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Your Education: 
Jump-start your future

Is college for you? Which one? How can you pay for it? Whether you plan to 
attend college or enroll in vocational training after high school, don’t let rising costs 
keep you from realizing your dreams.

Why Go to College?
A college education enriches a life in ways that can’t be 
measured in dollars. But there’s a practical reason to continue 
your education beyond high school, too: what you learn usually 
determines what you earn. Compared to workers with only high-
school educations, those with bachelor’s degrees have greater 
lifelong earning power and are less likely to be unemployed.

Unemployment and Earnings
Full-Time Workers Age 25 and Over

by Educational Level

Education Level Unemployment 
Rate

Median Annual Earnings

Males Females

No high school diploma 9.0% $25,074 $15,373

High school diploma/GED 5.7% $34,772 $22,357

Bachelor’s degree 
(4 years)

2.8% $58,341 $39,149

Source: United States Census Bureau.

Choosing the Right School
Some schools are better at certain fields of study than others. 
Costs, too, vary widely from school to school. Consider these 
factors when choosing a college or vocational school:
· Your goals: Can you get the educational experience you want at 

a public school? If not, don’t rule out a private school  because 
of cost; some are generous with financial aid. Another option 
is to start out at an inexpensive community college and trans-
fer to a four-year school.

· Income potential: If you choose a career with high income 
potential—like medicine or computer engineering—you can 
afford to take on a higher debt at an expensive school. 

· Location: Out-of-state students pay a surcharge—usually thou-
sands of dollars a year—to attend public universities. Costs 
also vary in different parts of the country.

Workers with a bachelor’s 
degree earn an average 
of 71  percent more than 
those with high school 
 educations—roughly 
$1 million more overall 
during their working years. 
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How Much Is It? A 
bachelor’s degree 
can cost between 
$53,000 and $122,000, 
depending on the 
school. That’s for 
tuition, fees, room, 
and board—but not 
transportation or 
living expenses.
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Financial Aid Basics
Tuition is the amount a school charges for instruction. This does 
not include room, food, books, or other fees. In recent years, the 
cost of college tuition has risen faster than incomes or inflation. 
Few parents can afford the full cost of educating their children, 
and so most students need financial aid. The good news is that 
most students qualify for some type of financial aid. It takes 
research to find it, so the sooner you start looking, the better. 
How much aid you receive depends on these criteria:
· income—yours and your parents’ or guardians’
· family assets and expenses
· number of college students in your family
· amount of aid available at the school
· number of students applying for aid and their financial need 

compared with yours

THE COST OF EDUCATION

  Total Cost   (tuition, board, books, fees, living expenses)
– Total Aid   (loans, scholarships, grants, work-study)
= What you owe

Types of Aid Available Apply for all types of financial 
aid for which you may be qualified, including:

Scholarships and grants: Both are outright gifts you don’t have 
to pay back. Most scholarships are based on academic, athletic, 
or artistic ability. Many companies offer them to employees’ 
children, and some states provide them to residents; for 
example, Georgia guarantees free tuition to drug-free students 
with at least a B average.

 Advanced Credit 
You can lower  college costs 
by taking advanced place-
ment courses in high school 
and by scoring high on the 
College-Level Examination 
Program (CLEP) test. You’ll 
get college credits for what 
you already know. 

Comparative Costs and Financial Aid

4-Year Public and Private Colleges, Academic Year 2007–2008

Type of Institution Cost and tuition
and fees

Total cost Percentage of
students qualifying

for financial aid

Average aid amount 
(loans and grants)

Four-year private $21,588 $30,393 98% $11,400

Four-year public    $5,950  $13,424* 70%   $8,000

*Average annual costs at two-year public community colleges are about half those of four-year public colleges.
Source: National Center for Education Statistics.
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Some grants, such as federal Pell grants and Supplemental 
Educational Opportunity grants, are awarded for “exceptional 
financial need.” Others are given to students belonging to a 
certain ethnic group, club, or civic organization. The armed 
forces offer aid in return for military service after graduation.
 
Work-study programs: Many colleges offer federally funded, 
on-campus jobs to students receiving financial aid.

Loans: More than half of all financial aid is in the form of 
loans—which must be repaid. Regardless of your income, you 
probably qualify for one of these loans:
· Government loans: The U.S. Department of Education (DOE) 

offers low-interest loans to students and parents. Some are 
subsidized (the government pays the interest until you’re out 
of school) and are based on need; others  are unsubsidized 
 (interest accrues while you’re in school) and are not need 
based. In order of desirability, they are

· subsidized Perkins Loan 
· subsidized Stafford or Direct Loan
· unsubsidized Stafford or Direct Loan
· unsubsidized Parent Loans for Undergraduate Students (PLUS)

· Private and college-sponsored loans: Private loans are available 
from banks and other financial institutions. Interest rates are 
generally higher than those of federal loans. 

Aid Application 1-2-3 Once you’ve been 
accepted at several schools, follow this loan 
application process: 
1.  Gather up documents. You’ll need proof of 

income, such as tax returns, W-2 forms, pay 
stubs; mortgage statements; and proof of any 
unusual financial hardships in the family, such 
as high medical expenses or unemployment.

2.  Find aid sources. Use the Internet to find grants 
and scholarships, then loans. Be sure to check 
deadlines.

3.  Fill out and send in applications. The first form to 
complete is the Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid (FAFSA), available from your high 
school, library, or DOE’s Web site. It’s needed 
for any type of government aid. DOE will send 
you a number called an Expected Family 
Contribution (EFC), which is an amount 
computed according to a formula established by 
law. Colleges use it to determine the amounts of 
grants, loans, and work-study awards.

Tip Maximizing Aid 
You’ll be expected to 
 contribute about one-third 
of your savings toward 
tuition, so if you have credit 
card debt, use your savings 
to pay down as much of it as 
possible before applying for 
financial aid.
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Payback You don’t begin repaying some government loans 
until after you’re out of school. Other loans, such as PLUS loans, 
require you to begin making payments within 60 days after you 
receive the funds. Since unsubsidized loans accrue (accumulate) 
interest while you’re still in school, you’ll want to pay those off 
first. For some loans, you can repay just the interest for a period 
of time or start with smaller payments that increase as your 
income presumably increases. Some lenders even tie payment 
amounts to rises and drops in your income level.

Graduates who take teaching jobs in certain schools; who 
volunteer with the Peace Corps, Americorps, or VISTA; or who 
serve in the military may have their federal loans deferred, 
partially repaid, or even canceled.

It’s important to repay your loan on schedule to avoid 
penalties and damage to your credit, as well as to reduce 
the amount of interest you pay. Some lenders lower the 
principal or the interest rate if you make on-time payments. 
Your lender or the school’s financial aid office can help you 
establish a workable repayment plan.

Test Your Financial Fitness

1. Stating How much more money will the average college graduate earn 
per year than someone with only a high school diploma?

2. Listing List four things that are important to you in choosing a college 
or vocational school. Using the Internet or library resources, find three 
schools that meet your criteria. 

3. Applying Choose one of the schools you identified above and 
calculate how much it would cost to attend that school for one year. 
Then find two types of financial aid for which you might qualify.
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Payback The average 
student graduates from 
a 4-year college with a 
debt of almost $22,700. 
About 70 percent of all 
students received 
grants—averaging 
$8,000 at public, 
four-year schools in 
2007–2008.
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