
emphasis on top-tier amenities has
boosted the costs at some colleges far
higher, says Grange. "Some colleges have
apartment-style suites, and [extensive)
cafeterias," she says. Many schools have
built huge recreation centers and lavish
campus centers- which all add to the
price tag.

