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Financial Aid Process Review

Create FSA ID
Complete the 

FAFSA
Schools listed on 

FAFSA 

School sends 
award letter to the 

student*

COMPARE AWARD 
LETTERS 

(Net Price)

Student accepts 
aid

School processes 
accepted aid

School MAY email, 
call or mail if any 

documents are 
missing

Processed aid will 
appear as 

pending Aid on bill

*If selected for verification, student may not receive an award 

letter until process is complete



Let’s start with things 

that are pretty typical 

of financial aid offers.



Award Notice

What is it?

Electronic or paper document issued by Financial Aid Office AFTER student 

acceptance that:

 Provides detailed breakdown of the OFFER of financial aid 

 Shows financial aid by type, amount, and source

 Tries to help fill the gap

How is financial aid determined?

 Colleges use the following formula to award need-based aid:

 Combination of federal, state, and institutional funds

 Often there is a “gap” between financial aid offered and net price 

COA- EFC = NEED



How and when will it arrive?

 Arrives typically mid-February/early March for new students, later for 

returning students

• Valid FAFSA must be filed and verification process (if selected) must be complete

 Arrives online via secure web site or paper mail

• First notice for new students is typically paper (snail mail) and all others are electronic

• Very important for student to have activated university email address & student portal for 

each institution from which they wish to receive an aid offer; they can deactivate the others 

once decision has been made

• Students must check university email address regularly and/or forward to personal email

Award Notice



Award letters are like apples & 

apricots; both round fruits, but 

they are different. Let’s examine 

some differences!



The award letter may have some 

combination of the following:

 Cost of Attendance

 Gift Aid

 Grants funded by Federal, 

State and/or School

 Scholarships funded by 

Federal, State and/or School

 Tuition Waivers or Housing 

Waivers

 Self Help Aid

 Loans funded by Federal Govt. 

and/or School



Understanding the 

Parts

What your award is based 
on

 Is this accurate?

How you accept the aid

 What are your next steps

 Federal Work Study

 Notice: Included as total aid

 **No Cost of Attendance 
listed

Will need to go online to 
get costs for comparison 
or was it included with the 
letter?



Understanding the 

Parts

The award letter may have 

some combination of the 

following:

Your Expected Family 

Contribution (Results of 

your FAFSA)

Other funding options

Notices about your 

awards



If you get 3 different 

award letters, how do 

you know which offer is 

best?



Comparing Award 

Letters

Find a favorite tool to compare 

your award letter:

 FAME’s Comparing Award 

Letters worksheet

 Informational, animated video 

on our website

 Online tools

 Smart gadget “App”



Comparing 

Award Letters

Which is the most 

affordable option?

Cost (sticker price)

- Grants and scholarships

Net Price

Net Price: What you 

pay out of pocket 

for 1 year of college



So now you’ve 

compared awards, but 

what else should you 

consider?



 Is any of the aid on your award letter renewable?

• Amounts may differ in subsequent years

 Costs could increase each year

• Tuition, Room & Board, fees……

Other Financial Considerations



Scholarships

 Different process at each school

 Impact on financial aid offer generally minimal

 Unmet need filled first in most cases

 Loan or Work Study eligibility reduced first, whenever possible

 School may swap institutional funds if you receive outside scholarship 

 ALWAYS better to get as many outside scholarships as possible than to worry 

about aid impact

 More scholarships = less loans

 Ask questions; as soon as you’re notified of a scholarship, call the financial aid 

office to report it & discuss



The Bill
Knowing the bottom line will 

help when it’s time to read the 

bill

 They also all look different

 Financial aid usually 

subtracted/shows as 

“Pending”

 Review for fees you can 

reduce; room & board, 

waive health insurance, etc. 

 Create a plan



The Bottom Line

Which is the most 

affordable option?

Cost (sticker price)

- Grants and scholarships

Net Price

Net Price: What you 

pay out of pocket 

for 1 year of college



What if the aid is not enough?

 Savings 

 Payment plans

 Reducing the bill

 Other Loans



What if it’s not enough?

 Consider entire cost of 

education vs. first year 

earnings

 How will you pay for 

2nd, 3rd & 4th year

 Consider 1st year at a 

school close to home



 Remember; award letters are 

apples & apricots! Compare & 

contrast.

 Determine net price versus sticker 

price

 Don’t rule out an expensive school 

until you’ve determined the bottom 

line

 Apply for aid early

 Scholarships! Scholarships! 

Scholarships!

Summary & Tips
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