
I know how overwhelming the FAFSA can make adults and students feel, but once you get started, it’s not as 
daunting as it looks. There is a variety of financial aid available in the form of grants and scholarships which 
you don’t have to pay back, work-study, and of course loans that you usually don’t have to pay back until 
after you graduate. 
 
Make it a priority to fill out the FAFSA as soon as possible as some schools give out aid on a first come first 
serve basis, so filing early may mean you get more money for college! Here are some tips for finding the 
money you need: 
 
 It all starts with the FAFSA. If you don’t apply, you are 

losing out, not just on federal funds, but possibly state 
funds and school funds. Almost all schools use the data 
from your FAFSA to determine eligibility for things like 
scholarships, research posts, work-study positions, etc.  
There is no cost to apply, so it doesn’t make sense to 
ignore this valuable resource. Visit fafsa.ed.gov to get 
started.  
 

 Apply every year regardless of income or age. You have to 
complete the FAFSA every year you’re in school to qualify 
for financial aid the next year. So even if you’re a college 
freshman, sophomore, or junior, you aren’t off the hook. Just because you didn’t qualify for financial aid 
one year doesn’t mean you won’t the next year. Be sure to submit the FAFSA every year. High earners 
may even qualify for aid; the FAFSA takes all of your family’s financial and personal factors into account. 

 
 Apply even if you’re a non-traditional student. Older or non-traditional students should fill out the 

FAFSA too. Federal student aid programs don’t take your age into account so you can still get assistance 
even if you don’t attend college right out of high school. 

 
 Scholarships are available. NYS Higher Education Service Corporation (HESC) uses FAFSA information 

for potential state scholarships and financial aid. Other resources for scholarships include: 
bigfuture.collegeboard.org, fastweb.com, and studentaid.ed.gov. When considering scholarships think 
about your unique situation. Are you affiliated with the military? A member of a religious organization 
or local civic group? Do you or your parents belong to a professional association? Organizations like 
these offer scholarships and can be great resources for finding the money you need for college.  

 
 You may be able to negotiate your financial aid package. Colleges are a business, so they usually want 

high achieving students who could enhance their reputation or who might become donors in the future. 
Send your FAFSA to several colleges and not just the one you have your heart set on. Schools can see you 
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have applied to multiple places and this may motivate them to offer you institutional aide to help 
influence you to attend their school. 

 
 The earlier you apply the better. New for 2016, the Federal Application for Student Aid (FAFSA) became 

available on October 1. Also new this year, you will use your prior-prior year tax returns to file the FAFSA. 
This means that if you are filing for the 2017-2018 school year you will use your 2015 taxes. Don’t let time 
slip away—this year’s deadline is June 30, 2017. Remember colleges all have different deadlines, some 
much earlier, so know your college’s FAFSA deadline! 

 
 Compare apples to apples. Some colleges give you the “net cost” which is figured by simply subtracting 

the entire financial aid package that they’re offering from the total cost of attendance. However, your 
financial aid package typically includes loans, so this is a bit misleading. Here is an example to illustrate 
how this might work: Let’s assume you are looking at two colleges that both cost $20,000 per year. 
College A offers you a financial package of $10,000 in scholarships and/or grants, and assumes you will 
take out a $10,000 loan. College B offers you $15,000 in scholarships and/or grants, and assumes you will 
take out a $5,000 loan. Clearly, college B is the more attractive choice because you will pay less overall. 
Read the fine print to be sure you’re comparing apples to apples. 

 
More than 185 billion in student aid is available—don’t miss out by not completing the FAFSA. As the College 
Financial Readiness Educator at Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County I can help. Call me, 
Rochelle Runge, at 315-788-8450, ext. 272, for assistance filling out your FAFSA. 
 
Sources: Forbes.com, fafsa.ed.gov, studentaid.ed.gov, bigfuture.collegeboard.org 
 

 
 


