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A college that is a good ‘fit’ is one where your mentee’s social, academic, and financial needs are met—
somewhere that your mentee can thrive. Your mentee should consider factors like size, distance from home, 
religious affiliation, type of degree, diversity, and more. Throughout this activity you and your mentee will start 
thinking about another incredibly important factor of fit: financial fit.

Finances can be personal, complicated, and tricky to talk about. When discussing the financial aspect of 
college with your mentee, we encourage you to take a neutral tone and focus on giving your mentee all the 
information they need in order to make informed decisions with their family. While we don’t expect you as a 
mentor to sit down with your mentee’s family and have financial aid discussions together, we suggest that you 
get to know your mentee’s family and their general expectations about college. By building trust with the people 
who will influence your mentee’s final college decision, you can more effectively support your student in 
comparing award letters and making potentially difficult choices in the Spring.

Here are some basics about paying for college. Please review this material carefully before you meet with your 
mentee, so that you feel comfortable sharing this information during the activity this month. The ins and outs 
of paying for college can be confusing, so do not hesitate to look things up online or or to reach out to staff for 
additional support. You can model for your mentee how to seek out information—this is an important skill that 
they should be developing as they navigate complicated processes.

Financial fit. A school that is a good financial fit is one that is affordable given a family’s financial 
resources, and which does not require the student or their family to take on too much debt. It is important to 
have a funding plan that covers all four years of college—sometimes colleges offer more aid for freshmen 
than for returning students, and most outside scholarships that your student might win during their final year 
of high school will be one-year, non-renewable scholarships.

Total Cost of Attendance. The Total Cost of Attendance for a school is the “sticker price” for all direct and 
indirect costs, before financial aid. Students may look at a university website and assume that the tuition 
price listed is the ‘cost’ of that college—but the Total Cost of Attendance, or the sticker price, is a better 
measure of how much it will cost to attend college.

Direct and indirect costs. Tuition isn’t the only thing that colleges charge for. When your mentee gets an 
award letter or a bill from a college, there will be lots of different line items that make up the total cost of 
attendance. Direct costs include tuition, administrative or class fees, and on-campus room and board. 
Indirect costs might include books and supplies, personal expenses, transportation, and off-campus room 
and board (if you are not living in university housing). If students are trying to save money, they are more 
likely going to be able to save when it comes to indirect costs. Living at home, buying second-hand 
textbooks, taking public transportation, and limiting restaurant dining are some ways that students can save 
on indirect costs.

Financial aid packages and award letters. Confusingly and frustratingly, your mentee won’t know how 
much a school is going to cost them until after they have been accepted and have received an award letter 
with a Total Cost of Attendance and a financial aid package. Emphasize to your mentee that this is why it is 
important to apply to a range of schools, including safety, match, and reach schools (which we will discuss 
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in next month’s activity). A financial aid package is made up of grants, scholarships, and loans. The main 
lesson here is that grants and scholarships do not need to be repaid, while loans do—and loans accrue 
interest as well.

Grants and scholarships. Grants and scholarships are types of financial aid that do not need to be repaid, 
and they can come from a variety of sources. Scholarships might come from outside organizations, for 
example from a nonprofit, or they might be awarded by the school where your student is applying. 
First-dollar scholarships—the most typical kind of scholarship—are awarded before any other financial aid 
is taken into consideration, while last-dollar scholarships are calculated based on how much of a gap 
remains once all other financial aid is taken into account. It is important to note that some scholarships 
have other terms and conditions attached: students might have to maintain a certain GPA to have their 
scholarship renewed, or the scholarship might only last for one year. This is why a four-year funding plan is 
so important to have before committing to a college. 

Loans. There may be a gap between the cost of attendance after grants, scholarships, and work study, 
and what your student’s family can cover from savings and income. Loans are an option to help cover that 
gap, and there are many different kinds of loans. The first step is to fill out the Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid (FAFSA) to determine if a student is eligible for federal loans with fixed interest rates. Students 
can take advantage of limited subsidized and unsubsidized Direct Loan options—subsidized loans do not 
accrue interest while students are still enrolled at least half-time in college. Parents can take out Parent 
PLUS Loans to cover the remaining balance. Parent PLUS Loans have higher interest rates and fees, 
and parents must have good credit in order to be granted a loan. When your student is thinking about the 
amount of debt that they are willing to take on, remind your student that loans accrue interest, and they will 
end up paying more than the amount that they initially borrow. A rule of thumb is that if students take on 
less cumulative student loan debt than their expected annual salary after graduation, they should be able to 
repay the loan within ten years. 

FAFSA. The most important financial step toward college is completing the Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid (FAFSA), which opens in the fall and closes the following summer on 6/30. By completing the 
FAFSA, your student can access needs-based financial aid. This means that the FAFSA awards its 
financial aid based on family income. Students can receive Federal Pell Grants of approximately $6,000 per 
year. Students can also be determined eligible for Federal Work Study, which allows them to get part-time 
jobs on campus.

Work study. Students might be able to get Federal Work Study jobs through their FAFSA application, and 
earn money to put toward college. Whether or not they are eligible for Federal Work Study, students can 
also find jobs on-campus or off-campus to help defray costs. In addition to finances, there can be other 
benefits to working a job during college, since students can get work experience and develop professional 
skills as well. We do not recommend that students work more than 15 hours a week while enrolled full-time 
in college. 

Feel free to refer back to these explanations or seek out more information online as you and your mentee work 
through this activity.
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How much will college cost? Paying for college is a tricky thing to plan for, partly because you won’t know how 
much a certain college will cost you until after you have applied and been accepted. In the spring of your senior 
year, you will receive award letters from each college where you have been accepted. These award letters will 
tell you the total cost of attendance at that school and how much financial aid you will receive. Paying for 
college will likely require a combination of grants, scholarships, loans, personal or family savings, and work 
study.

What questions do you have about paying for college? Is there anything you are wondering about? Write your 
questions here.

This activity is an introduction to paying for college. You and your mentor are going to define some important 
financial terms, and then you will research the tuition, Total Cost of Attendance and average financial need met 
for the colleges on your list.

Ask your mentor about each of the following terms and write down their definitions and any important 
information. 

Financial Fit
Definition:

Award Letter
Definition:

When can you expect to receive an award letter from a college?

Total Cost of Attendance
Definition:

Direct Costs
Definition:

Indirect Costs
Definition:

What are some ways to save money on indirect costs once you get to college?

Grants
Definition:

Scholarships
Definition:

Loans
Definition:
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What is the maximum total dollar amount of loans that is recommended to take out?

FAFSA
Definition:

When does the FAFSA open and when is the deadline?
Will you be filing as a dependent or an independent?

Work Study
Definition:

What is the maximum recommended number of hours of work study per week?

At the start of this activity, you wrote down some questions about paying for college. Did this activity answer 
those questions? If not, look up the answers with your mentor now. If you can’t find the answers online, reach 
out to a staff person for assistance.

Now that you know a little more about financial fit, build a spreadsheet with the list of colleges you plan to apply 
to. Create the following columns and fill them in!

• Tuition. Differentiate between “in-state” and “out-of-state.”
• Total Cost of Attendance. Remember, this is the “sticker price” that goes beyond just tuition. It          

includes room, board, and fees. This may not be easy to find online—try a website like CollegeCalc.
• Average Percent of Need Met. Find this information from a reliable source such as the College Board 

website.


