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10 timely tips to pay for college in 2015 
By Michele Lerner · Bankrate.com 

College costs and student loan debt are hot top ics these days , but when you're the parent of 

a high schoo l senior or a student preparing for a college degree , your concern is more 

personal. 

Unfortunately , there are lots of ideas out there about reducing costs , but not much has 

changed yet , says Barmak Nassirian , director of federal policy ana lysis for the American 

Association of State Colleges and Univers ities in Washington, D.C 

Fortunately , there are adv isers to offer tips for your educationa l expenses in 2015 

1. New benefits for veterans' dependents. 
If you are a veteran or a spouse or dependent of a veteran, a recently signed federal law that 

goes into effect July 1, 2015, makes you eligible for in-state tuition everywhere in the 

country , Nassirian says 

"Some states, such as Cal iforn ia, already offer in-state tu ition benefits on an expanded scale 

to veterans, but this law not only opens up in-stale tuition for virtua lly all pub lic institut ions, ii 

also provides this benefit to veterans' dependents," Nassirian says . 

Currently, rules about eligib ility for in-state tuition for veterans vary by state . Some requ ire 

res idency to be establ ished and some don't. Th is new legislation will eliminate those state 

requirements. 
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The benefit of paying in-state tuition can be extensive. According to the College Board , the Email 

average in-state tuition and fees in 2013-14 at public colleges was $8 ,893, compared with 

$22,203 for out-of -state tuit ion and fees. 

2. Borrow responsibly. 
Students who comp lete a FAFSA, or Free Application for Federa l Student Aid, rece ive a 

"shopping sheet" from participating schools that informs them about costs of attending the 

school, as well as financial aid offers. Robert Mendenhall, pres ident of Western Governors 

University, an online university that also provides student teach ing and pract ical nursing 

training, says his un iversity has reduced student loan borrowing by 39 percent in one year 

through their "Respons ible Borrowing Initiative ," which takes the shopping sheet a step 

further. 

"Our shopp ing sheet lists a recommended amount to borrow that equals the direct costs of 

tuit ion and fees minus any grants and scholarsh ips the student is receiving," Mendenhall 

says. "The impact in the past year is that the average amount borrowed dropped from 

$7,900 to $4,800 . Students often get the shopping sheet from other schoo ls that tells them 

how much they can borrow and they just accept it, but this makes it clear that you don't have 

to borrow every dollar you're offered." 

Mendenhall says that FAFSA includes living expenses that WGU students often already pay, 

since many of the ir students are adu lts . 

3. Always fill out FAFSA. 
"FAFSA is your ticket to almost all financial aid 

resources , so fill it out, even if you don't think your 

family will qualify," says Ed Montesdeoca, a vice 

pres ident for Capital One Bank . "FAFSA determines 

your student's or family's eligibi lity for federal grants Cf Linkedln .,f_ Delicious ~ Reddit 

and loans , but also resources from stale government, 'i,I Stumbleupon ~ Email story 
college financial aid offices and many private ~--------~ 

scho larships . There are d ifferent qua lifications for 

different financia l aid resources, so just filling ii out 

wi ll open doors to numerous sources of aid and 

scho larships." 

4. The biggest savings are at the front end. 
Nass irian says that fam ilies often make the mistake of 

paying attention to the financ ial aid packages they 

receive rather than deciding from the beginning which 

schools their students can afford . 

"Parents and students should spend as much time on 
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the financial side of looking at colleges as they do on the academic and social aspects of a 

school. ff Nass irian says . "The real savings on a college education comes at the front end, in 

deciding where the student will go , based on net costs." 

Dan Yu, managing principal of EisnerAmper Wealth Advisors in New York City, says 

students shou ld apply to a variety of schools , including some that are easily affordable , 

some that are a stretch and one that's a dream school financially , to see what kind of aid is 

offered. 

"Parents should say to their kids, 'If this is the schoo l you want , then you'll need to contribute 

$10,000 of your own money to the cost,"' says Yu. 

Marcy Keckler, vice president of financial advice strategies at Ameriprise Financ ia l, says that 

parents should use the ca lculator at FAFSA.ed.gov to estimate the true cost of attending a 

particu lar school rather than focusing solely on tuition 

5. Look into "fr ee" community college. 
The re's been some talk about extend ing K-through-12 pub lic education through the first two 

years of community college in some states , with Tennessee leading the effort, Nassir ian 

says . 

