
WILL BEGIN IN A MOMENT

Understanding & Comparing Aid Offers



Agenda  

 The Financial Aid 
Process

 Financial Aid 
Notification

 Understanding the 
Parts

 Comparing FA 
Offers

 Strategies for a 
Successful Appeal

Maria MacDougal
College Access Counselor



FA Process Review

Create FSA ID Complete the FAFSA
FAFSA date sent to 

schools listed on 
FAFSA 

School reviews and 
sends financial aid 
offer to the student*

COMPARE 
FINANCIAL AID 

OFFERS 

(Net Price)

Student completes 
requirements to 

receive aid

School processes 
accepted aid

School MAY email, call 
or mail if any 

documents are missing

Processed aid applied 
to bill

Some aid may show 
as “pending or 

estimated” 

*If selected for verification, student may not receive an 
award letter until process is complete



What is it?

 Paper document or electronic 
notification sent by Financial Aid 
Office AFTER student has been 
offered admission.

 The financial aid offer provides:

• A breakdown of the types and 
amounts of financial aid 
offered

Financial Aid Offers



How do schools determine the aid a student 
receives?
 All schools use the following formula:

 The Cost of Attendance (COA) includes direct and 
indirect expenses.

 The Expected Family Contribution (EFC) is 
determined when the student files the FAFSA .

 Because COA varies, need varies by school.

Financial Aid Offers

COA - EFC = NEED



How do schools fill need?

 Schools attempt to fill need with a combination of 
types of aid from federal, state, and institutional 
sources.

 Often there is a “gap” between a student’s need and 
the financial aid offered.

Financial Aid Offers



What are the types of aid?
1. Gift Aid – grants and scholarships that don’t have 

to be repaid

2. Federal Direct Loans – student loans that are not 
credit based but do have to be repaid

3. Work-Study – money available to be earned 
during the academic year

Financial Aid Offers



How and when will they arrive?

 Paper or email notification will be sent; usually just 
one paper letter

 FAOs working to get aid offers out ASAP; some 
arrived in late January!

Financial Aid Offers



The Challenge



Financial aid offers are like the 
apples and oranges, or apples and 

apricots

….all round fruits, but they are 
different. Let’s examine some 

differences!





So what information might be found on a 
financial aid offer?
 Types of aid 

 Cost of attendance 

 Assumptions used

 Calculation to help determine true cost

 May also include other funding options, notices, or next 
steps

Let’s look at some examples!

What Information Might 
Be Included on Your Offer? 



Things to note from this 

offer:

 Aid is broken down and 
totaled by category

 Gift Aid

 Work-Study 

 Loans

Cost of attendance 
 Direct Costs

 Indirect Costs

Assumptions listed

Calculated estimated 
bill



Things to note from this 
offer:

 Aid is broken down and 
totaled by category

Gift Aid

Work-Study 

 Loans

 Cost of attendance 

 Direct Costs

 Indirect Costs

 Assumptions listed

Other financing options



Things to note from this 
offer:

 Aid is lumped together

 Not clear what has to 
be repaid or earned

 Cost of attendance 

 Direct Costs

 Indirect Costs

 Some assumptions listed



Let’s talk about how 
to compare financial 
aid offers to find the 

bottom line.



Comparing 
Financial Aid Offers

Tools exist to help students 
compare offers:

 FAME’s Comparing 
Financial Aid Offers 
worksheet

 Informational, animated 
videos on our website

 Online tools, Excel 
spreadsheet, etc.

 Smart gadget “App”



Comparing 
Financial Aid Offers

Which is the most 
affordable option?

Direct Costs

- Grants and scholarships

=Net Price

Net Price: What you 
pay the school for one 

year of college



 Is any of the aid on the 
financial aid offer 
renewable?

• Amounts may differ in 
subsequent years

 Costs could increase
each year

• Tuition, room & board, 
fees

Other Financial Factors

Encourage students to consider the following:



Other important 
considerations!



Scholarships

 Different
process at 
each school

 Unmet need 
filled first in 
most cases

 Impact on 
financial aid 
offer generally 
minimal!



Scholarships

 Loan or work study eligibility typically 
reduced first when possible.

 Schools may swap institutional funds if 
student receives outside scholarship. 

 ALWAYS better to get as many outside 
scholarships as possible than to worry 
about aid impact.

 More scholarships = fewer loans!

 Ask questions – have student call 
financial aid office to ask about 
scholarship impact.



Other Considerations

 How many years will the student 
be in school?

 Will the plan for year one be 
feasible for years 2-4 or more?

 Consider entire cost of 
education vs. first year earnings.

• Check out FAME’s Salary/Debt 
calculator.

• Every $10,000 borrowed translates 
to a payment of about $100 per 
month for 10 years.

 What living options make sense 
to keep the costs down?



What if family income 
circumstances have 

changed?



Appeal terminology:
• Appeal is the term I’ll be using for today.

• Professional Judgment (PJ) is often used by 
financial aid offices.
o Language used in the Higher Education Act that allows 

financial aid administrators to make adjustments after the 
FAFSA has been filed.

• Special circumstances is sometimes used as well 
(though more commonly when discussing 
dependency status determination when the FAFSA 
is being filed).

Laying the Foundation



What is the process to appeal?

• School specific appeal form 

• Write an appeal letter - Other times, the 
school will want the student to write a letter 
outlines the situation.

o Suggest the free online service called SwiftStudent 
that can help students write appeal letters. 
https://formswift.com/swift-student

• It is helpful to write a letter, even if a standard 
form is required.

Process to Appeal

https://formswift.com/swift-student


Who is asking?

It’s great if the student can initiate the 
appeal…

But when parent information 
has changed, the parent will 
often take the lead.



 When writing an appeal letter, be sure to have the 
student/parent: 
• Summarize the situation and the impact on the family. 

• Emphasize when the special circumstance was 
beyond the family’s control. 

• Include documentation of the situation; letter and 
documentation are kept confidential in the student’s file 

• Provide contact information in case the financial aid 
office has follow up questions.

• Keep the letter concise - no more than a page or two. 

Process to Appeal



 Example of information to include:
• Change in income:

o What happened and when: “I lost my job on 3/20/2020 when 
my place of business permanently closed” or “I was furloughed 
from my job on 4/2/2020 when my place of business closed but 
hope to return during the summer when the business 
reopens.” When possible, indicate whether the job loss 
appears to be temporary or permanent, and include letters from 
your employer.

o Document income prior to job loss or income reduction 
(copy of 2019 tax return or paystubs prior to job loss or income 
reduction).

o Document current income, including unemployment or other 
work sources.

o Predict, to the best of your ability, what the rest of the year 
looks like, as well as any anticipated income (severance or 
unused vacation pay). 

Process to Appeal



Process to Appeal



Closing

 Encourage students/families to compare aid 
offers and understand the bottom line.

• FAME can help virtually via 1:1 Zoom

• Your high school may have a contact they use

 Students may ask you to contribute a letter of 
support for a financial aid appeal.

 When in doubt, suggest a call to the Financial Aid 
Office.



Thank you for joining us today! Find more FREE resources 
and information at FAMEmaine.com/education.

Follow us:

Contact: education@FAMEmaine.com

PH: 207-623-3263 or 800-228-3734

TTY: 207-626-2717
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