
Preparing for College and 
Understanding College Costs

Preparing for college is one of the most important financial and educational decisions a student and family will make. Early 
planning can help students identify the right school, maximize financial aid opportunities, and minimize the amount of debt 
needed to earn a degree..

Academic and Personal Preparation
Successful college preparation begins long before senior year of high school. Students should focus on maintaining strong 
grades, challenging themselves academically, and participating in extracurricular activities that reflect their interests and 
strengths. Leadership roles, volunteer work, internships, and part-time jobs can also strengthen college applications and help 
students develop valuable life skills.

Students and families should research colleges based on factors such as academic programs, campus culture, location, grad-
uation rates, and career outcomes. Campus visits, college fairs, and discussions with admissions representatives can provide 
valuable insight and help narrow down choices.

Understanding the Cost of College
The total cost of attending college extends beyond tuition. Families should evaluate the full cost of attendance, which typi-
cally includes:

• Tuition and fees
• Room and board (housing and meal plans)
• Books and supplies
• Transportation
• Technology and equipment
• Personal expenses

Costs vary significantly between community colleges, public universities, and private institutions. Understanding the complete 
financial picture allows families to compare schools more accurately and avoid unexpected expenses.

How 529 College Savings Plans Work
A 529 plan is a tax-advantaged education savings account designed to help families save for future education expenses. 
Contributions are made with after-tax dollars, but the investments grow tax-deferred, and qualified withdrawals are federal 
income tax-free.

Key benefits of 529 plans include:
• Tax-advantaged growth: Earnings can grow over time without being subject to federal income taxes when used for 

qualified 
   education expenses.
• Tax-free withdrawals: Funds can be used for tuition, fees, books, supplies, required technology, and certain room-and-

board expenses.
• High contribution limits: Most state plans allow significant contributions over time, making them effective long-term 

savings vehicles.
• Flexibility: The account owner maintains control of the assets and can change the beneficiary to another eligible family 

member if the original beneficiary does not use all the funds.
• Potential state tax benefits: Many states offer tax deductions or credits for contributions to their state-sponsored 529 

plan.

Starting early allows families to take advantage of compound growth. Even modest monthly contributions can accumulate 
significantly over 10 to 18 years. A consistent savings strategy through a 529 plan can reduce reliance on student loans and 
help families meet future education expenses more comfortably.	                                                        Continued Next Page



Financial Aid Options
Even families who have saved for college should explore available financial aid opportunities.

Grants
Grants are typically awarded based on financial need and generally do not need to be repaid.

Scholarships
Scholarships may be awarded based on academic achievement, athletics, leadership, community involvement, artistic 
talent, or other qualifications. Students should apply broadly and continue searching for scholarship opportunities 
throughout their college years.

Work-Study Programs
Federal work-study programs provide eligible students with opportunities to earn money through part-time employ-
ment while attending school.

Student Loans
Loans can help cover remaining education costs but should be used carefully. Students and families should understand 
interest rates, repayment terms, and projected monthly payments before 

The Importance of Completing the FAFSA
The Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) is the primary form used to determine eligibility for federal student 
aid and many state and institutional aid programs. Completing the FAFSA as early as possible can increase access to grants, 
scholarships, work-study opportunities, and federal student loans.

Strategies to Reduce College Costs
Families can make college more affordable by:

• Beginning to save early through a 529 plan or other dedicated education savings vehicle.
• Applying for scholarships throughout high school and college.
• Comparing financial aid packages from multiple schools.
• Considering community college transfer pathways.
• Evaluating housing and meal plan options carefully.
• Choosing an academic path that supports graduating on time.
• Limiting student loan borrowing to necessary expenses.

Final Thoughts
A college education can be a valuable investment in a student’s future, but it requires thoughtful planning. By preparing 
academically, researching schools carefully, understanding the full cost of attendance, utilizing tools such as 529 plans, and 
taking advantage of available financial aid, families can create a more affordable path to higher education. Early planning 
and informed financial decisions can help students achieve their educational goals while reducing future financial burdens.