"To my mind, it's not exactly free because that's usually based on the tuition being covered 

by federal financia l aid , some of which you have to pay back," Nass irian says . "Once you 

include books, commuting or room-and-board costs plus loans you have to repay, it's not 

really free, but it's still a less expens ive way to start college ." 

Start ing schoo l at a community college and then transferr ing to a four-year university can 

save thousands in tuition, even if the community college isn't free. 

6. Savings and 529 plans. 
While Montesdeoca says it's never too late to start sav ing for college , parents who start a 

college fund when the ir children are infants are in a better position to pay for school. 

Yu says that grandparents also can set up a 529 college sav ings plan for their grandch ildren 

and can even sh ift the money from one grandchild to another without a tax pena lty, if one 

child receives more scholarships or attends a less costly schoo l 

"Watch out for fees on these 529s and look carefully at the plans in different states because 

the ir flexibility and cost structure varies .ff Yu says . "You can open a 529 in any state 

regardless of where you live or where your child plans to attend college." 

7. Apply for merit-based aid and scholarships. 
Merit-based scholarships and grants are uneven, with some states ent irely basing aid on 

financial need and others, like Geo rgia , focusing ent irely on merit-based aid, Nassirian says . 

Yu says if you have the grades to support an application for merit-based aid , you always 

apply because it costs noth ing but the time to write a short essay 

But Nassirian warns that students should carefu lly examine the s ize of a merit -based award 

to see if it offsets the price of a private institution. In some cases, it's better to switch to a 

less expensive school if the merit-based aid isn't large enough. 

Montesdeoca suggests app lying for as many scholarships as poss ible, because even those 

that are small can add up to cover books or travel costs 

"Websites like Scholarships .com can he lp your student find scholarsh ips for anything you 

can think of," Montesdeoca says . "Private organ izations , foundations , charities and 

companies often have lesser-known scholarship funds with a much smaller applicat ion poo l. 

Unique backgrounds , obscure hobbies or strange talents can set you apart on distinctions 

other than your mer it or need. ff 

8. Look into alternative ways to earn credits. 
Competency-based educat ion at schools such as WGU , which offers online classes , 

measu res a student's learn ing rather than the time spent in classes, WGU's Mendenhall 

says 

"Our students pay $6,000 for a 12-month year of education that's the equiva lent of three 

semesters," he says . "Technology can make school affordable yet sti ll offer high-quality 

educat ion through ind ividua lized study and small groups as well as online instruct ion. " 

Nass irian says that competency-based programs allow you to accumulate credits through 

assessments rather than class time , but he recommends avo iding for-profit , online-on ly 

schools because "they spend more money on advertising than on education," he says. 

He says students who want to accumulate credits online or at a community college should 

make sure that the co llege or university they plan to attend later wi ll accept them. 

9: Earmark activity expenses for college. 
"It's important to remember that you likely won't need to cover the costs of your student's 

college education complete ly from your savings and investments ," Ameriprise Financial's 

Keck ler says . "Afte r they leave their bedroom for the dorm, your day-to-day budget will look 

different. If your child's been partic ipat ing in somewhat expensive high schoo l activities like a 

trave ling soccer team or private music lessons , you may be able to reallocate those funds to 

college-associated costs like textbooks or Greek dues." 

1 O. Compare loans. 
Montesdeoca says that wh ile you want to avoid taking on too much debt, many students 

need to take out at least small loans. 

"Studies show you will probably make more money with a college deg ree than without one , 

so loans can be an investment in your future," he says . "There are all kinds of loans . Some 

are expensive and some are comparat ively cheap. When looking at a possible loan , ask 

about two th ings: the interest rate and the repayment terms . Government-backed loans 

gene rally have lowe r interest rates and allow you to reduce your payments or stop paying for 

a little while, if necessary ." 

Nass irian says that cred it guide lines for federal parent loans , known as Plus loans, were 

tightened a few years ago but are now loosened again so that parents can borrow the full 

cost of college minus any financial aid . 

"There's never been any 'abi lity-to-repay' component to qualifying for these loans, just a 

credit check ," Nassirian says. "Whether or not parents should borrow significantly to put the ir 

kids through college is questionable , but these loans are more ava ilable for parents who 

need them." 
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